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Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! rage! blow!

Y ou cataracts and hurricanoes, spout

Till you have drench'd our steeples, drown'd the cocks!
Y ou sulphurous and thought-executing fires,
Vaunt-couriers to oak-cleaving thunderbolts,

Singe my white head! And thou, al-shaking thunder,
Strike flat the thick rotundity o' the world!

Crack natures moulds, all germens spill at once
That makeingrateful man!

—Shakespeare, King Lear

1

Gray, whipping rain tore the skimmer out of the sky. The stabilizersjammed; the sail datsbecame
immobile; the ex-tended wing refused to respond. Savage winds shook the small craft, then batted it
aside. In seconds, the skimmer swung about, then down, steeply down—a pae, speeding spearhead in
the gloom of the gde.

Tsaforced her lungsto breathe againgt the accel eration, compelled her heart to pound in even rhythm.



Drove her mind to ignore the pressure of her lips againgt her teeth and register instead the silence of the
computer node that should have been sending itsimagesto the tiny transceiver in her temple. Asher dark
blue eyesflicked forward, they caught the last projected imagesin the navigation holotank. Sheformed a
mental com-mand and projected it by thought to the node. There was no re-sponse. And while she
watched, the holographic shapesin the navtank faded to emptiness as the flight commands abruptly
halted.

In the pilot's seet, Nitpicker felt the ship go on auto as her own temple link went dead. With amuffled
curse, the pilot watched the control screens fade and flash into manud pat-terns. The navtank had
completely cleared; not even aghost of acloud remained in theimaging area. The storm vectors that had
boiled through the tank were now nothing more than empty sky. The sea had become a nothingness. The
shape of her ship was gone. New data—manua data—flickered acrossthe flat piloting screensin
patterns of light and color and text. And at the end of the sequence, the emergency-orbit com-mands
flashed twice. Then they began to take control.

Nitpicker caught the warning with a curse; ingtantly, her fingers wrenched at the overrides. She did not
look back at the other meresin the skimmer's cabin. Her lipstightened; she hoped five of them were
enough to control the sixth—the guide, TSa, who sat among them.

Beside her, the copilot's voice sharpened as he reported the skimmer's status. " Safeties are coming
on-line—starting to override my screens.”

"What's your control factor?
"What I've got, I'm losing. We'relooking at an orbital vec-tor within four minutes—"

"Stal them!™ the woman snapped harshly. "If the safeties kick in completely, well be shot up and out like
asneeze." She glared at the screens and punched the controls. Up and out, she thought, and into the
supposed safety of a preassigned orbit. She cursed under her breath and watched yet another screenrim
itself with the purple shades of automatic control. Her fingersflicked fagter, asif she could keep the violet
hue from spreading like avirusto the next screeninline. "Zyas, but | hate thet color.”

"Weregoing to seealot more of it," Estine retorted "Ei-ther the node is hit big-time, or there's a pretty
powerful some-one who doesn't want usto reach that freepick stake down landside—" His voice broke
off asthe skimmer jerked, shud-dered, and dewed asif it spun onice, not air.

Behind the pilots, pressed back in her seat, TSadsfingers were spread againgt the arms of her mallegble
chair. Her hands were not relaxed: tension kept her fingers so rigid she could not curl them into the fabric.
To her left, Wren's weathered skin whitened while his hammerlike hands dug into the flexan soft asif it
were mud, rather than the arm of aflexible chair.

Like Nitpicker, Wren did not look at Tsia—the acceleration toward orbit could hit any second, and he
had no desire to have his eyeballsflattened againgt the Sides of their sockets. He could see TS a, the
guide, out of the corners of hiseyes.

Her face wastight and her hands clenched; her dark blue eyes were amost blank with suppressed fear.
Behind her, and out of Wren's peripheral sight, Tucker's pale blue eyes were steady, and that mere's
skin, naturally white, did not show tension any more than Doetzier's weathered tones. Both meres
deliberately relaxed in their seats. In the far back, Striker, her black eyes and brows set in ablank
expression beneath her auburn hair, murmured to Ames, the brown-haired man beside her, while Ames
dared at the ceiling and muttered to himself.

Six meres, three pairs of softs. The flexible seats took up the center of the skimmer's cabin, so that only



narrow aideswereleft on either side. Theinner walls of the ship were covered with drab webbing that
held gear and weapons. To Wren'sright, the hatch, its edges glowing with pae green-blue light, hung on
thewall like an eyethat dragged hisgray gazeto it asingstently asamagnet.

Sl diving, the skimmer pierced astorm front and dammed into the wind like abug hitting awall.
Violently, Tsaand Wren jerked forward before the backs of their softs caught up with them.

"Tight ride" Wren said.

Hisvoicewasflat, dmost expressionless—as usud, Tsathought—though his narrow jaw clenched like
hers againgt the pull of the dive. She hated his calm demeanor; hated the fear that grew in herself. And
sheforced her lipsto stretch in the semblance of a smile. The motion drew the claw marks on her tanned
cheek into white-taut, jagged scars; her short, brown hair swept back against her forehead. In her
temple, the node's metal socket remained cold and blank, as dead as the com, which should have been
receiving flight commandsfor the craft. The skimmer dmogt saled midair, then fdl faster.

Wren took in Taaswhitened knuckles out of the corner of hiseye. "Think they'll ever resedl the walls of
thisthing with some design other than drab?' he asked ddliberately.

Tsaturned her head to sare at him.

He touched her arm, forcing her to swallow her fear with the contact of hisskin. "Think they'll ever
resed?'

Unconscioudy, she gazed around the small cabin. There were no decorations, no paint or design to
relieve the dull shadesthat met her eyes. The gear webbing was made of iri-descent cloth in the same
bland, earth-tone shades as her trou-sers. The flexan softs, each one shaped to the merewho sat init,
were drab and dirt-toned, asif they had been used too long without cleaning. The flooring was mottled
with burn marks and patch-melts; the walls were pocked and old. The meta-plas—all metal tang and
plagtic stuffiness—-flexed and bent with pressure and change, yet held its strength through impacts that
would have crushed asimilar ship made of folded or braced aloys and blends. There were adozen stains
from old crash foam, and the dit windows were dark with that faint opacity that comes from having their
crystal lattices hit too many timeswith alaze. Tsas eyes darted from the thicker chunks of repaired
webhbing to the two long, thin laser tracks on the celling above her head. The craft was not four years out
of the shipyards, but it looked as old aswar.

Thelaser tracks led her eyesforward to the empty navtank, and then to the pilots cubby. The skimmer's
angle was still steep, but the purple-edged screens had made streaked bands of color acrossthe front of
the cabin. Fear, which grew as the color spread, became a solid chunk in her mouth. She could not stop
hersdf from building another thought-image to project to the node. But her templelink was ill dead. She
glanced at Wren and forced her voice to steady. "Node's down,” she said.

"Fdtit,” Wren replied shortly.

She shifted her weight, and just as the flexible soft caught up with the change, the skimmer hesitated, tried
to straighten, bottomed out, then shot up like asearchlight. Tsas body hung forward for an ingtant, then
dammed back. Blackness swam in her eyes. Her dender fingers siretched out along the flight pad-ding;
she could not turn her head. In front, the mere pilot jerked at dead controls.

Estine reported dmost under his breath, " Safeties are on. Were heading up.”

"Timeto orbit?' the pilot snapped.



"WEéIl be rounder in four minutes, fifteen seconds.”
"Open the panels.” Nitpicker's voice was low but sharp. " Get those safeties off-line."”

Edtineforced himsdlf from his soft, bracing hisfeet againgt the seat while he groped inside the dash for the
navigation cubes, which stretched in thin lines beyond hisreach. Hisfin-gers fumbled dong the edge of
the honeycomb board in which the cubes were set

"Can you reach them?" Nitpicker'svoice was il low.

"I'm trying for the nav cubes—"

"The safeties,” she sngpped. "Not the nav cubes."

"Therésagdeon,” he snarled back. "Y ou need the nav cubesif we're going to head back down—"

Nitpicker's dark hand struck Esting's shoulder and jerked him back. "1 could fly this ship blind through a
meteor shower. Now, get those goddam safeties out!™

Behind them, Wren glanced at Tsidsface. It was not the force of accel eration that stripped the color
from her tanned and weathered skin; it was not the loss of the node that pushed her heartbeat into her
temples. Her fear was growing into ter-ror, and he could smell it on the quickness of her breath. He
looked at her clawlike fingers, then back to her jawline. "All right?" he asked quietly.

She jerked anod, but the edges of her face were white. Cab-in pressure dropped, and Wren worked his
jaw to pop hisears and sinuses. The skimmer was still on atmospheric settings, and full-sedl
pressurization was not in force. Asthe pressure sucked on her cheekbones, her fingers clutched the
fabric of her soft like alifeline. There was a crowd sound in the back of her mind that made Wren'svoice
seem like the buzz of agnat next to the roar of atiger.

Cats. Her mind latched on to that feline image. Pumas and watercats, sandcats and tams. .. Cougar
voices growled in her head astheir impressions leaked through the intangible menta biogeate that opened
her mind to theirs. She could hear those snarling feline tones as clearly asif the cats surrounded her in the
ship, rather than huddled in therain far below. She could sense their emotionsin the mental yowlsthey
returned in re-sponse to the fear sheingtinctively projected. The biogate ex-panded with that terror and
her lack of control, and cat bodies seemed to legp inside her head. Cat nogtrils flared; feline breath huffed
in her face; fanged mouths hissed till she choked on the sounds.

"Wren?' Her voice wastight and high. "I can't go sky-side—"

The other mere fought the press of their climb with hishand until he eased the distance between their
seets. He touched her arm. The musclesin hisfingers were taut, and his clublike hand had abrutal look at
odds with the lightness of that touch. He pressed her forearm with silent reassurance.

Up in the cockpit, Estine yanked the covers off a second and third panedl, ignoring the clatter asthe
coversfel clumgly to thefloor. Burying hisarmsin the datacube cavities, he groped for the touch-codes
on the honeycomb boards. He muttered, cursed himself, then found histarget. Instantly, his hands be-gan
to dart from spot to spot, disabling links and pulling cubes from their honeycombs. One honeycomb
broke, and haf adozen cubes shot back through the cabin, tumbling till they fetched up against Wren's
feet. They wedged there like tiny mice huddling into an overhang. TSa dared a them asif they were a set
of paradites. Safety cubes, she thought, huddled to-gether for protection. Shefelt ahysterical urgeto
laugh. She clenched her jaw till the sounds began to choke her.

"Still climbing," Etine reported. "We'rein the sorm tun-ndl, il heading rounder.”



"Zyasdamnit!" Nitpicker cursed under her bregth.

"We're queued with the Phoenix to fdl in behind the Re-morse. | can't find Jandon's craft. Could be
hidden in the noise from the Saabadhanni ."

"That'sthedien ship—"

"Probably took the node down themselves so they could get a techno-trade option on Risthmus,” Etine
sad.

"They're desperate enough to try just about anything,” she retorted.

The skimmer hit aviolent updraft, and Tsaturned wide eyes toward Wren. His hand tightened on her
arm. "Remem-ber," he said quietly, asif he did not notice the tension in the muscles that jerked beneath
his hand, "when you didn't know that going rounder meant going into orbit around a planet?’

She swallowed convulsively. "I can't. | can't go rounder—"
Wren increased the pressure of his hand. " Stay cam, Feather. Tak with me.”

She choked out an animal sound. Feather. Her name in the mercenary didect. A joke without humor for
aname that had no power. Shetried to control the fear that crawled into her head, but it grew likea
balloon of gasthat bubbled up in her lungs and burst out of her mouth. She clenched her fists so tightly
that her fingernails cut into her pam, and arunnd of blood did across her whitened flesh. Her jaw locked
shut. The skimmer lurched. Tsias heart moved up another inch in her throat. 1ts pounding choked off her
air. Thefeet of the cats that paced in her mind clawed at the inside of her skull. Her breath-ing rate
doubled. "Wren—"

He cast awarning glance over his shoulder. Behind him, one of the meres, Doetzier, forced hisweight
forward until he got his hands on the back handles of Tsas soft. Tucker glanced at the other mere, then
forward at Tsdstrembling frame, then placed his hands in the same ready position as his partner.
Fighting the acceleration, Wren leaned farther acrossto Tsa's set till he could dide his hand down her
arm. Histhick fingers crushed hers. She barely noticed.

Up front, the pilot's voice was sharp. "Rounder height?'

"Two-sixteen kilometers at perigee,” Estine returned. " Geo-synchronous. Cabin will go to skyside
conditions a twenty-eight kays. We're at ten kays now."

The craft bucked and tilted as Nitpicker fought the controls to change the angle of the skimmer's sall
dats. "I'm going to losethisriserate any time..."

"I've got half the safeties out,”" he snapped back. "'I'm working on the others.”

On thefloor, the discarded datacubes skidded against Tsasfeet. Shejerked. Wren's hand tightened.
"The quarantine scans,”" Nitpicker bit out. "At what height do we hit Q7"

"Three minutes after we reach skyside conditions. One-eighty-one kays up.”

Tsas breath caught in apartia whimper. A hundred eighty kays, and she would be in quarantine.
Medscans and biofilters. The death of the virusin her body—of the biogate that filled her mind with
cats... Her eyesturned toward the hatch in the sde of the ship.

Wren'sgrip crushed her arm to the soft. "Don't even think about it,” he breathed.



Shedid not see him. There was an anima fear in the depths of her eyes, and the sense of the meres
around her faded as the strength of the menta catspeak grew with the tension thet filled her mind.
"Wren—" Her voice was S0 tight it choked her.

"Nitpicker has spun wind for you before.”
"l can't go skyside!™ she choked out. "The viruses—"

He stared into her eyes. "1 know. Van'el knows. She won't take you rounder.” He glanced forward. Half
the physical changesthat had made T9aaguide were maintained only by a set of virusesin her body. If
the ship went rounder—if it went through the med filters and the Q fields—those viruseswould be
stripped away like the leaves from atreein winter. And al ships passed through quarantine before they
went on-or offplanet. Every e-orbit, every standard or docking orbit, ev-ery trgectory that pointed out
of the system—they all went through Q. It was the one thing permanent about any planet setup. No one
wanted to risk another Vendetta.

Up front, Nitpicker heard the panic in Taasvoice. The pi-lot's face was tense; her hands flashed like
lightning on the controls as shetried to sted the conn back from the automatic settings.

Outside, the storm tore at the side vents locked in the emergency-rise position. "Status,” she snapped at
Edine.

He glanced across the screensthat stared him in the face. "' Sixteen kays," he returned shortly. " Still
climbing." He broke thelast relay in the links and moved to the next pand. "It's smoothing out—we've
cleared the sorm.”

"I can fedl that."

"Y ou've got the manud conn?”'

"I'm on standby—waiting for you to get those safeties off-line.”
"lamtrying..."

Tadsattention was riveted to the fedling of pressure that filled her face, to the white skin that went whiter
with each kilometer they rose.

"Height?" snapped Nitpicker.
"Forty-three kays. Were on auto for e-orbit."

Tsawhimpered. Her eyes were locked on the hatch. Wren glanced meaningfully at the meres behind her.
Tucker looked the question a Doetzier, and the older mere nodded. Both men gripped Tsa's shoulders.
Sheflinched at their touch. Bioener-gies seemed to hit her through her gate: one—hot and uncon-trolled
behind awall of calculation; one cold and steedy, spotted with points of light. Cat feet seemed to jerk
across her mind with the interruption. Claws seemed to dig into her thoughts. She twisted her head and
snarled a Tucker, then at the mere beside her. "Wren..." The sound that escaped from between her
teeth was almost unrecognizable. Her air seemed trapped in her lungs.

"Eighty kays," reported the copilot. "Still heading round-er..."
"Stay cadm,” Wren snapped as TsSiabegan to struggle in ear-nest. " Stay down.”

"l can't. | can't!"



He dug hisfingersinto her arm to hold her to the soft. With asurge of panic, she wrenched free of
Doetzier and hit Wren to loosen hishold. The blow caught the gray-haired mere high on the cheek. His
head rocked back, but he didn't flinch. }"Feeather!" he snapped. With an animal snarl, she kicked out of
the seat, writhing and diding down and away from Tucker's hands. Wren did not let go. "Doetzier!" he
ground out. Thetdler, lean-bodied mere lunged around the soft and grabbed Tsds arm, yanking her
back as she struck out at Tucker. Her wrist and el bow twisted; she cried out. One hundred kays. Out of
the biosphere, and queued for quarantine. ..

The cold computer link in her temple was forgotten; the loss of the node was no longer important. Only
the biogate filled her head, and the frantic fear with which it blasted her thoughts churned her mindto a
bestia mass. Pumas seemed to race through her memories. Golden eyes gleamed with the intensity of the
hunt, while clawstore at her mind. Her brain was par-ayzed with the crosstalk of cat imagesthat did not
trandate into human thoughts. Her mouth could not make human sounds; her nostrils flared with the
sharpness of the scents that seemed to clog them. Wren's mouth worked asif he were shouting in her
face; she heard nothing but the growling in her gate.

Doetzier's hard knees dug into her thighs. Someone else sat on her elbow. A body seemed to crush
down on her ribs, and another had her fingers twisted back against her wrist. She screamed, and the
sound was still not human. There was akeening that did not stop; and the man's voice that rose above it
was distant and thick like athunderhead on adark horizon. Cougars and tarns, watercats and jaguars
snarled and hissed in her head. The distance between the ship and the world drew their voi ces together
like an angry, indistinct crowd, and the cat feet that raced from sdeto Sdein her skull felt like stilettos
stabbing her thoughts.

The skimmer jerked, bucked, and best its way up through the thinning atmosphere, and Tsaand the
mereswho held her did forward as a group on the floor, then dammed awkwardly back against the base
of the softs. Suddenly, the skimmer shot up faster. Far below, the boiling storm wasllittle more than a
rumpled stain on the sky.

"One-forty kays," Nitpicker snapped. Her hands were on the panels, her legs braced against her seat.
"Wehit Q in ten sec-onds.”

The ship shook violently. Estine staggered back, then lunged forward, dmost diving into the cavities.
"Almog..." hetold himsdf, hischin jammed up againgt the dash. "Almodt... Got it" He yanked the last
honeycomb of safety cubes and threw the panel behind him. Abruptly, the skimmer straightened ouit.
Manua nav commands kicked in; thrusters and sail dats re-sponded. For an ingtant, the small craft hung
in space. Then its nose pressed sharply down. They dove. Back into a blackened, rain-swollen sky.
Screaming through the gale like along, stedl whistle headed for the surface of the sea.

Color-edged red spots darkened Tsas sight. Her eyes wid-ened. The keening in her ears was il
constant, but voices be-gan to cut through, dicing through the wall.

"Feather, for god's sake, stop it!" Wasit Wren?

"Bequiet!"

Another voice. Another tone. "It's over. Were going down.”
"We'regoing landside. Landside..."

Up front, the two pilots fought the controls, shifting the shape of the skimmer's datsto counter the
downward dive. Jammed againgt the arm of the soft by the force of the dive, Doetzier cursed to himsdlf.
Wren, sprawled across Tsas hip and ribs, felt his knees bruise as his bony joints pressed hard against



the floor. Benesth the thick fingersthat crushed her arms, Tsas white flesh turned dowly brown, then
blue-black and purple as blood vessals broke with the pressure.

"Status?' Nitpicker's voice cut acrossthe din.

"Ninety kays, and dropping, but the sensor taps went out with the node. | can't pick up agoddam thing."
"Clear thewindows. Well go in on visud till we pick up the mere satellite.”

"The mersat went down with the main node—there won't be anything off those lines either.”

"Mersats broadcast through different relays,” she snapped back. "Unless someone knocked out the
repeaters, well catch the backup linesin afew seconds.” She wrenched at the sail-flap controls. "Get a
position in the tank. And shut up that guide!" sheyelled over her shoulder.

"Feather,” Wren said. "Look a me. Listen. We're going down. Landside. Not skyside." She jerked
beneath hisgrip. "Down," he repeated. His voice was cold and sharp, like the menta tang of hisbiofield.
In the hot fear that filled Tsias mind, she shivered with the touch of that emotionless energy. But the chill
of hisvoice seemed to freeze and snap off the edges of her tension. "Fed the cabin pressure.” Likea
scapel, hiswords cut through her panic. " The proximity of the sea— fed it. Use your gate, goddam it!"

Sowly, warily like acat, she subsided, sill tense as awire beneath the weight of the meres. Hiseyes
narrbwed at her wariness, and his voice sharpened. "Ease off, Feather. Were going down. Think through
your gate... Yes, that'sit. Ease off." The ship plunged toward the black sky-tunnel of the sorm, and
Wren relaxed his grip as he felt her tenson lessen. Doetzier began to shift. Instantly, she wrenched free of
their strength. Doetzier's lean fingers reclenched; Wren's clublike hand tightened so hard that her nerves
screamed. Her eyes went wide, and her head was jerked against the floor. " Feather—" Wren'svoice
was calm and cold. "Listen to my voice. Ease off now. We're going down."

Tsadared at him, still wild-eyed with the panic that seemed to sweet from her pores. Doetzier moved a
fraction, and she bared her teeth. Wren shook her again, thistime with lessforce: her head rocked only
halfheartedly to the side. "Fed your biogate, Feather. We're going down. Down to the sea” Hisvoice
washed over her earslike water. "Landside,” he re-peated. Y ou aren't going rounder. None of us are
going rounder. We're at forty kays and till going down..."

Some sense of hiswords filtered through her panicked mind. Some of the wildness Ieft her eyes. The
clawsthat seemed to tear at her skull merely pierced, then retracted through the biogate. The sense of the
cougarsthat hissed and snarled was dulled by the sound of hisvoice. The keening in her ears grew faint
and turned to awhimper.

Wren nodded. His cold gray eyesbored into hers. "Listen to your gate," he said. "Fed thelifein the sea
We're closer now, and you can fed it. Landside..."”

"Wren?' Her voice was hoarse.

He nodded. "Say it again. My name.”

"Get off me"

"Not yet."

She jerked, and the merestightened their grip again. "I'm okay," she snarled. "Let me up.”

His gaze narrowed. The panic was till there in her eyes, but it was receding, and the fury and shame that



replaced it was growing. He loosened his hands. In an ingtant, she wrenched free and flung hersdlf to her
feet againg the bulkhead wall. Tucker tensed, but Doetzier snapped in alow voice, "Let her be." Tucker
halted midstep.

For amoment, Tsacrouched against the wall like a cor-nered cat. The pulsein her throat wasvisible,
like adrumbesat on a soft, leather drum. She glared at Tucker. Wren eyed her for amoment, then
casualy returned to his seat. After an d-most imperceptible hesitation, Doetzier, then Tucker followed
suit. TSastared at them till she shivered with theforce of her tension. Then, dowly, she edged back to
her chair.

Gingerly, she sat down. She refused to look at Wren: the paleness of her cheeks was offset by a patch of
dull color that crept in and made her jaw tighten even more. Wren said noth-ing. Behind them, Doetzier
ran his hand through his black hair and murmured something to Tucker, but Tsadid not hear it—
humiliation had deafened her earsto their words. She forced hersdlf to lean back, but could not relax. As
the skimmer shud-dered again, she shivered. The ship's skin seemed to groan, asif it were racked with
pain from the force with which the rain struck its hull.

In the back, Striker leaned forward to Tucker. "So," she said quietly, "what were you saying about the
fregpicks a the min-ing Ste?'

Tucker's blue gaze flicked toward Tsia, then he turned to the auburn-haired woman. He shrugged asif to
himsdf, and gave Striker awry grin. ™Y ou know how obsessed you are with the history of the Feta
Wars? One of the freepicks you took con-tract for is adescendant of the leader of alifer gang..."

Tsasa siffly in her soft. Did her cheeks burn, she asked hersdf bitterly, or werethey just colored with
the heat of hu-miliation? She gritted her teeth, then forced them to relax. She didn't notice that her hands
rubbed nervoudy at her wrists. When Wren touched her arm again, she flinched, but did not shake him
off.

"Nitpicker has spun wind for you before," he said, hisvoice so low that only she could hear.
"I know that," she returned shortly.
"Then you should have known shewould do it again.”

Wren regarded her silently. Her eyes glinted less, he noted; her pulse, though still visible, throbbed more
dowly in her throat. The flesh beneath hisfingers was more steady to histouch. Asthe ship shuddered
again, then bumped violently, her gaze darted involuntarily from the holotank to the hatch.

"Y ou would never have madeit," he said quietly.
"I'vejumped before."

"That was adare, and you were only ahundred meters from the sea. And," he added, "you didn't have
meto go through.”

Sheforced her lipsto stretch. "Isthat a challenge?”

Hedidn't smilein return. "Not when the sea'sin full bloom. Even if you survived, Van'e would be sureto
kill me."

Up front, Nitpicker's hands flicked across the pandls in near-ingtinctive sequences while she felt—rather
than saw in the screens—the skimmer respond to the winds. Her green eyes were unfocused with the
memories that rose with Wren'swords: A mere skimmer that darted between blackjack shipsand a



Shield. A parbeam cannon that seared its way through the nose and side of her skimmer. And the ship
shooting up through the smoking sky while Tsa, trapped in the wreckage with Wren and Sullage and
Twit, tore hersef free only to see the dtitude meter climb toward Q.

"Lucky," Nitpicker muttered darkly. "'Too damn lucky for me."

Edtine glanced across. The silence of the temple link echoed in his head and drew hisforehead into a
frown. "Feether?' heasked in alow voice.

She nodded.
"A guidein the mere guild isaguide without agate," he re-turned. " She knowsthe risks."

"Uh-huh." Nitpicker's voice was quiet. "The more she flieswith us, the moreit'sjust amatter of time
before she loses her gateto Q." Or to the guides who hunted her down. Nitpicker did not say the words,
but they were there in the woman's mind. Nitpicker had been alicensed mere for one hundred and
thirty-two years. Fifty-one planets she had defended or scouted or abandoned on alast-out run. Over a
hundred battles with blackjack—haf of them onplanet. And fifty-six guides she had worked with. Of
those fifty-six, only adozen ill had their biogates. The others... The pilot'sthin lipstightened
imper-ceptibly. Twenty-one had lost their gates when the guide guild stripped away their biolinks—it was
the punishment for work-ing outside the guide guild, when the guild could come up with a charge that
would stick. Only four guides had been killed by blackjack. The other nineteen had lost their gatesto
guarantine, as Tsahad again dmaost done.

The skimmer bumped and jerked asit hit the turbulence of the upper clouds, and Nitpicker adjusted the
sall datsamogt automaticaly. She glanced back and read the tension that lined Taas jaw, then the
purple-rimmed screens of the dash. Time, she thought, worked against a guide more than blackjack ever
did.

2

Beneath the skimmer, far out in the ocean, thickened, gray-black storm clouds churned. Warm air rose
ten thousand me-tersin bare seconds, and the cold air fell like shock waves, densely, smashing into the
water and heightening the swellsin the ocean. Beneath the thunderhead, the falen air flowed out dong the
sealike water that spillsfrom abucket and ripples across atable. The wind grabbed and bunched up the
ocean, birthing new swdls. And asthe flowing air gave birth to the waves, the cold, dropping air

hel ghtened the waves more with each convective current. Sent them speeding out after the storms. Sent
them following the fronts across the sea until the waves reached the coast. Pushed the wavesto follow
the wind that tore at the ocean's surface. And dammed them up against the legs of Ocean Eight, where
they made the station pilings shiver like saplings. There, ten kays from the shore, they be-came the swells
that lifted the bloom of the jelliesto the sur-face, where the white pumping bodies shredded the ssorm's
debris and dragged it back down to the depths.

Above the churning clouds, the skimmer hung in ablack, predawn sky. The edge of the horizon was an
orange-blue, and the stars were still thick overhead. Inside the ship, Tsa stared forward, toward the
gray-black windows where Estine's fingers tapped continuoudy on the manual com and Nitpicker
worked the controls.

"Anything yet on the node?" the gray-haired pilot asked.

Estine did not glance over. "Nothing, but I've just about tagged athread of anodeline, so | can throw
some kind of co-ordinatesin the navtank.”



"Pogtion?'

"Guessing two thousand kays NNE of the marine station. Weve got two storm systemsto move
through—not counting the one Sitting over the sation platform. Thirty, maybe forty minutes of flight.”

"What about the emergency-satdllites?’

"Nothing. E-satsare fill down. But if | remember right, the first Ssorm isan isolated boil: force seven and
fading. The other isastorm-force ten and picking up.”

Nitpicker nodded. "The onewell belanding inisamost that, and projected to build to afull force twelve
by nightfdl."

"Zyas, Van'd, you're not il thinking of landing on the platform?”

"Why not?'

"Thenodeisn't giving us spit. Y oull be taking this ship down in aforce-nine wind—"
Her sharp, green eyes glinted. "Force ten by thetimeweland.”

Estine shook his head and tapped faster on the manua comm.

Nitpicker glanced at the screens between them. " Should be picking up an e-broadcast from the main sats
any second.”

"Catching the e-sat now. I'll shunt it to your conn.”
"Locking in and—" her fingersdid acrossapand "—hitting cruising at now."

The skimmer leveled out of itsdive, and Tsabecame briefly weightless as the flexible seat no longer
pressed againgt her spine. For an ingtant, she felt light-headed; then her sight cleared. Absently, she
rubbed her forearms, then stretched them in a catlike motion. Her teeth bared in asilent hissat the
sud-den rebellion of her bruised muscles.

"Sore?" Wren asked.

"I have your fingerprints up and down both arms," she said tightly. "Therésaknee print in my ribs."
"Would you rather be aflat spot on the surface of the sea?’

"Better the seathan the sky."

"But the true view of Risthmus can only be had from space," he teased ungently.

"My sster might like looking down on the world"—a haunted shadow flickered in the depths of her
eyes—"but I'd rather be on—not above—any planet.”

"Y ou shouldn't have worried. Nitpicker can fly patternstighter than the weave of Kirillian slk." He
glanced a the gray-siresked windows. Thefirst ssorm system had whipped away the dight lightening of
the dawn as negtly asif it were dusk. Cloud-water washed the windowsin a continuous rain. They could
see naither land nor seq, just the gray-black gloom of the gale. "Zyas" he muttered, "thisislike flying
through alake." He shifted in his seat and leaned his head back.

Tsaraised her eyebrows. Deliberately, she looked around at the drab inner walls of the cabin. Sherolled



her neck to release some of her tension, then forced her hands to unclench. "It's il a better view than
this" She gestured faintly at the beam-burned inner hull.

Wren'slips stretched. With histhin, hooked nose and sharp face, he looked like a raptor perched
uncomfortably inachair. "Only aguide would think that. These metaplas walls have been between you
and alaze more than once, and you think ablack sky is a sweeter picture? Y ou haven't seen the world
clearly since you got your biogate.”

The skimmer lurched asit cut through the front line of the first storm system, and the ship's dender shape
seemed to bend like astraw before it steadied again. Tsias hands tightened on the arm of her soft. Her
eyesflicked again toward the hatch.

Wren shot her awarning look. "It'sjust the wind. We're out of the system aready.”

"l know that," she returned, too sharply. Convection currents and pressure tunnels... Nitpicker knew this
wing like she knew the hair on her head—the thought repeated in Tsa's head like a prayer.

Asif to challenge that thought, the ship dipped sickeningly until thetenson in Tsias body tightened with a
snap. Beside her, Wren reached across and stroked her forearm with hard pressure so that her muscles
trembled with the strain of being taut. He glanced at the white line of her jaw. Her eyeswere dtill glinting
with the remnants of her fear, and he could see the strength of her biogate in the blankness of her gaze.
"Remem-ber two years ago?' he asked quietly, hisvoice still for her ears only. "Nitpicker took you
through astorm in a haf-powered stinger. And before that, she did aremote-pilot for you when you rode
the hook up for the Timba Point job, and the skyhook car malfunctioned—didn't break off for itsglide
when it should have. Y ou were heading rounder that time, too." He stoked his hand down over her
fingers so that she was forced to relax her clawlike clutch of the seat. " She's agood pilot, Feather. One
of the best. Y ou know that. She once set down for you on arock haf the size of her ship, and even she
said that the cliff had been so washed with downdrafts, you should have landed in the rocks, not on
them.”

"It was two-thirds the size of the skimmer." Teaforced the words out asif they would choke her. "Van'el
exaggeraes”

Wren felt the tremble that shivered through her arm and tightened his grip again. Thistime, Tsashook
him off.

"And there was the time five years back, north of Demon Bay," he added, asif she had not removed his
hand, " Safeties kicked in when we were hit by that parbeam cannon. 'Picker tore the dash gpart to get
the conn back before she sent you rounder. Had to do it alone, too. Copilot wasno help at all.”

Tdaglanced forward involuntarily. ™Y ou blamed him for that? He was dead as astump in abog."
Wren shrugged. " Everyone has some sort of excuse.”

In spite of hersdlf, she laughed—a short sound that burst from her throat more in tension than humor.
"Van'e took usdown dl right. She dumped usin the offshore shalows right in the midst of apod of
mating nessies. | smelled like watersnake for aweek."

"Forrest did not seem to care,” Wren said dyly. "Not when he saw you landside and safe”

The skin around her mouth was still too tight, and she had to force her jaw to work. "Forrest was. ..
relieved to seeme,” she admitted.

The smoothness of the skimmer's flight was interrupted by an abrupt rise, then afal, then a series of



shudders. In Tdgas mind, the whine of the skimmer's motors trandated into a soft yowl. Unconscioudly,
she projected the sound through her biogate. The catspeak in the back of her head sharpened until the
hairs on the back of her neck bristled. Sheforced her pulseto dow until it no longer deafened her
thoughts, and the feline' din subsided. The sensation of wind in her—their—fur became the stroking of
Wren's hand on her arm. 'Like alantern that moved to a distance, the mental voices of the cats no longer
blinded her; insteed, they merdy filled the corners of her mind with adull and rumbling purr.

Forrest heard this same type of noisein his head, she thought—not that of the cats, but the energies of
the world, echoed into his mind from his own biogate. Wren, who sat be-side her, knew her only through
time. But Forrest—he under-stood the wildness of her heart. Her lips stretched in afaint, bitter smile.
What Wren cdled intimacy, she described as the recognition of each onein the other. What Wren called
love, she named their need to touch each other through their biogates. Love? Perhaps. But if it was, it
would not be shewho admitted it.

Wren followed her gaze to the dender hands that rubbed ab-sently at her wrists. Her fingers were lean
and strong and with-out ornament, except for athin scar that ran across the back of one hand, and some
faint puncture marks on the other. The wrists she rubbed were medium-boned and taut with long-used
muscles. Forrest had held those wrists, Wren thought. Forrest had shared not just her biogate but her
body, and that for al-most ten years. It was an interesting match. Wren had not thought her able, with her
wildness, to be heyita so long with one man. He smiled to himself. Somehow, the word for "bed-mate"” in
the mere tongue seemed more honest than it did in any other. 'Too bad,” he said dyly, "that Forrest didn't
take the same contract you did. Y ou'll misshim out at Broken Tree."

"Y ou sureit's not you who'll miss me at the Hollows?' she retorted.
Wren merely widened his smile. ™Y ou and he touch asif you've been bonded for decades.”

She glanced down at her hands, and only then redlized that she was rubbing her wrists. Abruptly, she
dtilled her fingers. Her lipsthinned to a stubborn, st line. "We are not making the bond."

"Don't seewhy not," hereturned. "Y ou and he are ava, af-ter dl. Y ou've shared together your
intimacies—perhaps even what you call your love. It isnot asif you are merely avya— bound by loyalty
or need.”

"Likeus?' sheretorted.
He shrugged. "I am your shok saadaa bhai—your brother in sadness; your brother in grief."

"Brother? Hah. | took the guide virusten years ago, Wren. | think differently now—I fed differently from
you. And if you look at the guide-guild registers, we're not even the same species anymore. Y ou can
hardly cal yoursdf my family."

"Y ou think the mutations from those viruses | eft you closer to your sster than to me?”
Hiswords struck her like afist, and her lipstightened to athin line.

Woren noted her expression and lowered hisvoice il fur-ther. Y ou love Forrest like an ava, but you
won't make the bond. And why? Because of asister you haven't seen in six years. Because of awoman
who abandoned you for the dock-ing hammersin space. Y ou throw away the chance of abond because
you waste your love on the ragged idedl of afamily that doesn't exist.” His gray eyes sparked with cold
light. "When will you figureit out, Feather? When will you learn to let go?'

"When I'm dead," she muttered.



"Y ou've been dead before, Feather, and it changed nothing. Of course, that was when you were heyta,”
he admitted softly, using the mere word for "dave." He nodded at the hands that till nervoudy rubbed at
her wrigts, asif she could gtill feel the chainsthat had once hung from her flesh. "But you weren't dead
only to the node, but to your guild. Now you're dead to your sigter, too, but thisis by her choice." He
eyed her closed expression. "Hell, Feather, the guild guides are closer to you than your Sster is—and at
least the guides give you afeding of danger. Y our Sster gives you nothing. Y ou'd do better to keep your
eyes open to your present, and forget about your past.”

Her lipstightened. The guides were acongtant fear, but old; her sster was ill sharp in her mind. Every
time she smelled a certain flower, she thought of her sster's perfume. Every time she unpacked acrate,
she amost sensed Shjams's hands on the customs |abels. She swallowed the memories and forced herself
to give Wren addiberate shrug. "The guides are more in my past than my sster is—and I've been dead
to the guide guild for ten years. It'snot asif they till actively search for me."

"It takes only one doppy trace, Feather, and you know it." His voice was sharp and harsh in spite of its
low tone. "Onelooselinein the node, one image that isn't crysta-sharp and silk-tight, one public node
ED from anyone—including a search trace sent to your sister—and the guides would glom on to your ID
like adug on a Risthmus rhubarb. They'd strip your biogate avay asfast asthey could get askimmer
skyside— with you strapped insde. Y ou'd be a naught—a guide without a gate. Or worse: awipe." He
stared at her face asif hiscold, gray gaze aone could pound the words into her head. " So don't give me
that garbage about hanging on to family, Feather. It'sfamily that will kill you dead. Not ghost-dead— not
just cut off from the node or controlled by someone else. | mean blood-dead—ragat ka'eo. Dead like a
corpsein ahundred-year grave.”

She glanced warningly toward the other meres, but Wren did not shift his piercing gaze. Thetiny linesthat
sprayed out from her eyes... the scarsthat reached from templelineto jaw... they were cat marks.
Claw marks—the sign of her biogate. She reveled in that mental link—she couldn't hide that from him.
She talked without fear, asif she regjected the threat of the guide guild, but she could not keep the dread
from her eyes. The biogate was her life. Without it, she had no future, no life shewished to live. Even
now, the felineswere close in her mind, thick with the catspeak that clung to her thoughts like ashroud.
Asfor hisown voice, she heard him only as a sharpness among the growling din that seeped in through
her biogate. He pressed hisfingers againgt her dender, toughened hands asif he could somehow fedl the
wildnessthat pulsed within. Asif he could put hisfingers on her life force—or as though the stubborn
hope she ill held for her future was something tangible—so that by reaching for her, he could touch
what he himsdf had midaid.

Absently, he rubbed at his own thick wrists. The deevesof his blunter hid the white rings that marked his
own flesh, but the thirty-four years he had spent in the mineswere il as sharp and clear in hismind asif
they were his present. What was that saying she had told him? Once aghogt, never unspir-ited... His
eyesflicked to the other meresin the cabin. He and Feather—they were the lucky ones. Most ghosts
were erased from the node so completely that they had no chance again of ever imaging a command,
even on an open line. Or they were wiped, so that they had no memories or personality of their own.
Some survived on the grayscale—as daves, or worse. Some became blackjack. And some, like Tsa
and him-sdif, killed to regain their freedom and so crossed the border of the law. They lived without the
illegdl protection of blackjack and outside the sanction of the Shields.

He stared at Tsastanned, scarred face. They were much aike, he thought. Caught between the Shields
and blackjack by thethreat of their pasts. Caught between the law and the law-less... They hung like
paper shapes on a string, suspended between two fires. They twisted eterndly, trying to escape the
flames of their histories, while the wind that breathed its hope between them tore at their flimsy holds.



He glanced at hisbrutal, mesty hands, then at her lean and westhered fingers, still digging through the
soft. So smilar, he thought. So very much dike. Heamost amiled.

Some shift in hisbiofield caught at T9a's attention, and she glanced up. For along moment, their eyes
met in silent under-standing. Then the skimmer lurched, and the pilot cursed, and TSaturned away.

The ship pierced the second storm system like agravdiver in alow-gee tube with a high-gee boost
behind him. The short-range view of the skimmer, fed only by the snip's sensors, flared up in the holotank
and boiled with ghostly colored streams and coils. Instantly, the skimmer dropped, twisted, and spiked
back up before Nitpicker got it under control. Tsias knuckles whitened against the drab shades of the
Soft.

"Dammit, Estine," Nitpicker said sharply. "Keep everything under thirty kph out of thetank. | can't read
that kind of gar-bage."

"I'mtrying,” hereturnedin alow voice.
"What do you mean, 'trying?" Nitpicker's voicewas aslow ashis.

The tightness with which they spoke did not escape Tsia, and she leaned forward unconscioudy, asif she
would be able to see from her seat what they stared at on their panels.

Edine' hestated. "It's asif theré'sanode line coming in from somewhere s, he said dowly. "A line
that's force-feeding usinformation. | can't keep al of it out of the nav-tank.”

The pilot's voice was suddenly chillingly intense. ™Y ou think someone's tapped the ship?”

Tsds biogate-heightened senses brought the pilot's voice clearly to her ears, and she eyed the holotank
more sharply. In front, the copilot's brow furrowed as he tried to image a com-mand through hisown
dlent templelink. "I've got nothing on my link," he returned. Thereés no trace of alineinthe ship's
sensors.”

"If blackjack's behind the node going down—or if they're blocking our links, our sensors could be caught
up in the same web of tracesthat's swamping the navtank with garbage.”

"Y ou can find nothing, yoursdf?*

"Nothing." Nitpicker's hands flashed across the panels d-most in timeto his. Sowly, the holotank cleared
until only the mgjor ribbons of wind flowed through. As shetried to match the fed of the ship to her body
with the view she saw in the navtank, Nitpicker frowned. "Nothing," she repeated, more to herself than to
him. "But if there was atrace line tagging our sensors and feeding us aghost web of data, it's either gone
now, or so deep in the datacubes that it would take aline-runner aweek to find it."

Estine glanced over hisshoulder. "The guidés aterrain art-ist, isn't she? Put her to tracing it out.”

Nitpicker did not bother to follow hisglance. "A terrain artist 'paints images into the node to hide our
movements from the node's sensors. She doesn't have to be good at find-ing falseimages. Or at filtering
through the fal se scans of aghost web." She watched the holotank from the corner of her eye asshe
adjusted the skimmer's yaw. She hesitated, and Tsa could almost fed the tension that grew in the set of
the pilot's shoulders, asif asudden thought had just bitten at her mind. "No," Nitpicker said quietly. "If
theré's aghost web hidden in these trace lines, don't trust it to Feather to find."

The old saying rosein Tsas head: Once a guide, twice un-trusted ... Asif thevirusthat made her a
guide had stolen half her human self and left her lessthan abeest.



"I heard she was as good aline-runner asyou are.”

"Better," the pilot admitted, her voice still low. "She can run aghost line astight as a deep-pressure nail.
But she'sonly half asgood at tracing and breaking someone else'sweb as sheisat building her own.
Better to put Kurvan on it when hejoins us on the platform.”

"Kurvan—theline-runner from DemyanT
She nodded.

The skimmer lurched, and T a's somach tightened. ""Wren"—she forced his name out from between gtiff
lips—"1 thought Kurvan was working the Noose."

"The Shidld ring around the Gwaeth system?" The gray-eyed mere gave her asharp look. "Not for the
last year. He's been signed onto this contract for sx months—ever since it came open. Said no
line-runner worth his credit passed up achanceto code aset of biochips."”

The skimmer dammed sideways, then dropped sickeningly before Nitpicker caught it inthewind. Tsas
lips bared asif shewould snarl. "He might aswell stay skyside now," she said, forcing the words out. "If
the node doesn't come back up, hell have game days for his entire contract. And as high ashistech
rating is, the freepickswon't have to pay atenth of hishill."

"It'sashort contract—only amonth to set up the security webs for the freepicks to receive the chips.
Node can't stay down the wholetime.”

"Why not? Blackjack could be behind it, just waiting for the biochips to come within reach.”

He shrugged. "Kurvan's one of the best line-runnersin the business. If there's a problem from blackjack,
hell find it—no matter who's running the ghosts."

Tsaopened her mouth to respond, but she stilled instead. Her temple link seemed to sputter in her head.
"Wren—" she said sharply.

Up front, the ghost images of the navtank thickened, dark-ened, and expanded rapidly into faint gray
clouds; the holo-graphic sky suddenly hung like boiling smoke. The sum, silver shape of the skimmer
sharpened until it sped cleanly through the storm fronts. In the lower edge of the tank, gray images of
ocean swelled and moved. And in one corner, ayellow glow showed their objective: the marine station
ten kays from the coast.

A faint mental image sounded atone in the back of Tsias mind. It was astandby tone, created by a
biochemica sgnd. But it triggered atrained memory. She keyed into the line of thought that flowed out
of the memory. Ingtantly, an image spun out from her mind and into the temple link. The node read her
sgnd. In response, ahundred biochemica sequences flashed back. Random memories weretriggered in
flashes so fast she could not follow them to make sense of their order. "Wren, the node—"

"Fdtit." Wren'seyeswere aready closed in concentration.
From up front, Nitpicker called out, "I've got chatter on thelines.”

"Reading it," Doetzier returned from behind Tsia. Tucker had broken off his argument with thewomanin
the back, and now murmured amost nonstop to Doetzier. She glanced over her shoulder, and the
younger man broke off; Doetzier caught her attention instead. "How clean are your images?' he asked
her.



"Clean," shesaid dowly, "but | can't find Jandon's ship. Shouldn't he be skimming in behind us?'

"That'swhat Nitpicker said when she picked me up on the docking hammer. He left orbit an hour behind
us, and we stopped for most of that to pick you up in the north. He should have been on our tail by

Sheturned to Wren. ""Can you read anything on your link?"
He shook his head dightly. "Images are too confused. What have you got?"

"The node I Dsfor the other skimmers are listed skyside. E-orbits are locked. They'refolding into Q in
standard order.” She cursed her shiver slently as she stated the quarantine or-der. "But | till don't find
hisskimmer.”

Wren shrugged. "If he's not up there, he overrode his safe-ties, like us. WEIll see him down on the
plaform.”

A wave of wind smashed the small craft Sdeways. The skimmer straightened, dropped again, and leveled
out. "If he overrode his safeties” shereturned, "hell betrying to land on manud, like us.”

Wren gave her ady look. "What do you want to bet that he hits the drink first, not the deck?"
"That's not much of abet, Wren. Nitpicker has four de-cades experience on Jandon."

The ship bucked violently asit dove into the second storm front, and Nitpicker cursed in a steady stream
of profanities that mixed human and alien speech together. Tsa closed her ears and tried to concentrate.
She couldn't quite catch theim-ages from the node. Thin—they were like ghosts blown through awispy
fog—and dmost too sharp to remain in her memory. It was asif they had no substance, but were
perfectly defined.

"Signdsaretoo damn faint,” Wren muttered.

Faint, yes, but clear—he should have been able to see them at least aswell as she did. She glanced over
her shoulder again. Doetzier caught her look and shrugged, but there was something speculativein his
expression, and Tsafelt ashiver crawl down her spine. She turned back in her seat and absently tapped
thetiny meta socket in her temple. She could dmost fed the heat of the images that passed through its
circuitry. The sensation seemed to wash across her brain, and uncon-scioudy, she opened her biogate to
soak it up and project it onto the distant cats on the shore. Instantly, the force of the fe-line voices
strengthened. It waslike adraft that seeped from under aloose-fitting door, then turned into ablast when
the door suddenly opened. Her lips bared, asif she wanted to hiss, and her fingers dug into the flexan
fabric of her soft. She con-centrated. Seconds, minutes passed before the thick shadows of the meres
bioenergies obscured the catspeak around her and the cold tang of Wren's biofield was strong againiin
her mind.

Now, faintly, she could fed al of the meresin the skimmer: Nitpicker, with the tenson still setin her
shoulders, was astrong, steady light—-a quiet energy—Iike adeep pond, cold, but without the glacia
chill that Wren projected so clearly. Estine was afuzzy brilliance that sharpened and faded like apulsar.
Doetzier, behind her, seemed speckled with light, while Tucker radiated a knifelike hegt that she thought
of asanticipation. And in the back, Striker relaxed in her soft asif shelounged in adreambar, so that
shefdt to Tsasbiogate like awide, shalow pool of energy that sat like water on sand. Thelast mere,
Ames, projected amost nothing. Like Wren, he had built the walls around himself so thickly that he
admitted d-most nothing hefelt to himsdlf, let doneto anyone ese.



From behind, Doetzier spoke up again. "The e-lines—e medlines and the like—are up again.”
"Nothing more though,” Wren returned. "Node lines are thin asa Sirian on dimchims.”

Tsasad nothing. She had opened her biogate too wide, and now the roar of the felines grew in the back
of her mind so that it drowned out the sense of the meres. The closer the ship flew, the stronger became
the sense of the life-formsto which her biogate was linked. The scent of musk and blood and earth...
Thefed of fur beneath her fingers... She shook her-sdlf and looked up to see Wren regarding her with
wariness. She shrugged.

He grinned, and his mouth looked like abeak in his sharp face. He glanced at the stubborn set of her

jaw, then down at her dender hands. There was strength in her hands, in the will that drove them to act.
But it meant little compared to the strength of the gate. Closer to land, and the sense of the cats became a
crawling feding in her skull. Her nodtrilsflared asif she could smdl more sharply with their influence.
Wren pressed againgt her arm to catch her attention, and she looked at him with difficulty. She forced her
eyesto focus so that hisimage no longer blurred.

Striker opened a packet of black nolo seeds and popped one in her mouth so she could suck on its shell.
A moment later, she pat a seed like abullet into one of the hisser bins and lis-tened with satisfaction to it
dissolve. Doetzier glanced at the thin smoke trail that wafted out of the decompaosition bin. The deke
scent made TS as nose wrinkle. She tried to breathe out to force the odor from her lungs as her imaged
commands spun out to the node and hung in its emptiness like balloons.

"Still nothing but e-lines," she murmured to Wren. "I'vetried dl three sandard sets: maps, 1Ds, and
library codes, but nothing comes back."

He did not bother to nod. "I'm not reading anything from the standard node. Just partias from the mersat.
No overlays. No tracelines. Nothing."

The skimmer lurched itsway into the third scorm system like atoddler learning to walk, and T9a asked
tightly, "How long before we land?"

"Ten minutes. Maybe more. Reax,” he said sharply. "Think about something else. Or start an argument
with Striker—that's what Tucker always does.”

Tsaglanced over her shoulder. The black-eyed woman in the back had her mouth full of nolo seeds, but
was dready ag-itated enough to talk around them. ... look at history,” shewas saying flatly. "Thelifers
who cried 'murder’ over abortion were the same ones who sanctioned genocide and war in the
overpopulated countries.

Tucker grinned. "Bet you can't believe you're going to have to defend one here.”
Shegrimaced. "Eventhislong after the war, it'slike agree-ing with their policies”

"Y ou should have checked the freepick rosters before you signed your ID dot." Tucker ducked the seed
shethrew at his head.

Striker gave him adisgusted look. "Did you know that the lifers didn't even adopt out the children that
they 'saved? They wanted the luxury of being mora without the respong-bility of their sance." She spat
another seed into the hisser bin. "That fregpick is probably asrigid-minded as her ancestor.”

"There are afew generations between them. She might have learned tolerance somewhere.”

"If shedid, it wasn't handed down from her great-grandmother. | can't stand people who condemn others



to alifethey don't themselves have the gutsto lead.” She amost glared at Tucker. "Ayaras eyes, do you
redlize that the lifersforced girls as young as twelve years old to have babies, but refused to support
those teenage mothers with training, educartion, or family skills? With clothing or baby food or homes?!
She chewed a seed vehemently, and Tsiacould smell the sharp scent of it al the way up front. "The
sponsors, now," added Striker. "They were the movement the lifers should have been."”

"Sponsorsdidn't last long, Striker."

The other woman shrugged. "1t costs money to support and educate another family. It takestimeto alow
them to change. And it takes tolerance and wisdom to alow them to find their own way. Lifers gave
mothers none of thosethings..."

"How long now?' T9aasked Wren.

"Five minutes," Wren said, then added, "Zyas, Feather, | said go pick on Striker, not me. Y ou can seeas
well as| where we arein the holotank.”

She shrugged an apology and studied the navtank before them. Although itsimages were sharp, the
navtank showed only abare outline of the ship and the seathat surged below it. T9a squinted at the
platform that was beginning to take shapein theimaging area. It was ghostly gray, and shefrowned. It
should have been purple-white—thick and sturdy— and shiny with therain of the sorm. Instead, it
looked like a spider squatting on top of the water. The skimmer hung like agnat above the station, and
the sky boiled overhead.

Nitpicker started to image a command to the node link to split the tank'simages, then cursed under her
breath and re-peated the command on the manua controls. One side of the navtank zoomed in to the
ship and the gtation. The other side remained scaled in its primary images. Watching them both, the
woman banked the skimmer into the wind till the projected image pointed directly at the marine
ingallation. The sail dats responded; the skimmer's ride smoothed out.

The skimmer lurched itsway into the third ssorm system like atoddler learning to walk. The ship dropped
lower; the shuddering became amore constant rhythm. In the holotank, the two shapes of craft and
platform converged. The ship swung wide, and the waves of wind through which it moved created a
seriesof groansin its metaplas skin. TSatried to close her mind to the sound; her sengitive ears cringed

at each whimper of metaplas pain.

On the floor, the loose datacubes rolled awkwardly. First one, then another hit the side of her foaot,
rattled across to Wren's boot, then skidded back with each shift of the skimmer. At the third tumbling
roll, Tsiastretched down and scooped them up, then flipped up the arm of her soft to drop them into the
blank dotswithin. She started at the fingers that dug sud-denly into her wrist.

"Don't."" Wren's voice was soft, but something in histone made her freeze. "A safety will overridea
manua from any lo-cation in aship." He gestured at the open dots. "All shipsare still on e-orhits. Y ou
put those cubesin there, and they will send us back up like ashot.”

Sowly, hereleased her arm. Tsiaturned her hand and opened her pam to Sare at the tiny cubes. She
looked up at his narrow face, then back down. "I didn't know."

Wren sat back and closed hiseyes again. "If you spent more time traveling by skimmer, you would.”

She hesitated, glanced forward, then stuffed them in her pocket. “I'm aguide, Wren. My placeison the
land, not aboveit."



He shrugged. "Not what | would have guessed from the way you hang on to your past. Y ou spend more
time thinking about those docking hammersthan any guide | know."

"Daya, Wren, my sister's up there," shereturned in alow voice.

"On Orpheus? Eurydice? Y ou don't even know which ham-mer she works on now. Customswontt tell
you—they keep their ingpectors protected. Y our Sster isyour past,” he said harshly. "Y our future is your
freedom from that."

Anger sparked in Taaseyes. "Freedom islikeamemory,” sheretorted. "Once logt, twice gone.”
"Y ou can't lose what you've never truly had."
"Which? My freedom or my future?'

Heturned to face her, and his cold, gray eyes seemed to bore into herslike screws that turned through to
her heart. "Doesit make adifference?’

She stared at him for along moment. "No," she said dowly. She sat back, and her mind was chilled and
locked in acircle of thought so old and worn that even the bitterness had faded to afaint taste on her
tongue. She knew what he meant. She had traded her future for her biogate, then her freedom for her
future. Now she had neither freedom nor future, and only the biogate was [eft. Only the voices of the cats
in her skull to re-mind her of the life she once had. Ten years... Tenlong and distant years. In her mind,
the subtle snarling of the cougars overrode the growling of the feline tarns; the distant purr of the sandcats
in the dunes was drowned out by the watercats in the doughs. Only her memories of family were
separate from the growling through her gate. It wasthe only part of her mind till untouched by the sound
of the cats. The only part where she gill had hope. Stupid hope, shetold hersdlf harshly. Hope that had
no placein the crime of her existence.

"No," she said softly, but Wren heard dl the same. "It makes no difference at al.”

From the pilot's sest, Nitpicker steadied the skimmer into the storm. "Get soft,” she called sharply.
"We're darting the first pass.”

"Frat?' queried Tucker.

"We're on manual," the pilot snapped back. "With the wind shear, there'sno way | can drop uson the
deck thefirst time across.”

The skimmer bumped up in asickening rise, then dove like astonein awell; it tilted, then surged forward
hard. Taasfin-gers dug into the arm of her soft.

Wren glanced at the tightness of her jaw. He opened his mouth to speak, but Tucker leaned forward and
asked, "Feather, can you fed the bloom from here? The jdliesin the sea?!

Tsamade an irritated noise as the skimmer banked sharply left. "Daya, Tucker, | thought you were
bugging Striker, not me."

Wren grinned coldly at her expression. ™Y ou've got nothing better to do."
She snorted.
"And you're on contract.”

She gave him adark look. "Give meaminute," she said shortly to Tucker. She stretched her thoughts



through her biogate. Instantly, catspeak filled her mind. Soft clawed feet seemed to pad across her brain;
the murmur of the mental growlswas like an orchestratuning itself in the background. She concentrated
until she found, behind the din*-like alow swamp fog—the energies of the other beasts. Large shadows
became digtinct in her mind—those were the schools of fish that clouded the surge of the ocean below. A
flicker of light was anesse who writhed through the sea. But the weight of the pumping, surging hunger
that hung like stirred-up sit in the sea—that was the bloom of jdllies that rose to and dove from the
storm-tossed surface. "I can fed them,” she returned shortly.

Tucker watched her curioudly, ignoring the lurch of the skimmer and gripping the back of her soft to keep
his balance againgt the turbulence. "'l once flew with a guide who couldn't fed anything that wasn't right
under hisfingers. We're ahun-dred meters above the sea. How can you"—his voice hic-cupped asthe
skimmer rose again abruptly—"fed abloom of jdliesthisfar up?'

She shrugged. "They're strong. Just past peak, but heavy— very heavy—in the water."

Woren did not glance back. "A guide whose virus resonates to a tree species can fed an entire forest
through the leaves and roots. Why shouldn't she fed the jelliesfrom here?' The ship jerked to the Sde
and swept in ahard turn up againgt the wind. The skin on Wren's sharp face dmost sagged back from his
chin with the acceleration.

Tucker fought the pressure to lean forward. His sweet-bitter breath over her shoulder made Tsiaflinch. "l
meant," he per-ssted, "how can you tell thejdliesfrom anything esein the water?!

"Practice," shereturned shortly. "I've been a it for awhile.
"At your age, | would hope s0," heretorted ungently. "What I'm askingis—"

"Y ou know what they say about guides, Tucker?' she inter-rupted. Shetwisted in her seat until she could
sretch her fin-gers out to hisarm like a set of claws. ™Y ou can't trust a guide—we're too bestia—too
caught up in our linkswith theworld."

His skin seemed to crawl with the chill touch.

"When aguideisthrestened—or irritated,” she said softly, "she can strike like an animd. Tear theflesh
from the boneslike acat gutting amouseto get at itsliver.” She stroked her fingernails down the younger
mere'sforearm, and her eyes glinted at the goose bumps that rose in their wake. Beside Tsia, Wren
choked asound into a cough as she kicked him under their softs. "'I've been known to do that mysdif,
Tucker," she said absently. "Tear the flesh from the bones..." When she abruptly clenched the mere€'s
arm, the young man jumped. She hissed like a cat. He jerked his arm away. With her teeth bared, she
gave him acaricature of asmile.

"Quit the horseplay,” Nitpicker called sharply over her shoulder. "And get soft with therest of us. Were
hitting the deck in ten seconds.”

Tsabardly had timeto set her weight back in the seat be-fore the faint image of the ship in the navtank
struggled abovethetiny platform. It shuddered violently, hung for an ingtant, then dammed down with a
gust of wind. Nitpicker jerked the smdl craft back up before it crumpled againgt the decks. The wind
sheared off, then beat back brutdlly. Tsasjaws smacked together; her hands clenched the arm of her
soft. The craft smashed down and skidded across the surface as the wind grabbed on to its hull. Crash
pads snapped out from the seats. The scent of metaplasfilled Tsas nogtrils. She gagged at the smdll and
flinched from the soft support that encircled her tegs and torso. Acceleration pressed her forward while
the small ship shuddered and scraped across the deck. Someone was cursing—she could fedl the anger
echoing in her mind and a-most hear the words through the foam that enclosed her head. The ship turned



broadside to the wind, then spun in reverse. Landing gear shrieked. Then they dammed against the brake
bars of the station like abrick.

3

Metaplas molecules clogged Tads breath asif she were suf-focating in the porous foam. Stretched
forward to the apex of its safety curve, the crash foam began to condense until it pressed her back into
the soft. Seconds | ater, she jerked her limbs free dmost before the pads rel eased her, and the sound that
escaped her throat was more snarl than curse.

"Cabin coupling,” Estine reported from the front.

"Storm locks descending,” Nitpicker said, her voice overlap-ping his.
"Weve got some stability againgt the brake bars, but | can't get alinkup.”

"Y ou won't—platform power is off. Well have to secure the ship manually.”
"Manudly?'

"You've got a better idea?' she retorted.

Hedidn't answer, but he set his screens and unstrapped him-sdlf from his soft while the shuddering of the
skimmer sub-sided and the motor fields began to fade.

"Wait for Feather's scan,” Nitpicker ordered sharply. Estine merely grunted in reply as he moved to the
hetch.

While Wren pushed his own way through the suddenly crowded cabin, Tsasnagged her blunter jacket
from itsweb-bing, did it on, grabbed her handscanner, and jammed it into her harness. Then she supped
through the shifting bodies like a cat untouched by the grass through which it moved.

Estine had both hands on the skimmer walls, to fed for skimmer movement, when Tsaand Wren joined
him. The co-pilot glanced at her uncovered head. She shrugged. She didn't need her hood to protect her
from the storm—she sought the violence of that contact willingly. The bioshield sheworein her blunter
and the stedlth fabric from which the jacket was made would hide her heartbeat and body temperature
from any standard scannet.

She glanced at Estine and received his go-ahead. She nod-ded shortly and expanded her biogate to fedl
for the energy that might be waiting outsde. Humans had technology to fool the searching beams of a
scannet, but they still couldn't keep their energies from the biogate of aguide.

Without hesitation, she swung back the door and let the wind in like ashout. With it came athin blast of
rain like nee-dles. Wren staggered with the force of it and clutched the hood of his own blunter. Behind
him, Striker cursed at the cold. Tsagrinned. She turned her face to the storm before jumping out and
ricked the rain that stung her lips. When she struck the deck, her boots hit and did on the dick surface,
but her body landed solidly in a half-crouch, while Wren skidded to one knee behind her.

"Show-off," he shouted in the din created by the crash of storm and ocean. Hiswords were stripped
away inthewind.

"Y ou'd balance, too," she returned over the wind, leaning closeto hisear, "if you had ten years
experiencein this”



He glanced back. "Y our 3D makes them think you've got thirty, so make this scan ook good.” He
pointed toward the line of congtruction huts that lined one edge of the decks. "We've got five minutes for
theinitia sweep. As soon aswe're done, you're on your own for the detail scan. And don't forget the
generators. Nitpicker wantsto get the skimmer's power charged off the station as soon as possible.”

She nodded and judged the wind that stung her skin; it whipped her eyestill they burned with silent tears.
The drab shades of her blunter were amost lost in the false dark that the storm gave grudgingly to the
dawn, and the dark iridescent shades of her thin, earth-tone trousers flattened and rippled against her
skin like silk. The blunt stick-shape of her flexor dapped againg her thigh, and the tiny bumps from the
safety cubes showed like rocksin her pocket. She took her hand scanner from her harness and eyed the
skimmer's position, but the ship was held securely againgt the brake bars by the wind that had only
moments before forced it to the deck. Estine could wait: the ship would not dide farther before her scans
were done.

The primary deck, likethat on al platforms, wasflat and fairly square, with one half set asdefor a
landing pad. Along the south side were clusters of construction huts and biochem+icdl vats. Eight thick
platform legs supported the outside edges of the structure. Four center legs supported the deck's middle.
Beneath the deck, around those center legs, and growing out toward the edge of the marine station,
masses of sponge were being trained and shaped into rooms and halls and |abs.

The construction huts squatted next to the chemical vatslike aline of bloated toads. After aquick look,
Tdaturned in to the wind to examine them. With each bregath, her teeth tingled from the air that screamed
across and scoured her mouth. Like an animal, she bared her caninesto itsforce, then bent her body
againgt the gusts that beat her down. Thiswaswhat sheloved best. Being thefirst one out. Thefirst to
fed the wild-ness of the atmosphere—to judge the strength of the storm. Blind meres, she thought with
wild abandonment. Sightless asbirdsin acave. Never feding the strength of the world around them.
Never seeing the energiesthat filled each creature on Rishmus. Shetilted her face back to the rushing,
gray-black sky. Thiswasthe purpose of her gate, she thought—to give her the life she no longer had
hersdif.

Sheran in astaggering crouch to the middle of the deck. Slick, the platform's surface stole her footing.
Violently, thewind tore at her clothes. The thin weathercloth of her trousers repelled the rain, but the
thicker blunter did nothing to stop the chill moisture from diding down her neck. She dropped to
bal-ance herself with her hands againgt the deck and squinted against the sheets of gray.

Wren huddled beside her, tucking hiswiry body into her wind shadow. He waited without speaking, his
eyes on hisown handscanner while Tsaopened her biogate and sought life through her mind. Something
about Tucker's last questions bothered her, and she stretched till she could fed the bloom in the sea. Had
he redlly wanted to know about the jellies? Or had he wanted to know about her? Hed felt almost
hungry to her biogate—like the bloom in the sea, she acknowledged. She glanced toward the rim where
the energies of the jellies were strong compared to the sponges that colored the edges of her mind.
Beside her, Wren was the only mere she could fed with-out stretching: acold, steedy tang, heavy with
hidden power. His bas ¢ human resonance matched the othersin the skimmer, but nothing else on the
deck.

Therain subsided to alighter, stinging wash until it became a series of sheetsthat danted across the deck.
Pacing her lips next to Wren's ear, she said, "It's clear. Nothing but biologi-cas."

And the catsthat clog your brain. She amost felt histhought ring in her head. She stared at him for a
moment, while thewind rattled her body liketin. His cold gray eyes seemed to seeright through her.
Deepin her head, asif they were beside her, the distant tamcats rumbled. Along the storm-dapped
beaches, sandcats crouched beneath the stones and waited to fish with the tides. But there were cougars



closer, on the seg, and she shuddered with the surge of catspeak that dulled the back of her brain.
"Y ou're reading something,” Wren said flatly.

She nodded dowly. "There are cats on the kel p rafts—the floating idands—the brash close by in the
currents. They're migrating to the mainland for winter."

"Sargies—sea cougars.”
Hefollowed her gaze to the sea. "They close enough to cloud your gate?"
"There's nothing here but us, Wren."

He motioned sharply for her to go on, and she jerked anod, closing hersdlf off from the sharp menta
snarling that came from the sargies. Ahead, she eyed theline of congtruction huts dong one edge of the
deck. There was no sense of movement within the huts—no sense of life—and she forced herself past
them in a staggering run toward the edge of the purple-white platform.

The mass of marine sponges that formed the station's base were still soft with mucus and new growth a
the edge. She could smdll the turpentinic scent of the mucus as clearly asif she siood on its mushy
flooring. She did not look behind her; she knew that Wren would follow.

The wind blasted, then gusted so suddenly that she was blown againgt adeck bar before she caught her
balance. Wren shouted something, and she turned, but the wind stripped away hiswords.

She stared at him through the rain. He radiated power, yet no matter how close he came, hishiofield
remained dim compared to the sharpness of the cats. The sargies, the sandcats on the shore—they
engulfed her thoughts. They—not just the shame of her crime—were why she had not gone back to the
guides. She had given away her past, she thought, and had taken Wren and the meres as her future.
Therewas only oneredlity |€eft in her existence: the biogate that seethed in her mind. The rink with the
cats that pushed and pulled and filled her skull with paw-prints. She raised her fiststo her head and
clenched them at her temples. She could not squeeze the cats from her mind—no more than she could
sueeze meaning from her past. To losethis... Her fingerstightened into afist. Wren thought it was her
biogate that ate a her brain like ahungry demon, but he waswrong. It was fear—the terror of losing this
link.

Wren moved closer beside her, and ingtinctively she moved away to let her senses stretch out to the sea.
She could fed the seabirds huddled beneath the station in the unfinished cham-bers of sponge. She could
fed theflaccid, blue-whitejelliesrising and diving below. The main deck was amost forty me-ters above
the ocean's surface, but the sea, which moved with hidden hunger, ssormed up adong the outside legs and
gorayed itsalf over the deck until the salt crystallized along the eaves of the huts and vats like winter
iddles

"Anything?' Wren shouted.
"Nothing," shereturned.
"Sure?!

"Eight years ago, | wouldn't have been ableto tell the jellies from the birds. Give me enough time now,
and | can stand forty meters from the platform edge and fed the jelliesbloom. Y ou're even more
distinct." She gestured with her arms. " There's nothing here but you and me, and the rest of them back in



the ship.”

"'A guides gate grows with every lick of flame," he quoted. "Or in this case—rain." He wiped the water
from hisbrowsin afutile gesture.

Shegrinned at him. "'l can taste you like thisocean,” she shouted. "Like seaweed on my lips.”
"Then be thankful | don't swest like Kurvan."

Tsahdf turned to look back at the skimmer, and the wind twisted her violently. Wren fell back astep as
she hit him, steadied her with his huge, clublike hands, then bent forward again to brace himself.

"Check the edge," he shouted, "just to make sure.” He squinted toward the water, then Stiffened. Tsafelt
it, too. Her temple link went active. Not just the e-lines, but the full set of node traces were up.
Automaticaly, she sent amenta request for map overlay, and it flashed back in her head in an ingtant.
The coastline, the platform, the color codes used by the guides for the waterways and doughs. ..
Instantly, she checked the node by locking into one of her standby webs—having been locked out of the
node before, she was not about to limit her-self to asingle set of tracelines.

The falseimages of her extratrace held. Within seconds, she used those extra, unregistered linesto move
farther out in the node. Like tracking aline of references, she followed the com-mand images from one
st to another. She called in other lines of ghosts she had created long ago. ThefdseID of amanona
city pedpath... An economist in ared-brown office... She checked the overlay for the marine Sation
through the IDs of the ghosts, rather than her own licensed mereline, and it took her amoment to redlize
what was wrong with the web of im-ages she saw. The deck was clearly shown in her mind, but the ship
and the meres were not. In fact, when she looked for the meres through the false-eyes of the node
ghogts, she couldn't find the skimmer anywhere near the platform. She started to touch Wren'sarm for
his attention, but the lineswent blank, flickered back, and went down again like the dark.

Wren shrugged. "If thisis anything like the problems we had on Chaos, it'll be hours beforeit's steady.”
He took the handscanner from her wegpons harness. "I'll scan,” he said over thewind. "Y ou stay on your

biogate"

She hesitated, then nodded. Ever since they started building the second docking hammer, the node had
been unstable. The construction guilds had not yet melded the two systems to-gether.

Wren pointed to the platform edge, and she acknowledged his gesture. As soon asthewind lapsed, she
sprinted across the deck until the flooring beneath her feet became purple-white and spongy. To theright,
anarrow catwak—athin layer of dark metaplas over the lighter airsponge growth—Iled out to the edge
of the deck. The hardener that made up the deck's surface was il thin and resilient here. It bent and
sprang back from her weight and the gusting of the wind like asheet of thin wood. Rocking back and
forth, she tested her weight on the sponge. The platform shuddered benesth her feet.

Wren glanced down. He could swear he saw the sea surge in the holes between the sponges. "Bet you
won't go al theway to the edge," he shouted.

Theglintsin her eyeswere sharp. "Isthat adare?’

Histhin lips stretched in aghostly grin. In the gloom, his beaked nose gave him the look of abuzzard. He
didn't answer, and her own grin widened. She hadn't needed the challenge. Shewould have run like acat
on abranch just to see what was floating bel ow.

She pushed out into the wind till she poised on the end of the catwalk, one hand gripping the narrow pipe



that served asaguide for materiaslifted to the deck. She stared down in fas-cination, aware only at an
unconscious level that Wren was moving back to the ship. Below, the brutal surge dammed againgt the
thinlift until it trembled in her hand. Theintertida sponges grew like violet shadows, crowding together

and ab-sorbing the light with their pigments, the same way they ab-sorbed the hardeners they were fed.
Likethetrunk of alaceleaf maple, they grew thicker the more stress from the waves they received.

She tested the deck with thetip of her boot. The metaplas solution was not yet fully incorporated into the
sponge and a-gae skeletons, and the marine animal's had not yet anchored themsdlves together like solid
rock ingtead of sticky pasta. Under the main platform and above the waterline, there would be chambers
and shafts—roomsfor labs and halls. Each would be seled first with alayer of coraline dgae, and then
Sput-tered with thin metaplas.

Intheintertidal growth, there would be sturdier shaftsfor the pipe liftsthat carried workers and materias
up and down. There would be flood chambers where the ocean would be a-lowed to filter through and
create aguariums and drain rooms for research and aguafarming. There would be windows, where some
gapswould befilled with filter fidlds, and otherswith clear, solid sheets of flexan. And the whole structure
would bedive. A platform that breathed the seaand expelled it, that rinsed itsalf in the ocean's nutrients,
gathering strength and growing out and up. Tsiawrinkled her nose. She could tastein the air the thick
mucus that coated the sponge skins. Like black turpentine or ail, it did not wash off, but oozed down the
gdesof the structure. It muted the force of the wind and the sharp nutrient particles that were shot into
the porous growth by the waves. Gingerly, Tsaknet and ran her fingers across the tacky substance on
the edge of the catwalk.

"What isthat?"

It was not Wren's voice that struck her ears. Startled, she half spun, thewind carrying her the rest of the
way around to a hdf-knedling stance. Doetzier'stall, lean frame swayed like areed asthe gust hit him,
and Tsa, hiding asurge of irritation, looked up a him and opened her gate to taste the strength of his
biofield. The sense of him was subtle, with specks of en-ergy at odds with the sense of hisgeneral field.

Doetzier pointed at the flooring where Tsawas ill crouched, then motioned again at her splotch-stained
hands. "What isthat stuff?

"Mucus," shereturned shortly. Rain ran down her chin, and she gestured at the flooring before wiping her
face. Touchit."

He stooped and did onefinger gingerly across the soft floor, then twisted hisfinger to examine thethick,
oily splotch. "Nat-urd or engineered?”’

"Naturad—or it was on old Earth,”" she corrected. "The sponge platforms here are Gea projects—genetic
engineering and andysis. This mucusis enhanced through microbiology.”

The lean man gestured back at the massive, battened-down vats. "Those vats—are they for the
hardeners?’

"One or two contain metaplas,” she explained. The others are mixers and growth containers.”
"Nutrients?"

She shook her head. "More like a three-in-one protection.”

"Explain," he ordered.

Hisvoice was curt and commanding, and Tsahid her ex-pression before Doetzier looked up again.



When hedid, only the glint in her eyes betrayed her flash of anger. If he wanted to take the time later, he
could link up to the library and image down the datafor himsdlf. He had a high enough tech rating to
accesswhat he wanted. Why distract her with his questionsinstead? She fingered the mucus on her skin.
Her sster had d-ways done that—asked for information instead of getting it herself. Shjams had hated
the manud links to the node. Once she was old enough to have her own temple link, Shjams had refused
to use anything el se, even when the node was down.

Tsagudied the hollows in the other mere's cheeks, made darker by hiswet, black hair. The dark circles
under his steady brown eyes were smudges in the predawn gloom. She could smell thetensionin his
body, even though he seemed relaxed to her gaze. He had not been this abrupt the last time they had
worked together.

"Do you not know?" he queried sharply.

A dow smile crossed her face. "Tell meyour full name," she chdlenged, "and I'll tell you about the
mucus”

"What kind of dedl isthat?' he asked, Sartled.

"I heard someone cdl you '‘Ghobhoza once. | want to know more.”

IIWI,V?I
"What'sthe harm in aname?"

"Maybe none, maybe some. It's not your businessto know." He eyed her with aglint in hiseyes.
"Besides, who are you to bargain? It'sin your contract to explain about the mucus—or any other
lifeform.”

"Coward," she teased.
He grinned dowly. "Give me your name, and I'll give you mine."

She eyed him for amoment, then shrugged ddliberately and pointed to alighter splotch on the deck. "The
sponges exude aspecid type of diffusble molecule,” she explained flatly. "The mucus doesn't bind—it
doesn't form a skin, like the way molecules of pudding make starch on their surface. Instead, each of the
diffusible molecules spreads out in solution—like salt dissolving in water. Enough chemicals spread
across the surface of agpongeto alow it to recognize another of the same species when they touch.”

"Likean ID dot?'

"Sort of . Once a sponge realizes that the animal next to it isanother, smilar sponge, thetwo animals
bond. Their membranes merge. Their collagen fibrils and spongin fibers mix. That's when the dgae grows
into the holes between them. The agag, like the sponge, makes a calcite bond that can be hardened
further with metaplas. The result islike welding two pieces of metal. But it'saliving bond—onethat can
repair it-sdlf if broken and strengthen itself if stressed or fatigued.”

He nodded. "Go on."

"Y ou understand that sponges bresthe? That they take in nu-trients through the water as we take oxygen
infrom the ar?' He nodded, and she pointed to athin spot in the deck. Tiny spines stuck out like
corkscrews where the minerd skeleton was still growing. "The tubes by which they breathe in and out
form aong the spine. They're helixes. Very flexible. When the sponges grow together, the entire structure
isamost eighty times stronger than each would be by itsdlf.”



He looked surprised, and she pointed back at the flight deck. In this stage of construction, the lower and
upper decks of the platform were the most fragile. Where the skimmer sat, an-chored now to the
platform, the deck actualy seemed to bend. "A sponge by itsdlf is strong—depending on the
species-compared to acord, but it would never carry the stress of a structure thisbig. And we haveto
use more than thirty vari-eties of sponge and twenty-two agaesto build above thetide line. This deck
has another two yearsto go beforeit is com-pletely strengthened. Then it will haveto be sedled.”

Therain dashed in asheet acrossthe deck, and Doetzier waited till it passed before he asked, "The
recognition mole-cules, they are the protection you spoke of 7'

"Part of it. The mucus kills surrounding sea growth on con-tact. There's hardly asingle type of cord,
worm, barnacle, or weed that can livein the ring around the platform.”

"A deathring," he said, moreto himself than to her.

She fingered the deck dowly so that the sticky fluid rubbed into her soft skin, leaving it darkly stained. "It
took six de-cades to develop,” she explained. "Two more to adapt the process to the other colony
worlds. Asof last year, we've sold the biocodes for this sponge to forty-one colony worlds and six dien
races.”

"How do you know so much about the devel opment his-tory?”

She gave him awry look. "My father worked those con-tracts. By thetime | was six, | could identify the
gponge mucus from ten different worlds, modd the spicule structures from two dozen colonies, and build
three-meter beach castles out of the leftovers he brought home. By thetime | was eight, I'd been
poisoned twice by fumes—once by taste-testing the mu-cus on adare, and once from smoke, when my
sster and | burned one of our castlesin asiege against our brothers.” Her lipstwisted bitterly as she
mentioned her sister, and as Doetzier looked back up, she turned away.

Daetzier carefully wiped hisfinger off on histrousers and glanced down at theroiling sea. "For dl its
toxicity," he said over thewind, "it sesemsto do alot better repelling thefish than thejellies.”

Tsapointed, took adash of wind right in the face, and shook her head to clear her sight. "L ook alittle
closer. Theje-liesbloom up and are carried toward the platform by the cur-rents, but they never quite
touch.”

He peered as she pointed. "Don't expect me to see that kind of resolution in thisgloom. | don't have cat
gyeslikeyou.”

She grinned, not knowing what she looked like. Doetzier had not been out in the storm for long, and his
head was pro-tected by hisblunter. Tsa's short brown hair, exposed to the wind and spray, was
whitened and flaring like amane about her head. With each blast of seawater, more salt crusted in the
strands and formed tiny, thickening crystals as the splashed water evaporated in the fierce wind. Her
short hair, gtiffened and standing up, gave her thelook of an albino lion. Her eye-browswere solid
crystalsthat dragged down to her eyes. Her eyelashes themsel ves were white. When she grinned, her
white teeth looked like fangsin her face. ™Y ou could dways put in your darkeyes. Therainisdying
down."

"And thewindisrisng up.” Thelean man got to hisfeet, letting astrong gust help him. " Salt-scratched
eyesare not my ideaof agood time. Those contacts start degrading as soon as the seamites eat into their
filters, and you can bet thiswind isfull of creatureslikethat. I'll use my darkeyes when we reach the land.
Not before." He nodded to her, then retreated to the shelter of the huts. A brief flash of light marked his
entrance to one of the structures; then the decks were dark again.



Absently, TSaraised her mucus-stained hand to her nose and sniffed the solventlike scent. She wished
she could touch Doetzier's flesh and draw his scent into her lungs, aswell. Histension was something she
wanted to taste. His biofield, with those points of light, was something she wanted to suck into her brain
and examine. It was like an addiction—her need to touch and smell each thing around her. Odors,
heightened by her gate, became exquisite perfumes, which she had to rub on her face or hands. It wasa
hedonistic compensation, she thought, for the shame that came with her link to the cats. Some sort of
primitive reward for the political obligation of her gate.

Spray burst over the deck and coursed across her face. The grit in the water felt like ash from afire, and
Tsarubbed it on her skin. The virusthat sustained her biogate caused the oils of aguide's skin to dter.
Only heat—thefirepit, the burning of free wood, or an open flame—would trigger the chemica changes
that cleansed her body and promoted new oilsto her skin. There would be no fire here, she knew. The
mucus she touched was flammable, and the chemical hest from afire with that substance was more than
any guide could survive. Low-heat wood fires, cloth, and coals—those were thefire foodsin which a
guide could dance.

Sheignored the cold kiss of the sky and stared down at the sea. In spite of the power with which it
smashed the platform walls, the seawas not cresting with wind-stripped cascades of water. Instead, it
was swollen with massive, foam-streaked waves. Thejdlieswerelike oil on the water, subduing the sea
and sating the hunger of the wind. Only where the water crashed against the platform and found the wind
shadow againgt itswallsdid it blast up and off the storm-flattened sur-face.

Likewormsin the sand, thejellies seemed called to the surface by the thin, dashing rain. The
jdllies—some a hand-gpan, some two meters across—dragged their thin, yellow-white, blue-white
tendrils beneath their nebulous, pumping bodies. They surfaced where their rippling edges could flare at
theair; then they dove back to the depths, dragging their stedl-strong tendrils with them. They churned.
They drovethe un-derseato aboail. Rising, rolling, diving... Theloose debris of the storm was caught in
the twining tendrils and sucked down asthey submerged.

Wren touched her arm, and she looked up absently, some part of her having felt his approach. He
pointed. Shefollowed hisarm with afrown, then nodded. High up, barely visible in the drowned sky, a
second dim craft shuddered through the falling, rippling rain. A burst of wind blinded her, and she lost
sght of thetiny shape.

Wren gestured for them to retresat to the huts. Reluctantly, she followed, but she turned back to thewind
with each gugt, asif the twenty meters they withdrew wastoo far from the edge of the seafor her to be
comfortable.

"Isthat Jandon's ship?' she asked as they reached the wind-ward side of the hut.

"Uh-huh. He picked up the rest of our team down south.” Wren had to raise his voice to be heard. "Once
he drops off Kurvan and the others, gives me my prototype breaker, and un-loads the rest of the gesr,
helll take you out to Broken Tree. Y ou know the canyons there. Should be an easy scout for you." He
grinned without humor. "And it's cat country.”

The hum in the back of Tsia's mind seemed to surge. She raised one hand to her temple, asif to rub out
the cat clawsthat padded across the inside of her skull. "Bunch of new breakers coming in?" sheforced
hersdlf to ask.

"Breagker, Ssngular,” Wren corrected. "Widenet and portable— completely new technology. They say it'll
recognize any bioconfiguration from human to Drayne. Well even have Ixia codesif we need them.”

She gave him asharp look, her attention finally on hiswords. *Rumor had things hotting up skyside.



Didn't know it had gotten so bad we were reconfiguring for diens.”

He shrugged. "By the time the biochips comein, even the Ixia could be actively looking for weapons.
Bacts, biocodes— they'll take anything.”

"Bacts?' Sheraised her eyebrows. "No guild has ever sold bacteria codesto an dienrace

"Theguilds, no. At least, not overtly. But blackjack has been active, and if they're sdlling, they're doing it
through the guildsin someway. All the Shidds need isasingle link between the guilds and the
Ixia—anything to prove their involvement—and the Shidds could moveinin force"

She watched the second skimmer with afrown. ™Y ou think an dien isgoing to be so doppy that a Shied
could track it down?"

"No, but they don't trust humans any more than we trust them. Y ou can bet ther€lll be at least one rep
wherever they're buying from blackjack. If the node was up, you could image down the I xia specs for
yourself. Their jamming technology is prime, and they have some other interesting. .. features. I'd liketo
See you next to one. See how you reacted.” He grinned at Tsids expression and shrugged. "Call it
curiogity that | re-fuse to spoil with an explanation. Did you ever get the details of your contract?' He
changed the subject abruptly.

"Not yet. | sgned with thejob details on hold pendty.” He grinned at the mention of penalty credit, and
she nodded with atwisted smile. "Jandon said they'd let me know when | got there, but since he's
contracted to Nitpicker, he said she—and therefore you—might know now what I'm to do. So what's
the ded ? Same as yours?”'

"No—we're receiving biochips in amonth. Fregpicks where you're going have anew
bacteria—developed it for reclamartion. It's hot. The Ixia skyside, at the docking hammers, have been
bargaining for two monthsfor asample.”

"I'll be verifying the bact holds?"
"They've got aguide on that dready—Hirsch. Y ou know her?"
"Huh-uh, but she's got agood reputation. Why, if they have her, do they need me?”

"She'safull guild guide, not a mere. She can run ascan-ner like a century-vet, but she doesn't know spit
about ghost lines. Y ou do. The fregpicks—they want a clean scan of the canyonsfor their defensive
webs. Y ou know them: they don't trust the guilders ameter away. So, they want you to tell them if the
guilders have gotten aghost web into their data banks. Y ou'll spend your time verifying the terrain. When
you're done, they'll compare aclosed image of your manua scansto the data they read from the node. If
the guilders—or anyone e se—triesto movein, there will be dif-ferencesin the scans.”

She watched the dim shape of the second skimmer drop closer to the deck. " So who gives me my
contacts? Jandon or Nitpicker?"

"Nitpicker. Shell want to make sure you know the routine before she sends you out.”

Tgafdt her lipstighten in spite of hersdf. If Tsahad linked with the tedler fish or the heronsinstead of
with the cats, would the pilot have trusted her more? She knew what Nitpicker saw when they worked
together, but it till hurt to be watched like a zek—asif she were blackjack herself.

Wren watched her expression. " She's always careful, Feather. Y ou know that.”



"She never did learn to trust me."
Wren gave her an odd look. "Do you blame her? Y oure aguide.”
"Yes, aguide. Not an animal, for god's sake."

Wren eyed her for amoment, then raised hishand to her cheek. Sheforced hersdlf to remain ill. But
she could not help the curl of her lip as hisfingerstraced the scars. His gaze fell to her bared teeth.
"Sometimes,” hesad quietly, "itshard to tell.”

She shrugged away sharply. "The virus no more mutated meinto ahaf cat than it mutates a heron-linked
guideinto abird, or ateder-linked guide to afish. Thevirusjust changesthe brain chemisiry so I'm
sengtiveto biofidds. That'sdl.”

Wren raised his eyebrows against the rain. "Heard you started camping out on the Sinking Plains when
you worked that route with Kurvan last year."

"l wastending to awounded tarn," she retorted. "Its head knob was cracked, and it couldn't hunt till it
regained its equi-librium."

"Right," he said mock serioudy. "The Landing Pact. | for-got. Protect the speciesand all—"

"I did full-spectrum scans and bacterial breakdownsthe entiretime | wasthere," she protested coldly.
"The sensor polesin that area had not gotten in two years atenth of what | brought back in amonth—"
She broke off at Wren'sex-pression. "All right," she acknowledged. "The tarn wasn't hurt that badly, and
| didn't need to help the species. | just didn't like Kurvan."

Hisgray eyesglinted. "Just aswell you're going out to Bro-ken Tree. Y ou'relike acat in acage when
he'saround.”

"I'm better on the scans anyway. | wouldn't know abiochip if it bit me." She watched the second ship
drop lower. "Y oull be off-contract in amonth?"

"It's scheduled, but you never know. Shippers never set adate for trangporting biochips—security
reasons.”

"There have got to be some buyers chomping at the bit to get their hands on that load.”
"Buyersincluding guilders," he said, with aglance toward the shore.
Tsalaughed shortly. "Guilders want everything. I'd rather work for afreepick.”

Wren shrugged. "Y ou're guild yoursdlf, Feather. Y ou bel ong with the meres, but you take contract asit
comes, whether you work for the miners or the fregpicks. Look at Striker. She hatesthe lifers, but she
signed her 1D on the node. That freepick at the Hollows who's descended from one of the lifer gang
leaders—Striker will have to defend that woman asif she were the head of the meres. Like you'll have
to—"

"—defend the guild guide at Broken Tree," shefinished for him.
"At least you onceliked that guild.”

Tsaslips pressed together. Shelooked away from him, and her nose wrinkled at the sweet-bitter scent
of the sea. She knew this smell as abaker knew bread. She fingered the scars across her cheek, ignoring
the rain that washed the whitened skin. The guides had been more willing to admit her death than verify



the untruth of it in the node; she owed them nothing now. No mora stance would convince her of an
obligation other than the one she signed. The meres were the ones to whom she owed allegiance now.
Ten years she had worked for the guild of fighters—seen for them, scanned for them, hid themin the
terrain they crossed. A decade now they'd carried her link ID. It wasn't asif she held some kind of
temporary job. The guides—they were no longer her life; the meres had become her future.

The heat of Wren'shand on her shoulder was a shock to her rain-chilled skin. When she reached up to
touch histhick fin-gers, their eyes met: one cold, gray gaze; one dark blue. They stood for amoment till
Wren dropped his hand. Tsiaturned back to the sea.

4

Waves swept by, their foam streaking the sea. The platform shuddered with their rhythm. Around it, the
jelliesmethodi-cally rose and tore the underside of the floating rafts, dragging their spoils down. Down,
lower, to bury the seedpods where they would feed the jellies offspring. Caught in the rubbery, feathery
bodies, the dim light of dawn faded to a gray-black gloom long before it reached the dark and rocky
bottom of the sea. TS alet her biogate expand so that she could fed far be-low the seals surface. She
turned dowly inacircle so that she could use her eyeslike her gate to sense movement. But there was no
threat in thejellies or the platform sponges, no sense of a predator that waited for the meres. Other than
the storm and the growing sonic hum of the descending skimmer, there were no sounds from the ocean
but the seaitsdlf.

Beside her, Wren's presence was a constant shadow in her senses. His body, thickened with the age of
148 years, had aheavy fed. His short stature, hiswide, wiry shoulders, and hislong, lean asams gave him
thelook of awrestler who had gone too long without food. His clublike hands were brutaly built and far
too big for hisframe. Hiswhole body radiated a cold power that gave his biofield amenace she could
amost taste.

Her eyes drifted toward a growing shadow on the crest of afar swell. A moment later, the front end of a
weedis bent over the moving hill of water and did down the other sde. The mental hum of the four
sargasso cats—the sea cougars— crouched on the raft was sharp, and Tsalicked her lips. Louder and
sharper, the sense of them grew till it clogged her mind with itslow-hum growling. It was her only redl
talent, she thought without emotion—this sengtivity to the cats. Her biology degrees were worth nothing
without the gate—without the one thing for which the mere guild kept her safe. The rights-conditioning
that let her use awegpon—they could have trained her for that, though it would not have been pleasant
or easy. Guides did not take well to rights-conditioning unless they were trained before they took the
guidevirus.

Wren peered at the sky from benegth his hands, watching the ship drop out of a stresk of gray. He
gestured toward one of the huts. Tsiashook her head. "I like thewind," she shouted. "It tasteslike
freedom.”

Hislips stretched in adow amile, and inthe murky light of midmorning, the expression somehow flattened
his eyes even further. "Freedom? Y es, you would cal it that.”

"But not you?"

"No." Thethick scar rings of white on hiswrists sood out starkly in the gloom. " 'Freedom’ isaword
that's often con-fused with 'hope." "

"And that's something you don't have."

"No. Do you?"'



She studied him silently while the wind lashed the color from their cheeks and the rain begt the deck
around them.

He eyed her back. "L ook at yoursdf closaly, Feather. Y ou're not one who's made of hope either, but
rather will—or deter-mination. Y ou delude yoursdlf if you think otherwise.”

"Everyone has some kind of hope," she returned dowly. "They may not know it, but they do.”
"Everyone? What about your sister? She's got no hope at all.”
"That's different,” she said quietly. "Her hope was stolen from her like credit from the node-blind.”

"l don't believethat." He shrugged at her expression. "No one can take anything from you that you don't
willingly give. Y ou make choices, not sacrifices. Y ou take action or you de-cide to remain ill. Only
victims blame othersfor their lives”

His gesture took in her braced stance and the gusting wind that whipped her. Y ou are what you make of
yoursdlf. Nothing less. Nothing more.”

Shelicked the spray from her lipsand smiled in atwisted expression. "l said that mysdalf along time ago.
It's odd to hear my words on someone else'slips.” She watched the spray pud-dle like tide poolsin the
mucus on the decks. "Ten years ago, | gave up everything, and | gave up nothing. And look where | am
now: inaday that isnight, in aseathat is solid"—she scomped her foot on the spongy marine deck—"ina
lifethat doesnot redly exig."

Wren watched the skimmer begin itslong sweep to come around. "The mere guild isn't perfect,” he said.
"But it does protect its membersto Vendetta, to death, and beyond. And the freepicks—or any of the
people we work for—would not exist without us. They would be crushed by the fanatics, just likethe
lifers crushed old Earth. The people you protect... Y ou defend your world now as much as any guide
protects her as-signed plot of land. Y ou just do it on adifferent scale. With shorter contracts.”

With death instead of life. Tsadid not voice the words, but Wren gave her a sharp look. She wondered
suddenly if he was esper. Or did he just know her so well that he could read her like a dreamer channd?

Wren rocked back with the force of the wind. Doggedly, he shoved hisway off again. "It's getting worse
by theminute. Let'sgoin.”

She shook her head, her teeth bared to the sky. Wren raised his hand to take hold of her blunter, but her
eyes glinted with challenge. He shrugged and stepped back.

She could fed the sea cougars from here—amost see them on the weedis. Flung up and down by the
idand's motion, the four shapes crouched in miserable huddles. Aswith the mind-shadows of the fish,
Tdadid not seethe cats visudly; she felt them. The rough ride made their discomfort acute, and it was
harder now to ignore them than to acknowledge their misery in her own guts. Up, down, and back
across the crests. Whipped down into atrough and flung back up again... Likeasick-nessin her belly,
or arottennessin her nose, her body reacted asif it rode the weedis with them. Her lipstwisted at the
yowling of the cubs.

Wren's eyes watched the second skimmer hover above the flight deck. Tsiafelt for hisbiofield in her
gate. The contrast between him and the cougars was unsettling. Where Wren was a solidity that she
smelled and heard more with her bodily senses, the cougars growled in athick hum that filled the
cor-nersof her mind like fog. Where Wren spoke only to her ears, the cats snarled constantly in her
head. Humans were dull and acrid compared to cats. With distance, they did not even leave an echo in



her mind. Y et she could feel the weight of the sandcats on the beaches ten kilometers away. Could
amogt touch the grit that clung to their paws and taste the water they drank.

Wren eyed TS a, then the drop to the surface of the sea. "So what's your rangein dl thisnow?' he asked
over thewind.

"Human?"' She shrugged. "Fifty meters, if it'safocused biofied.”

"If itsquiet? Sllent? Whatever you cdl it?'

"Fifteen. Maybe twenty.”

"What if it'sfdine?' he asked dyly.

Sheraised her eyebrow. "There's afemae with three cubs five hundred meters out.”

The sky was till dark with clouds, but the seawas now light gray. The float platform shivered, and Wren
staggered with the dam of thewind. "A storm like thisisworth amonth of energy to amarine ation,” he
shouted. "We passed gde force hours ago.”

Tsanodded. Storm force building. She could fed it inthetingling of her skin, in the eager pound of her
heart. "Front will hitin thenight,” she shouted back. "Bet my bonusonit"

He grinned. "That's no bet. | read the weatherscan from the node before it went down. It hits by dusk
today."

"You'rewrong. | cantagteit in the spray. Front ischanging. It'll hit between midnight and dawn. Well get
the heaviest rainsbehind it.”

"You never could resst adare; | never could resist abet. You'reon. Ten credits?!

She nodded. Theglint in her ice-blue eyes was echoed deep in her mind by the growling of acougar. Her
lipscurved in adight smile as she picked up the sea cougar'sirritation with its somach-churning ride. Ten
years of growing into the biogate with the cats, and the distance from the platform to the idand was no
barrier to her gate. Like athick purr that sat beneath her thoughts, the sounds of the cats kept her
company. It had become mus c—the constant tuning of an orchestra that filled the wilder, darker corners
of her mind.

Another gust dammed her off her feet and whipped the blunter off one shoulder. Wren glanced at the
ferd gleamin her eyes. "Y ou dwaysdid get alittle crazy in these, Feather." He pointed with hischin at
the sea. "It's going to be ahard swim to shore for that litter."

Tsasquinted benegth the shield of her hands and frowned at the floating idand. Even though it was
closer, the dark hump of the weedis seemed smaller than it had before. "No one swims abloom. Not
even asagie. They'll stay on that weedistill it rubs the rocks of the mainland.”

"Not thistime," hereturned. "That raft is breaking up. It'1l be completely gone before we leave the
platform, and | bet it'll betorn in two even before that ship locks down.”

Reuctantly, Tgaturned to watch the other ship land. The subsonic hum of its engines caught in her bones
liketenson. Thedim glints from the platform lights caught in rain runnels that stresked the sdes of the
craft. Lower, it dropped, hovered, then blew off to the Side and twisted wildly with the shear. Wren
gestured sharply. Reluctantly she nodded and followed him to the lee of the huts.



The ship camein high and dropped with the wind in asud-den, sickening movement. Its nose barely
missed the edge of the platform. A second later, it burst up over the sSide and tried to drop down again.
Thewind gusted; the ship darted forward, then dammed down and did with ametaplas scream. Tsas
hands clamped over her ears, Wren's eyesflinched. Tensdly they waited while the ship, instead of
skidding, bumped back up, then dammed down a second time. It hit the brake bars hard and bounced
back like abal. The landing gear, unable to take the stress, crumpled like accordions back up into their
bays. The wind lapsed, and the ship, il trying to fly forward, rammed the brake bars until it stuck
findly—like abeein aspiderweb—with its motors whining and churning on high.

Sowly the ship stopped shuddering, and the sonic sounds began to fade. Thelanding gear unfolded
gingerly from the bays. With a grinding sound, the sectioned legs forced then-way down to the deck to
brace the hull againgt the bars. Wren glanced at Tsds expresson. "Helanded, didn't he?' he said
sharply.

She pointed. "lsn't he going to straighten out?"

Wren peered at the ship. "The cargo hatches are clear of the deck. | don't think he's concerned with
muchdse"

She grimaced. "Well haveto help unload then. Is every-thing on the antigrav deds?'
"l wouldn't bet oniit."
She gave him asour look.

He shrugged. "After that landing, hell be lucky to have the deds intact, let aone packed and ready to
go."

They made their way to the craft in time to meet Doetzier and Tucker beneath the skimmer'sbelly. There,
they struggled with the manua clamps until two of the meres from the new skimmer jumped stiffly down
to help them lock the ship to the deck. Thefaint smell of the cats mixed with the scents of packing gels,
and Tslapaused at the triggered memory. Flow-ers, she thought, asif she could amost smell them.
Shjams... Then Doetzier caught her deeve, and she turned back to the clamps.

Once the other meresjoined them, she left them to finish the cargo and followed thefirst cargo ded to the
hut. Ahead of her, atall, bowlegged mere guided the pack-laden ded across the deck asif the wind that
made the motors whine were merely a breeze, not astorm or gae.

When they reached the hut, Tsa had to fight the door to open it against thewind and alow the ded on
through. If the door had been afilter fidd, she would smply have waked through it and ignored the tingle
of itssemisolid wall. "Digger-damned primitive construction huts,”" she muttered. The door came open a
handspan; then the wind dammed it back shut. She hissed and wrenched at the handle again. Thistime,
the sorm tore it from her hands and dammed the door against the wall so hard the entire building shook.
Murttering, she mo-tioned Bowdie on through, then looked for the access pand. Tucker, arriving behind
her, beat her toiit.

"You guidesaredl dike" hesaid in her ear. "Put you out-side with your plants, and you're happy asa
reaver on afull root dike. Give you asmple mechanica problem and you're lost asalifer without her
gang." He pushed her through the doorway and held the door crank asthe rest of the meresfrom the
other skimmer made their way insde.

"Yaza," she muttered, moving past him. Odors swept in with Doetzier and Kurvan, and Tsawrinkled her
nose. Cats and sea salt mixed with packing foam; the solvent-scent of sponges was sharp. She snorted



and breathed in again to discern the difference in the sponge scent from the platform, but the sweet odors
of the meres rose with the heat inside the hut, and the sponge scent faded away. Doetzier, giving her a
glance, paused to speak to Wren, and Kurvan made hisway over to Jandon, who was rubbing one
elbow asif it was bruised. TSawas|eft with Tucker, who added in her ear, as she turned to shut the
door, "I probably know more about construction huts than you do about your gate."

She turned to retort, but Nitpicker cut in. Tucker, Feather," she snapped. She shielded her face from the
surge of needle-sharp rain. "Get that door closed and leave each other alone.”

The gap narrowed, and the wind began to whistle through the space. An instant later, the door clicked
shut. The sudden cessation of storm sound was dmost deafening in itself. Tsahad to work her jaw to
pop her ears. In the quiet, her ears burned from the cold, chapping wind.

Nitpicker ran her hand through her gray-stresked hair. TSaeyed her automatically, fedling for her
biofidd. The quiet en-ergy wastight asif the tenson the pilot caught on the skimmer was till carried in
her shoulders. Tsaregarded the other woman with athoughtful expresson. Sherarely got to seea
mere'strue eyes. The darkeyes they wore, which let them see motion, heat, and contrast rather than
colo—amost like acat, she thought—gave them al black irises. But here, with the sdt spray, none of
the meres had their darkeyesin.

Nitpicker's eyes were agtartling green. Set off by her deeply wegthered skin, the brilliance of that color
made her gray-and-white streaked hair seem dingier, and her thin frame bonier than ever. Y et she moved
with grace and balance, her feet al-most gliding across afloor or deck, and her hands still, except when
shifting deliberately here or there. It was different from Tsias stride: Nitpicker, like Striker, had the walk
of aspacer with fifty years of service.

In contrast, Tucker was on only histenth contract. Beside TS a, the younger mere methodically checked
his blunter pock-ets, then wegpons harness and pouches. His youthful frame still looked gangly, asif he
would fill out to abroad-shouldered man, and his large feet were deceptively quick in moving histal,

pal e figure from one spot to the next. Tsahad watched him out on the platform. Even when carrying gear
from the skimmersto the hut, he had not dipped once on the decks. Absently, shelistened to him spesk.

"... That set of holos from thewar?' Tucker asked Striker as he picked up his pack from the ded to
make afind check on hisgear. "They're something to see.”

Doetzier shifted hislong legs out of theway.. "Can't redlly call what thelifersdid awar, Tucker. Thelifers
wereterrorists, not an army. They cut up the country every decade or so to try to rewrite the
condtitution, and they adways defeated them-sdves with their own bigotry.”

The younger mere dug out asmal scanner, examined it quickly, and put it aside. "Y eah," he returned,
"but they did ahell of alot of damage with their so-called terrorism.”

Doetzier shrugged. "So did the Y ear of the Y ellow Death.”
Striker scowled. ™Y ou can't compare thelifersto aplague, Doetzier."

"Why not?' He shrugged. " The population problem was never atechnological issue, but an emotiond and
religious one—a problem of education and politics. And you can't cure those things without patience and
tolerance any more than you can cure a plague without prevention. Both the lifersand the
plague—they're parasites. Both ook for ahost to support them: the Y ellow Death wants ahuman so it
can breed; alifer wants an ideal so he can fedl he has power over someone else. Neither has regard for
the law. Both of them kill. And neither one shows mercy.”



"You doinjusticeto the plague,” TSacut in, getting her pack fromthededin turn. "The Y dlow Degath a
least was ubiquitous. Theliferswere violently sdective.”

Striker nodded. " 'Sdlective' iskind of understating what the lifers did to the choicers. Once thelifers got
onto the infochan-ndls, they tracked down people who'd been involved in preg-nancy options half a
century before. It didn't matter that their victims had had children and grandchildren since then. They
caled them blood families, and killed them dl. Whole gener-ations. Murdered. Just likethat." She
snapped her fingers. "What do you want to bet that the fregpick at that mining site still brags about her
great-great-grandfather?"

"Daya, Striker," T9acut in, "but that fregpick might not agree with her ancestors any more than you do.”
The other woman snorted her skepticism.

"Choicers could have hired the meres" Tucker added. "That's what we're here for anyway: uphold laws,
protect properties, bodyguard the veepees'—he leered—"when they're too scared to go to bed aone at
night.”

Doetzier, who had found a space against the wall, chuckled, and Tsiaglanced a hislazy pose with her
frown. She could a-most fed thetensonin histal, lean frame, and the contrast of that with his casua
pose made her think of acougar hunting. She switched her gaze to Tucker, comparing the two meres.
They were dmost the same height, but they looked nothing alike. Doetzier's shoulders would never
broaden further; hiswas the wiry strength of aman who had honed his body to the quick. His weathered
skin was tough and darker than hers by several shades, and its color emphasized, rather than hid, the
musclesthat rippled in hishands. Hislight brown eyes were steady and sharp, asif they somehow
listened as much as his ears did to the movements of the meres around him; and hisblack hair framed his
face like a shadow. She watched him for amoment till his quick gaze turned toward her. Their eyes met
and held. The specks of light in hisbiofield were like tiny stars dropped in abucket. When she touched
them with her gate, they disappeared. She dropped her gaze, but Doetzier contin-ued to watch her. She
ignored him. Shedidn't notice, as she glanced at Striker, that one of her hands clenched like aclaw in her
pocket.

Striker, with her stocky frame and toned muscles, looked like a gravdancer rather than a runner. She had
naturaly black irises and black eyebrows, with short, dmost shaved auburn hair. Her creamy complexion
was stretched with the thin lines of eighty years of living, but she did not have awesthered look, as TSa
did. She would have been beauti& il wereit not for the nose that listed dightly to one side, and the mouth
that stretched just abit too widely across her face. Her cheekbones were high and flat; her chin was
narrow. The only scars she bore were atiny set of linesthat crossed her jaw like the teeth of acomb.
The overdl effect was as striking asacora snake until one noticed her eyes. They werefilled with
emptiness, and made her look abandoned. When Tsa stretched to the limit of her senses, she could just
fed the biofield of the other woman. That energy, which should have grown deeper with age, seemed
shdlow and uncertainin Striker.

Four meres squatted on the floor in front of Wren, and three more against the walls. Kurvan was next to
Nitpicker, and Tsaeyed him warily. The five months she had worked with him last year was enough to
imprint him inddibly in her mind. Brown hair, brown eyes, astrong chin, and ontop of it al, alean face,
asif hedid not eat enough to keep asmaller man dive. That gauntness, Tsaadmitted with ashiver, lent
his face a rugged handsomeness. And his skin was tanned evenly brown, not sallow or ruddy like some
of the other meres. Histeeth were even and white asif they had never been chipped, much less broken
as Nitpicker's and Wren's had been. No scars marred hisface or hands. Therewas only the flat
hard-ness of his eyesto speak of his profession. That, and the eager-nessin hisbiofield.



Nitpicker'svoice cut into her thoughts. "All right, listen up. Jandon needs more shootersfor the Broken
Treeteam," the pi-lot said without preamble.

Jandon nodded, and the wisps of hair that stretched across his balding head fell off to theside. "Therest
of my team won't ship intill tomorrow, and with the node down, the min-ing guilders could moveon
Broken Treeimmediately.”

From the floor, Bowdie looked up from fixing a setting on the cargo ded. Hisdark brown hair was thick
and wavy, with an unruly lock that fell across one eyebrow. His nose had been broken three or four
times, and one of his cheekbones had been shattered and restructured with coral implants. His skin was
we& thered and tough, coarse with the pockmarks from some obscure disease. It somehow matched the
mottled color-ing of hisweapons harness, where age had worn away at the fabric. And athough some
part of her brain registered his coarse complexion, her whole attention was struck by his eyes: beautiful
eyes, wide and haunted, as brown as the earth, with long, thick lashes that belonged on awoman's face.
Ingtinc-tively, she opened her biogate to search for the sense of hisbiofield. There was a heet there, she
discovered. An eagerness like Kurvan's, but steady and strong, with sparks that seemed like chalenges,
where the other mere's seemed reckless and sharp with disdain. Asif, in Bowdi€'sfield, confidence and
fartdism had combined in a deep, banked pit of fire. As Bowdie regarded Jandon, his brown eyes
narrowed, and he paused in fixing the ded settings. "Y ou have the guide," he said. "Won't that give you
the edge?'

Jandon shook hishead at Bowdi€'s question. "A single guide can't check every trail. And yes, we have a
second guide'—he forestalled Bowdi€'s automatic protest—"but she's working the reclamation vats.”

Wren shifted aimost imperceptibly, and Nitpicker nodded at him to speak. "If you take our shooters,”
Wren said dowly, "you're crippling our team. Our setup relies on anumber of bodiesto be effective.”

"Yes, but you're going in early, and you're going in for setup, not defense, like us. Y ou won't have any
action for three, maybe even four weeks. Y ou don't need al your shoot-ersright now."

From beside Tsa, Tucker paused in hisweapons check. "What if the shippers send the biochipsin
ealy?'

Kurvan glanced at the younger mere. "No freepick would take shipment an entire month early.”
"Why not?'

"The Hollowsisanew stake, and the freepicks there won't have finished their preliminary scans, let one
the detailed scans of the biologicasthey'll have to work around. They won't know half the biocodes
they'll need for coring, processing, or reclama-tion. Y ou program a set of biocodesin achip, and that
chip can be used only in the gear for which it was set—and only for the codesit recognizes. Nothing
else" Kurvan tapped the hilt of the laze he carried on his harness. "Like thiswon't recognize a
biologica—only humans. Take acorer,” he added, "one of those wide-beam, short-range lazes. They're
programmed for whatever ground—minerd deposits—the freepicks have at their stake. Without the
codes for worms and insects and roots, even the best corer couldn't break through rock that was
protected by alayer of those things. Without the right biocodes, the chipsin the corer won't
acknowledge organic matter aslicensed for disnte-gration. They adso won't recognize any
bacts—bacteria—over the amount specified by the site license. One pocket of roots over the licensed
amount, and the corers automaticaly hat. Y ou stop the corers, and you stop the mining. No cargo, so ho
ship-ping, S0 no payment. Freepicks amost dways work hand-to-mouth asfar as credit goes. And with
the cost of a set of biochips and the codes that go into them, they can't afford to make mistakes. All it
takesisasingle missing or mispro-grammed code, and they'd lose their entire stake. An early ship-ment



could make those chips asworthless asiif they'd been | eft hissing on the sand.”

"Y ou're as bad on nodie stuff as Striker ison the Fetd Wars," Tucker said. "So the chips comein early.
Ther€'s no reason they have to be programmed right away."

"Y ou want to sit on ashipment of chipsfor amonth, just waiting for blackjack to helst them?
Unprogrammed biochips are practicaly priceless, and they have a subtle but distinct Sig-nature. With the
right gear, hiding a set of biochips on-site would be about as effective as painting them with neon colors
and hoisting them on a scanpole. And until the programmer sets the biocodes, anyone can movein.
Blackjack, Draynes, Ixia... One blank biocode bank and—"

"—a chip can become aweapon.” Tucker resedled the other side of his pack.

"Yes," Kurvan agreed sharply. "Not only could you code for a crop-plant or livestock species, you could
code for an dien or human. Unprogrammed, abiochip is as dangerous as an ideain a house of fanatics.”

"Maybe not as bad asthat,” Wren said casually.

Kurvan paused, then grinned in spite of himself. "Maybe not, but it is dangerous. To have them on-site. ..
That'sjust asking for araid."

Nitpicker glanced at Jandon. "Y ou have two of the new handscanners?' He nodded. 'Take the rest of
ours. WEell keep the old, shorter-range ones. Take haf our config gear, too. Well replace ours
tomorrow after we get amessage through to the guild. How many shooters do you want?

Kurvan glanced at Jandon. "Y ou going to set up amanua scannet?!

Jandon hesitated. "Haveto now. So, four, | think."

Tucker paused as he checked the antigrav on his pack. "Four of our shooters? Are you crazy?'
Doetzier straightened from where he leaned on the wall. "Who getsthe guide?"

Tucker turned to Nitpicker. "If Jandon gets our shooters, we get the guide. She knows all theridges and
half the scree beds between here and the northern Vulcans.”

Nitpicker looked at Doetzier. "What do you think?"

Doetzier tilted hishead a Kurvan. "He's the line-runner in this group—ask him, not me. I'm just the
configuration grunt. | haven't aclue how long the node will stay down, let aone how it got down inthe
firg place

Wren popped adimchim in hismouth. "It's not hard to knock down anode,” he put in. "Especidly if you
have insde help. One crooked tech or nodie, and the traders can dip in and out through a darkened net
like rats through a shredded screen. Remember that customs tech four years ago? He went on the
grayscale and jammed up the shipping for more than aweek. He took his credit and ran to blackjack,
and he's so far away now that even the Shields can't touch him.”

Shidlds and shipping, customs and Shjams... TSastretched her gate unconscioudy. To touch her
sgter... Catgpeak flooded into her mind and made her lips curl. Cougar heart-beats pulsed with hers.
Seasicknessrose up in her gut and stabbed her with atwinge of discomfort. She wiped her hands on her
trousers. From acrass the room, Doetzier noticed the movement with sharp eyes. Tsafollowed his gaze
to her hands and tilled them.



"What do you think, Festher?' Doetzier asked.
"About what?' Tsaregarded him warily.

"Whereyou go. Y ou're aterrain artis—a most the same thing as aline-runner. Y ou should have as much
say asKur-van."

She shrugged. "If the nodeisjammed, my skillsasaterrain artist are dmost moot. L et the guilders get
into the terrain be-fore | do, and they can set ahundred prepared ghost webs before | finishasingle
manua scan. Anything | scanned out would Ssmply pick up their preset sgnals, not thered terraininthe
area. And dthough | could sensethelife-formsfine on thetrail, I'd never be able to cover al the ground
before the guilders moved in on the stake.”

Doetzier seemed to pounce. "Y ou think the node is jammed, not down?"

Shelooked a him warily. "Daya, how should | know? | wasjust thinking out loud.”

Nitpicker studied her expression. "It takes alot less do-al to dark anet than to drop anode.”
"If you have the technology," Kurvan added.

Nifpicker gave him ahard look. "There are three races in this quadrant aone who have better jamming
technology than ours. One of them—the Ixia—isin orbit around Risthmus. Y ou don't think the Ixia
would sl ajammer to blackjack-especidly if the price was right? If blackjack came up with some of the
tech toysthe Ixia have been after for the past thirty years? And what about the Draynes or the bug-eyes?
They'rein the same position asthe Ixia, and their spaceis even closer to ours.”

Wren glanced at Tsaand made asubtle sign with his hands, finning amessage. She nodded almost
imperceptibly. The Draynes, Wren'sfinger motionstold her, were amammdian life-form—Iike badgers.

Doetzier's eyesflicked as he caught the last subtle finning from Wren, but he said nothing. Nitpicker
added, "Blackjack have dipped through the scannet adozen timesin the last forty years. Theword isthat
the mining guild has standing orders with them for any Risthmus biotechnology. One bad nodie on the
orbiting hammers, as Wren said, isal it would take to dark the scannet enough to let a zek down and
then back out."

Doetzier glanced a Kurvan. "Y ou're aline-runner. How long would it take you to set aweb that could
hide a sabotage job well enough to dump the node?!

The other man shrugged. " Six to ten months minimum. Two years at the outside. Maybe more. Depends
on how many webs get messed up by the congtruction.”

"That second docking hammer?' Tucker queried. "The oneon thedliptica orbit?'

Kurvan nodded. "Things have been unstable on Orpheus ever since they started on Eurydice. Half my
webs were shred-ded or shunted before | could usethem at all. Just last week | traced three ghosts for
sixteen hoursuntil 1 found out I'd been accidentaly shunted to adreamer channel. | wasn't trac-ing a set
of ghosts. | was catching the images from arecorded experience." He made a sour expression. "No
wonder it seemed red. Basicdlly, it was.”

Wren chuckled. "And after that confession, you expect usto take you serioudy?!

Kurvan grinned back. "If I'm the only line-runner you have, how can you afford to be choosy?'



"Hell, you might aswell go to Broken Tree yoursdf,” Tucker muttered, "than fly with usto the Hollows."

There was aflash of tenson in Taa's gate—like the sense of a sandcat who sees sudden movement.
Sowly, she sat up sraighten Her gaze moved dowly around the room. Doetzier sudied her fingers, taut
againg her thighs, but she didn't no-tice his attention until her narrowed gaze settled on hisface. She
could amost see the speculation in those brown depths.

Kurvan gave Tucker aflat look. "I work setup)—biology's not my field. I'd be as bad asyou at locating
afalsetree on atrail—that's Festher'sfield, not mine." He glanced deliber-ately at her.

She shrugged. "The bulk of my training wasin fields other than biolinks. I'm not much use without the
node. So if having me at Broken Tree was more deterrent than defense, the loss of the scannet makes my
presencefairly usdess. You'd do just aswell canceling contract as taking me with either group.”

Doetzier eyed her speculatively. "Y ou'd rather cancel con-tract?’

She could dmost see his attention sharpen, and it took her amoment to redlize that she felt hisfocus
through her gate, not through her eyes. "1'm no more likely to turn down credit than | am to turn down a
dare" shesaid; but her smile was forced.

Nitpicker pursed her lips. "If Jandon has our shooters, I'd rather have you at the Hollows." Sheturned to
the bowlegged man. "Bowdie, you stay too—you'll be copilot on thisjaunt. Jandon, you can take Estine,
Ames, Barker, and... Shepherd.”

"I'd likefiveif the guide stayswith you," he said flatly.

Nitpicker hesitated, then nodded and glanced over theroom. Tsafdt aflash of tenson, like asharp light
focused through her biogate. She couldn't help the tightening of her jaw. Bowdi€e's gaze seemed to snap
taut. Kurvan shifted asif he would speak. Then Nitpicker said, " Striker, Tucker, Doetzier, and...
Kurvan, you four stay with me. Bowdie and Wren aso. Miloczek, you go with Jandon. Fegther, if you're
done checking your pack, get it on our ded with Bowdi€e's. The rest of you either load your gear on
Jandon's ship or get it off and in here with the rest of ours. Questions?' No one spoke. "Then let'sroll.”

Thelessening of tension at Nitpicker's words had been al-most as pal pable as the shiver that struck
Tsas shoulderswith relief. Wren's sharp eyes caught the shudder the same instant that Doetzier's did.

"Cold?" murmured Doetzier.

She glanced a him and shook her head uncertainly. "Just afeding..."

"Of what?'

Mutely, she shrugged. Tucker looked up withagrin. "

"The shadow of the future that hangs above usadl." "

"Yaza," she muttered. Too bad al your ancestors didn't diein the Fetd Wars.”
Hiseyesnarrowed. "If I'd been in that war—"

"Theliferswere never justified enough in their murders,” Striker broke in deliberately, stepping between
them at alook from Nitpicker, "to be given the distinction of starting awar. Not in history, anyway. That
was just a popular term—Ilike the Decade of the Technodead.”

"The technodead weren't asmoral,” Tucker retorted, pro-voking her on purpose, though he moved aside



for the woman.

"The lifersloved power, not morality,” Striker said sharply as she thumped her pack down on the ded.
"They were noth-ing more than criminals, and history has recorded them as such. Ayaras eyes, Tucker,
there were dmost more deaths from the riots—when the lifers redlized that the cresative and educated
people were leaving the planet—than when they were just concerned about killing mothers and
medicals”

"Daya, Striker." Tsafrowned in spite of hersaf. "Even you can't say that there were no educated people
among thelifers™

"Depends on what you cal education.” Striker met TS as eyeswith a steady gaze, and the lost look
flickered before she stepped away. "Education opens minds," she said flatly, pick-ing up a scanner.
"Indoctrination closes them. Lifers used their bigotry to restrict old Earth to one way of thinking. No
toler-ance. No diversity. No creativity. Only rhetoric and control— like puppet masters who put their
nooses around the neck of the world. Education is not about reducing options but increas-ing them.
That'swhat the Fetd Warswereredly ail about.”

Tucker sedled his pack and threw it on the ded with a thwump. "Sure, but | bet more people died in the
Fetd Warsthan in any war—including the Stand—since then.”

The catspeak was growing louder in Tsid's head as the cou-gars on the sea swept closer, and she said,
more sharply than she intended, "1s the exact number of deaths redlly so impor-tant, Tucker?!

"Youreaguide" heretorted. "Y ou fed animasand plants. Y ou aren't expected to understand the finer
points of intersolar history."

Wren snorted, and TSiagave the younger mere adirty look. ™Y ou have an interesting view of aguide's
education.”

"Oh, comeon,” heretorted. "Everyone knows that aguide thinks only of her gate. Look at the way you
reacted when we were going skyside. What if you had gotten free? Would you redly have jumped from
the hatch, knowing you were kays above the sea?'

"Of course,” shesaid, asif surprised. "Unlikeyou, | have antigravs on my harness, not just on my pack.
Theimpact of hitting water would have been painful, but not necessarily fartd. It would have been the
pressure changesthat killed me, not the impact. And"—her eyes glinted—"1'd have made sure| had
company to scream with.”

Kurvan made asound suspicioudy like alaugh, and Tucker turned sharply.

"Striker, Feather, step it down," Nitpicker cut in. "Kurvan, you and Tucker get out of here and go check
the skimmer. Make sure she'stight and steady. Doetzier, you and Bowdie verify the gear. | want dl
antigrav units, e-wraps, and scanners checked before we take off. Striker, take the ded to the ship and
dart loading.”

"What about the self-contained med gear?"

"The scames? Give two of the three to Jandon. If the guild-ersare moving in, helll have more need of
them than we will." She hesitated, and something flickered in her eyes, but sheturned to TSaand said,
"Asfor you, | want another scan of the platform. Take your time. Weve got another hour before welift."

Tsanodded and turned to the door. Nitpicker caught Wren's eye, and the other mere nodded. Still
chewing his dimchim, he hopped down from his perch, shifted his own weapons harness on his hips, and



made hisway to the portal as Tsa's shadow.

The door dammed back to the wal behind him, and he let Jandon shut it. Thistime, as he |eft the hut, he
barely staggered in the wind. Tsiawas dready moving toward the catwalk that led to the platform edge,
and heleaned into the wind to follow. His eyesfollowed her closgly. The lithe movements of her hipsand
thighs; the leanness of her body ... There was no wasted motion—no gracel essness from youth, but
rather a concen-trated energy, trapped insde her muscles. It was something—a wildness, perhaps—that
he desired to touch and taste.

Reaching forward, asif to grip the wind itsdf for baance, he watched her with cold and steady eyes.
Sometimes, he thought, he wanted to grab her to still her when she twisted and yowled like a cat.
Sometimes he wanted to squeeze his massve hands so tightly around her body that he wrung that
wildness from her throat and drank it like blood. He chuckled, and the sound was choked to silence by
the wind. He knew he could tell her what he thought, and she'd till not be afraid of him. Odd woman. He
respected that in her. But then—and he looked toward her figure poised on the edge of the platform, her
armsout asif she could fly—she was not really awoman at dl to him. She was, ingtead, aguide.

5

Tsamoved through the wind like a dancer. She had the feel now of the storm, and it no longer stole her
feet from under her. Her knees bent ingtinctively, and her arms twisted away from her body for balance.
Behind her, near the ship and hid-den by the gloom and blinding wind, something moved. In-stantly, her
senses sharpened. She turned dowly, haf crouched on the narrow walk. She could see Wren, but he
was not what she felt. Hisbiofield was not focused like a hunter.

No, she could dmost taste a presence—sme | the musk scent of acat in the wet morning air. But there
was nothing in her biogate but the meres. Nothing in her sight but the white wing of the skimmer, the dark
bulk of the vats. She hesitated, then went on.

The spray and hollows of the whitecaps hid the shadow of the weedis as they wallowed in the troughs of
the swells. One kelplike idand swelled up and over a crest; the other end trailed behind. Huddled on the
matted raft were four of the sea cougars who rode the currents to shore.

Wren shaded his eyes from the wind and got anoseful of spray. "Hell of away to travel.” Hehad toraise
his voice over thewind. "Y ou'd think a cat would drown on one of those things."

She shrugged. "They're stable as an iceberg.”
"Safe asmother's milk, huh?'

"Even if therideisrough, some of those idands are ahun-dred years old. They're woven astightly as
wesgthercloth. The only red danger iswhen acat picks aweedisthat isn't old enough to be fully grown
together. If the branch structures are wesak, the idand can break apart.”

"The bloom doesn't help elther.”
"No," she agreed flatly.
"Y ou think those four are going to makeit?'

Shewas silent. Wren glanced at her and, even in the gloom, caught theworry in her eyes. Hefollowed
her gaze. The degp-ening troughs flung the raft up and down like a bucking horse. Long, dark streamers
of green floated behind the idand. Jellies hung from the streamers, curling their blue-white tendrils around
theflat, dimy vines—stubbornly pumping and pulling away to take their spoils down.



"Theweedisisthin on oneend,” she said reluctantly. "Not many seedpodsto keep it floating.”
"Bet it'll split beforeit even hitsthe platform.”
"That would be best,” she returned dowly.

Heraised hiseyebrows. ™Y ou want it to break apart? Y ou of al people can't possbly want the catsto
drown?'

"Of course not,” she said sharply. "But if an idand breaks up instead of holding together, the loose debris
can go down, and the rest of the raft stays on top—including the cats. If the thin part doesn't break off,
thejellies can latch on to that sec-tion and drag it under. The wholeidand—cats and dl—will gnk. It's
likeadeeve on ajacket: You pull the deeve, you get the jacket, too."

He studied the raft for amoment. "I don't think your sargieswill makeit."

She felt her ssomach tighten. The weedis was beginning to tear into strips even as she watched. Already
the mother wasleading her cubs away from the thinning end. The urgency of the fema€'s snarling caught
at Tsasmind. Tentatively, then with more focus, Tsiaopened her gate to the cat. Therewasaningant in
which the cougar hissed; then the sargie seemed to suck at her strength. Tsapaid her will out like a
lifdine. A moment later, the femae legped the growing water chasm eas-ily, then bounded carefully
through the growth till she found asolid nest.

Tsacould digtinguish the thinner energies of the cubs now, and she fed her strength to them in turn. When
thefirst cub legped across the chasm, Tsds own feet tightened in her boots. The second cub jumped

while the third one pawed ner-voudy at the thinning edge of the raft. The waves surged. The legping cub
landed in the seawith aclumsy splash. Its mentd shout was afrigid shock in Taa's mind. She leaped
forward, and only Wren's startled reflexes kept her from jumping out into the sea.

"Dammit, Feather!" He jerked her away from the edge. He stared at the seg, then her. "Don't do anything
stupid—it's not in your contract.”

She barely heard him. Her attention was with the cub who clawed hisway through the brash, then up and
out of thewa-ter. A massive, foam-streaked crest of water split the weedis apart. The last cub was | ft
behind.

On thethicker idand, the two others plunged across to the inner, safer places, but the mother did not
abandon the edge. She paced while the sea-softened raft disintegrated beneath her weight, and yowled
to her third cub. Tsatook astep and was brought up short by Wren's thick hands closing tightly on her
arms. She blinked and twisted.

"Uh-uh, Feather," Wren said harshly. "Nothing stupid, re-member?"
"Thesargie—"

"The catsarefine. They madetheidand.”

"No," she protested. "One cub isleft behind.”

He shrugged, but did not release her arms. "They're ahun-dred meters away. There's nothing you can do
about it."

"There hasto be. Y ou know my link. That's acougar down there, not afish or rat or bird."



"It'stoo far away, Feather. Let it go."
"It1l drowninthechop...”

Wren shook her so hard her teeth rattled. "The cats aren't your responsibility. They won their
independence: the Landing

Pact—remember? They earned their rights and freedoms, and now they haveto live with them.”

Her hands dug into his blunter. "The Landing Pact also states a guide's obligation to protect them. To
help them in re-turn for their service to theworld.”

"Only if they cdl you."

"They did!" she snarled. "They cadled me clearly, and took my strength through the gate. They want
hdp."

"They took your strength?”
"I helped them crossthe water."

He shook hishead. "It doesn't matter. The sargies have been migrating for two centuries between the
idands and the shore. Every year, some of them don't makeiit. If this cub dies, that isn't your fault. That's
just life" He stared her down. "And not everyone getsto have one.”

The femae cougar snarled in Tsias mind; she ground her teeth together. Wren waited, his hands il
gripping her arms. Then the cub cried again, and its sharp menta voice pierced her head. TSacried out.
"Wren, | can't stand it."

"Then figure out what you can do about it,” he said coldly. "Asfar as| can see, you've got ten minutes
before the idand goes dl the way down with the jellies you described.”

"Thefloating docks at the base of the legs—they're rigged as emergency rafts, aren't they, likethe
pontoons on a skeeter?"

He pointed at the soft spongy areasto either sde of thewalk. "The station's not half-finished, Feather,
and the docks are no more than hollow casings.”

"I've got antigrav on my harness."
"That's usdless on a bucking surface.”

She pointed toward the edge of the floater. "The idand will be close to the platform in ten minutes. If the
weedis holds to-gether that long. .. There are solid pockets of growth tangled around the Station legsright
now. What if | went out on one of them?"

"They wouldn't support you."

"I'm careful with my weight, and the tangles are dmost solid seedpods. They have better flotation than a
dockboat."

"Y ou till wouldn't be close enough to grab the cub.”

"I'd be close enough to coax it to swim to one of the empty chambersjust above the waterline. | could
get it up to the decks from there."



"No chance" he stated flatly. "No way Nitpicker will au-thorize that—even to comply with the Landing

"Dammit, Wren, itsgoingto die!"
"That, | guess, isitsdegtiny.”
"Thisisnot aphilosophical discusson—"

"No, it'snot. It'sredlity.” He took her by the arm and yanked her toward the hut. "Come on. Y ou're due
to repor—"

She shook his hand off. "Y ou're agoddam callous bastard.”

"I never clamed otherwise. And you," he said, turning on her coldly, "should know better by now. The
Landing Pact istwo hundred years away, and you were on contract the moment you stepped in that
skimmer. Y our first concern should be whether or not this station is secure. Y our second concern should
be whether or not your senses are clouded or unreli-able because of the influence of your gate. Y our last
concern should be the Landing Pact—and not just because you're a guide, but because you're arogue
guide, who works away from her guild."

"Wren..." Her fingerswere like claws on the fabric of hisblunter. "Y ou know me. Thefdinesare my
link, and | can't stand by and do nothing."

"Think for amoment, Feather. Nitpicker and | know about your link, but what if the othersfind out?
That's five more people who could potentidly betray you to the guide guild—to the node.”

"They won't find out," shereturned tightly. "All guides— not just those linked with cats—are required to
help thefe-lines™

Behind them, Jandon's skimmer took off, blasting forward at an angle, then rising sharply upward. Wren
watched it gowith acurse. "I should have known better than to ride wing with you," he muttered. "Why
didn't I check gear instead of Doetzier? Why did | have to play watchdog?' He motioned to-ward the
construction hut, but Tsiabaked, and he snapped,

"Y ou ill need Nitpicker's authorization to interfere with the cats. I'm only an M-five. She's M-seven. Or
doesyour brain no longer make sense of that either?

Shegave him ascalding look.

"Good," he snapped. "Y our brain'sin gear again. Keep it that way."

She shook her head. "Y ou tell Nitpicker about the cat. I'll meet you down at thefar leg—"
Tel her yoursdf. Inthe hut.”

"Wren, therésnot much time..."

He gestured sharply. "In the hut."

Curang, Tsaforced hersdf through thewind.

In the hut, Nitpicker, Tucker, and Kurvan had not yet fin-ished their gear. Kurvan was checking the
contents of the medkits; Tucker ran the powerscans for the stabilizers on the packs. TS atried to speak
before the door shut, but Nitpicker motioned for her to wait for the noise to subside.



As soon asthewind noise died, TSiabegan abruptly. "There's acougar cub on aweedis that's breaking
apart ahun-dred meters away.” She paused at Nitpicker's expression. Her jaw set. "I want to get the
cub off that idand and onto the plat-form. We can take it to the mainland with us and drop it off on land.”
She watched the pilot closdly, but the other woman ssimply regarded her without expression, while the cat
feet crawled in her head. Hurry, her menta voice demanded. She could dmost see the trains of thought
whipping through Nitpicker's mind: Had Tsagone rogue again? Why did she want to do this? A cougar?
Could Tdahandleawild animd eveniif it was the same type as her biolink? The Landing Pact required
that humans help the felines, but did this one cat need to be saved?

"How areyou going to get it off the weedis?" the other woman asked findly.

"It will cometome" TSaanswered.

"Y ou sound confident."

Tsamet her gaze squardly, ignoring the curiosity in Kurvan's. "Do you doubt the strength of my link?"

"No," the other woman said dowly. "No, | don't. But | do doubt the strength of your arms. The swells
are heavy and the waves like broken mountains. How are you going to get to the weedis? And how will
you keep from being swept away? Y ou can't swim in this."

"I'll go down on one of thelifts. | can control my height from the waterline by sending the lift up or down.”

Kurvan's gaze flicked from Tsiato Nitpicker. "She could use asafety line" he suggested. "There are over
three hundred meters of flexan cord right here. Even if sheféel off the plat-form, the lineislong enough to
stretch to the bottom of the seaand back.”

Nitpicker gave him asharp look. "And shell tieit to what? Thelift? If she's underwater, the lift won't go
back up without her. And the underdecks aren't strong enough to take the point-strain of aline—the
spongeswould smply tear between their spicules.”

"She can usethe other lift on theleg,” he suggested. "There are two at each piling. She can tie onto one
and ride the other. If her timing's good enough, she might not even get wet."

Tucker snorted and gestured with his chin at the water that dripped from her blunter. "'If she got soaked
on the decks, shelll be taking adeep bath in the sea.”

Tsafollowed his gesture and abruptly shook the water from her jacket as she paced back and forth and
fingered the flexor on her hip. Inits dormant form, it was shaped like ablunt stick, and she nervoudy
snapped it into a sharp point, then an edged blade. The custom-wrapped hilt was a green and brown
pattern broken up by swirls of muted purple—the only object with color that she wore.

Kurvan eyed the wegpon with afrown. "Best leave that here. It won't work against a biologica—the
jdlies, not the cat,”" he added quickly at theflash in her eyes. "And the weapon will be awkward in the
water—make it harder to swim or get untangled from the brash. Take your knife instead—your flat knife,
not your raser," he said sharply. "Y ou can at least bite back with that.”

Tsanodded dowly and tucked the flexor into the Ssde dot on her pack. Then she checked her flat knife
in her boot.

Kurvan moved to the door with the scanners. Tucker, give me ahand with the nav systems on the
skimmer." He glanced at Nitpicker. "FU send him back with Bowdie."

Nitpicker nodded absently; her attention was on the guide. She did not try to speak until Wren had



cranked the door shut after Kurvan and Tucker stepped out into the storm. By then, TSawas
near-dancing with impatience.

"Nitpicker," TSaurged. "There's not much timeto decide—"

"Before the weedisistorn apart,” the other woman cut in. "1 understand that." She regarded TSa soberly.
"How will you hide this from the guide guild? Thisisn't astandard use of your gate, and interfering with
the cats, even for the Landing Pact, will raise questions.”

"I know."

"The combination of afeline and aguide will be obviousto any sensor sweep that's il active. You go
after that cub, and your guide gate will be pegged to the felines.”

"I know," TS arepeated.

"It just takes one question, Feather,” Nitpicker said sharply. "One question about that feline
biological—to gtart atrace dong your 1D dot."

A trace to her name. To the past she had hidden behind her. She could hear the words asif Nitpicker
had said them doud. "I set websto protect my mere ID—"

"Any web can be broken if it istested long enough. Y ou know that."

"What about the mere guild?' Her hands rubbed uncon-scioudy at her wridts. "They've promised me
protection. Ev-erything I've donefor the last decade has been because of that promise.”

Wren cleared histhroat. "The meres can protect your link aslong asit's not challenged beyond thetime
you joined the guild. There are dways traces | eft in the node by atemplelink. Y ou know you can't hide
every image—every trace of yoursdf for your entirelife. The only way to get acompletely secure link—a
completely clean ID—isto make aded with the Shields.”

Shegared a him. "l can't do that. Therisk..."

Wren shrugged. "Every timeyou use alaze, you run therisk of fire from the beam. Every timeyou set a
grazing limit asaguide, you run the risk of migudging the land so that it's dam-aged beyond repair. Y ou
could burn acedar stand, and be wiped for that as easily asfor being the guide who broke the Landing

Pact. Everything you do isarisk. Everything affects alife somewhere.”

Tadseyesgrew hard. "And everything | don't do can be just asimportant. | know I'm on contract, and
that if | help the cougar, you could say that | broke that contract with you. But if | don't help the
cougar—especialy since l've got alink with the cats—I break the Landing Pact. Which one do you
prefer | do?'

Nitpicker cursed under her bresth. "Y ou know | hate ani-mals."

"I know."

"I'd rather carry acargo of digger dung—hand-loaded— than some kind of beast in my ship.”
"I know," Tsasaid more sharply.

"Why can't you just put him back on the next idand that comesaong?"

"We could be here for hours before athick one floated close enough to the platform.”



"Goddam guides," the pilot muttered. "'Y ou've been running ghostsin the node for along time, Festher,
but you aren't as good as Kurvan. Y ou want him to help set the websto hide thisif the node goes
back-up?' Tsashook her head dmost be-fore Nitpicker stopped speaking. "Then," the pilot said curtly,
"make sure your own traces are goddam tight.”

The door burst open, and Bowdie staggered in from the wind. His blunter sprayed water, and the straps
of hismottled harness shed water like sealskin. Nitpicker barely glanced at him as he cranked the porta
shut. "So let's say you get the cub to the deck,” she continued. "Where do you propose | land on the
mainland—if you ever get the cub in my ship?'

"The beach. It can find its mother from there."

Nitpicker stared at her, then laughed—a short, sharp sound. Bowdie frowned, and stomped hisfeet to
shake the last water from his boots. ™Y ou talking about the beach between Iron Bottom Slough and
Bashevnel Bay?' he asked.

The cat feet dug into Taasmind, and the skin around her eyestightened. "Y ou landed on this platform.
Even with thewinds, the beach at least isflat and clear.”

"And surrounded by solid rock and bardly thirty meterswide.”
"Theflight deck hereisthirty meterswide.”

Bowdie ran hislong fingersthrough his hair so that asingle brown lock fell across hiseyebrow. "The gde
isnow storm-force and growing. It'sahundred and fifty kays per hour out there."

Nitpicker nodded. "I'm flattered by your confidence, Feather, but even I'm not the kind of pilot you need.
Kissng thisplatform as| did in aship astiny as ours—that was a stunt. Kissing astrip of sand right
beside acliff with the up-drafts and eddies, the shear from the front, and the surf smash-ing usif we
miss..." She shook her head. "Giveit up, Feather. It'snot to be." She added quietly, "And it's safer that
way for you."

Tgaseyesflicked warningly toward Bowdie. He said noth-ing, but she could see him filing Nitpicker's
comment away for thought. "What about landing farther in—akay or two?' she asked flatly.

"At the Hollows? If the cub can stay cam that long. The freegpick stakeisforty kaysinland—acrossthe
firg row of hills"

"No, no. Forty kaysistoo far." Tdastarted to pace the room. "It would have to cross dozens of
established territor-ies—of other cats, grown cats—to get back to its mother. It would never makeit."

Bowdielooked at her curioudy. "Evenif you do help this cub, how are you going to keep it from going
crazy in the ship, surrounded by humans? It might be engineered to bond with aguide, but it'sill awild
animdl. It's not going to like being caged up with eight of us clumsy humans.”

Wren jammed his gear back in hispack. "And unlike you, we," he stressed, "don't have the protection of
abiogate.”

The door whipped open again, and Tucker staggered in. He caught the crank as he entered and dammed
the door shut quickly. "Finished checking the systems,” he said before the wind whistles rose and died.
"We'reready for the rest of the gear.”

Nitpicker nodded briefly, but her eyes never left Taasface. "Y ou think acub isn't big enough to shred us
like paper if it gets scared?’ she went on. ™Y ou know our weapons don't work against biologicas—not



without a specialy licensed biochip, whichisillega outside of the Shields. And with the node down,
there's no way to get avetdarter to take care of the cub for us." She eyed Tsafor along moment. "Ah,
hell." She glared around the small room. "Tucker, Bowdie, you want to ook good for the Landing Pact?
Help Feather catch thisthing?'

Tsashook her head. "I'll catchit,” she asserted. "I need help only in getting down to the weedis, and then
in getting back up.”

Tucker cocked hishead. "I grew up on the Keys" he of-fered. "'I've walked more floating idands than
you've ever seen, and swum the distances between them."”

"Seaweedis are different from swamp idands,” TSare-turned tersely. "Y ou have to have afed for them,
or you could end up dragged down by thejdlies and drowned in the tangle and chop."

"So what? We've got nose-bresthers.”

"And an enbee is made for gaseous atmospheres, not for un-derwater jobs."

"They work finein emergencies.”

"For maybe ten minutes before their filters clog. And not in deeper waters. If youfdl in..."

"Take no offense, Feather, but, young as| am"—he shot her awry grin—"1 can probably swim ten times
better than you. | was freediving with the dolphinswhen | was six. | made the skyside team by thetimel
was fourteen, and competed in the Annual Gravdivesfor eight years. | still make it out to the sec-tor
Fluidshutes every other year—I dive the Dryshutesin the off-seasons. And," he added, "1 win."

"I was caught out on Needle Rock oncein astorm,” she said dowly to Tucker. "Had to be taken off with
agdenet. | wasin thewater no more than four minutes, but it felt asif awall wasdamming meinthe
back every second, and adozen vat mixers were tearing a my arms and legs. There's the bloom, too.
Jdlies are dangerous, Tucker. They can pull an enbee from your face as easily asthey pull you from the
sur-face. My decisonisforced by the Landing Pact. Make sure,” she made hersdlf say, "that your
decisonisclear.”

"Do you want help or not?" he asked quietly.
Shedid not hesitate. "Yes"
"Wren?' prompted Nitpicker. "Bowdie?'

Wren forestalled the other mere. "Need you to work on the gear," he said to Bowdie. "Besides'—he
jerked athumb at Nitpicker—"she expects me to do it anyway. Tucker, you take the middle leg of the
platform, I'll take thefar leg. Feather and | will try it first. If we missthe cat, the current will push it on
toward you." He pulled hisflexor from hisbelt and, with atwist of hiswrist and pressure from his
fin-gers, snapped the malleable weapon into a hook-tipped sword. It took only amoment to double-coil
the flexan cord. Once he located the middle of the cord, he diced it in two and tossed one end to
Tucker.

The younger mere threw his coil over his shoulder and head so that he woreit like abandolier, then stuck
hisknifein hisharness. He grinned a Wren. "All dressed up with somewhereto go. And | thought this
job would be dull.”

Wren shoved hisflat knifein hisboot as Tsahad done. "Feather," he said, moving toward the door,
"yourewith meonthefar leg."



"Why you?' Tucker interjected. "I'm younger and stronger.”
Tsamet the younger mere's gaze with asardonic expres-son. "Wren hffe bigger hands.”

The other mere turned at the door and leered in exaggera-tion. " The better to catch you with, my dear.”
He opened the door and the wind rushed in, deafening them momentarily. TS a stepped out after him.
Tucker pulled up the collar of hisblunter and followed with agrin.

6

The wind gusted brutally, then subsided between blasts to a steady push. For the moment, the rain had
stopped amost completely. The only moisture in the air ssemed to be whipped off the crests of the sea.
Wren touched Tsid's arm and pointed to the gale net packed onto one of the deck columns.

Tsashook her head. "The bloom'stoo heavy," she shouted back over the wind.
"It'sgot antigrav unitsdl dongitslines”

"Y es, but without the node to guide their force vectors ex-actly, they aren't strong enough to fight the
jlies™

Wren nodded. He paused to unclip apair of safety carabi-ners from the net; Tsia grabbed two more and
tossed them to Tucker, angling them into the wind. The younger mere caught them, then made hisway
along the catwalk to the middle sta-tion leg, where he disappeared down the cargo lift.

As Tucker dropped below the deck, Tsiafdt the hairs prickle on her neck. Warily, she looked over her
shoulder. Wren delib-erately did not follow her gaze. "What isit?" he asked in aslow avoiceashe
could.

"l don't know," she said dowly. The only movement she saw wasthat of the meres by the skimmer,
working on the cargo.

"Nothing?'
"Nothing of whichl amsure..."
He gave her asharp look. "Isthere something out there or not?"

"If thereis," shesaid sharply, "I can't tell. Y ou know my res-olution with humansis only alittle better than
thelink | have with other life-forms.”

"I've seen you differentiate between a human and abiolog-ical hundreds of times.”

"Between aman and abird, yes, given time. But no guide can read energies accurately in astorm.
Everything has too much motion. And the difference between an enemy in ashadow or afriend lounging
by ahut? That distinction's be-yond me. All | can tell iswhether or not someone watches us intently—if
theré's a predator sensein my gate."

"Am?.

"I don't know." For amoment, she eyed the deck, then the spray blasted up and showered them both
with salt. She mo-tioned toward the far leg of the station. Wren nodded.

As she opened her gate further, her eyes became wide and sensitive. She seemed to see with double
vison. Light grew. Images blurred. Her throat tightened and rumbled with frustra-tion. By the time she



reached the far edge, she could see the bulk of the mother's weedis washing around the north leg. The
sargieswhiskers twitched congtantly at the scent of thejelies, and the femae's eyes were ditted againgt
the spray. The cou-gar paused, turned her head up toward the platform, and hissed.

We're coming. Tsatried to send words to the cat, but the mental sounds spread out and disappeared in
the biogate like water mixing in mud. No message reached the cougar. Shetried again, thistime by
projecting arumbling purr that she built in her own throat, and the catspeak surged in return. The
skitter-ing feet sharpened till they seemed to scratch urgently at her thoughts. The snarl that grew in her
gate abruptly drowned out her purr.

By thetime sheran out on the catwalk, the thin, ropelike weedis, on which the last cub paced, began to
wash againgt the station's base. Jellies bloomed on both sides of the thin mass; they had shredded the
edgestill it was no more than three me-ters across. The abandoned cub huddled in the mat like a
drowned rat. Every gust of wind sprayed the seainto the weight-crushed nest. Every wave further
dhredded itsraft. Itsearswereflat againgt its head, and itstail twitched miserably from sdeto sde. Even
Wren could hear itsyowils.

Tsadid not wait for Wren, but stepped quickly onto the ris-ing bar of thelift, checked for the controls,
and, ignoring his shout to wait for the safety line, drove thelift down below the upper decks. Dark dliffs
of airsponge flashed past with sicken-ing speed. The frigid spray blinded and scratched at her eyes.
Black caverns gaped on two sides where chambers were being shaped, and from their darkness she
could fedl thewatchful eyes of storm birdswho sheltered from thewind. The platform legitsdf wasa
dirty white; the sponges that formed its base were amost completely solid with metaplas. She scraped
her hand aong the rough column as she dropped, then jerked it back asthe lavalike sharpness of its
hardening sides gashed her skininashallow, ragged line.

Far down the platform, aong the other leg, the female cou-gar caught sight of Tucker as her larger idand
washed on past. The cat'simmediate growl was so loud in TS a's head that the guide dmost let go of the
lift to grab at her temples.

Wait, shetold the cat in her head. We're hereto help.

Cat feet paced, and claws pricked at her brain. She found her hands clenched around the lift's vertical
pipe so that she had to pry her fingersloose to use the controls again.

Just above the reach of the ocean, she stopped the lift abrupt-ly. She searched the waves with her eyes,
but she couldn't see the cub. For amoment, her breath caught. The seadammed againgt the Sation leg
and blasted back; the waves dropped away in a steep wall of water, then swept up so fast that it seemed
asthough they would crush her. Frigid water stung her face and skin to apervasive ache. Her muscles
were dready giff with the chill. In her nose, the scent of the jellies was a bit-terness that rotted on the
ocean'swaves, the odor of the larger weedis was sweet. The smaller weedis was gone. Her bregth

caught.
"Please, Daya..." Shewas unaware of the prayer that es-caped her lips.

Then, the thin tendrils of the end of the raft surfaced again in the surge. The cougar cub, its nest now
awash with water, scrambled from sde to Sde on the tiny idand asfirst one edge, then another
submerged.

"Hurry," Tsashouted up a Wren. She could see him above, adjusting the safety line on his harness. She
could seeto the north that Tucker was poised just above the heaviest waves, blasted by spray from his
wind shadow. Then Wren's|ift dropped even with hers, and the mere's heavy hand thrust the safety line
into her grip. Precious seconds passed, but she forced her fingersto thread the end of the line through the



har-ness rings on first one thigh, and then the other, and finally her waist. She did not consider wrapping it
around her middle to savetime. She had fallen on such aswami bt once. It had felt asif her kidneys had
jumped up into her throat, and her stom-ach had popped out her middle. There were reasons, and not
just those of having the weapons straps handy, that the meres wore full harnesses when they worked.

Theingtant shetied off, she dropped the line and sent her lift into the top of the surge. Waves swept up,
then down, ex-posing twelve meters of liftpipe and sodden platform sponge. The sea swept back up the
floater leg, touched Tsasfoot, and dropped away again. The leading edge of the thin weedis swept past.

"Almost," she muttered to the kitten. "Almost there"

The cub yowled and spat, then turned in acircle as the wa-ter washed its paws. TSiaconcentrated. She
could fed the cold seaiin her fingernails; she could taste it on the roughness of her tongue. The menta link
between her and the cub mixed their senses so that she seemed at first unstable, asif she rode the brash,
then rock solid on thelift. -

Water surged. She dropped the lift and leaned out to stab her hand at the weedis. She missed and
plunged her hand only in the water. In an instant, the wave swept back up. She was not prepared for its
shocking, frigid power and the sucking strength that pulled at her legs. The gasp that tore from her throat
was more curse than bregth. With her elbows bent around the pipe, she clung to thelift till the wave
subsided again, and regained her feet on the bar. The next trough swept close. Tendrils and seedpods
streamed out in the water, and the cub backed away on theidand.

"No," she said sharply. "Cometo me." She knew the cat could hear her. "Come."

The next wave climbed up till the seawashed her feet. In-gtantly, she drove the lift down, following the
surge. Again, theweediswasjust out of reach. She ycwled in frugtration. On the disintegrating idand, the
cub circled in growing fear. It could taste the jelliesin the sea, and it knew the acid of their ten-drils. Tda
could taste itsfear; could fed the predator sense of ... what? Of the cub? No—something else.
Something duller. Something human. Did someone watch? She glanced up, but there were only platform
shadows above her, and the two waves that collided in asudden point when she took her eyes off the
sea gmashed her againgt the lift for her stupidity.

Instantly, foaming grit splashed her face; the blunter became a balloon of water. She was dragged off the
lift bar until only one stubbornly hooked elbow kept her near the platform leg. Something cut into her
thighs, and something else pressed across her shoulders, and she redlized that the safety line held her in
place.

Wren...

The water changed direction. A jdly sent its inging tendrils right across her neck. Shejerked, and her
body twisted asit was swung round the opposite way. The wave subsided; the jelly dis-appeared. The
trough dropped away below her legs. Hanging now in midair by the safety line and her one grip on the

pipe, shetwisted in the wind Cursing, breathing hard, she pulled her feet back to the bar just asathick
hand hauled her up.

"I'm okay," sheyeled. "Go again."

Wren gave her some dack, and she dropped the lift again, but the end of the weedis swept past likea
memory too fleet-ing to grasp. Only the thinnest trail of debrisfollowed after.

"Tucker," she screamed across the wind. The other mere had been watching, and he sgnaled as she
pointed. "Doit," she shouted. "It'syours."



Tucker had knotted his safety line on the second lift. Now he paid the dack out into the wind, whereit
blew away in ahuge curve. Tsafrowned at the stretch of rope. She looked up a Wren. He mouthed
something, and started to coil her own safety line. She shook her head and pointed at Tucker'sline. "I'll
go," she shouted. "Y ou get thisline." Quickly, she unknotted the line from her body and shoved it in
Wren's hands. Then she shot the lift up and away from the waves, leaving Wren, cursing, behind to clean
uptheline.

Already, Tucker was down in the waves where the sea smashed the leading edge of theraft againgt his
piling. Astheidand tangled at the base of the leg, the mere grabbed for the growth. Tsia, now at the top
of the southern leg, halted her lift to watch with her breath caught in her teeth. The wind shadow of
Tucker'sbody alowed the water to crawl right up his chest, whereit sprayed out like afountain over his
head. He disap-peared into the sea. A second later, he broke up out of the warter empty-handed. Tsa
snarled slently. The node—the flickersthat spoke of active webs. .. Goddammit, she cursed, there had
to be some way to reach him—to tell him about hisline. But the node was still down. There was nothing.
Nothing but the fading sense of a predator that made Tsa's neck prickle as much asthe brutal wind that
dried the st like tiny sawson her skin.

Tucker dropped the lift again, timed it wrong, and caught the surge on itsway up. He went under, then
broke free of the foam. His eyes were screwed closed againgt the grit in the warter, but even so, when he
shot up on thelift, he held ahandful of green that dapped hislegsin the wind, and adripping jelly ameter
across that wrapped itsdf on hisarm.

'Violently, he shook the jelly from his hands and threw the weeds away. A second later, he dropped the
lift again. Behind him, the discarded jelly tangled on the trailing rope and sub-merged. In the water,
Tucker tore a the weedis, dragging its masstoward him in a shredded mess. He shouted something at
the cougar, but the creature cowered on its sinking brash, away from the platform and the grasping
human arm. The trapped fear of the cat clogged Tsia's mind. Thewater still sprayed up to her face, and
shedidn't notice; the salt crusted on her cheeks, but she didn't scrapeit away. As Tucker went down into
the waves athird time, she jumped from the lift and sprinted across the metaplas path. A moment |ater,
Wren reached the deck and followed.

At their backs, thewind firgt lifted their fet, then staggered them with its violent gusts. Tsacaught her
balance like acat, but Wren did off the narrow walkway into a patch of sponge. The sticky mucus
sucked at histrousers, and he cursed at the turpentinic scent. Tsadid not pause to help him, but ran for
the middleleg. "Please, please," she prayed to thewind. Hold on, she sent to the cub.

Almost before her feet hit the support pipe, she grabbed the controls to start the lift's descent. Nothing
happened. Cursing the loss of the node, she hit the buttons again. In her mind, asclearly asif it were
shouted in her ears, she could fed the cub's agitation, seeit circling and yowling asthe seasmashed its
vanishing raft. She could see Tucker below, and the dimness of his shape confused her till she redlized
that she was seeing him visudly asashadow in the gloom, not sharply asamenta image that she sensed
through her gate. Behind him, adark line ran back, ungently curved between the pull of the wind and the
tug of the water through which it now dragged.

"Tucker," she shouted. "Watch your line!"

Hedid not look up. The wind tore her words out of her mouth, whipping them away before they reached
his ears. Sud-denly, he was wai st-deep, the water smashing him againgt the pipe. One of hisarms
gplashed through the water to grab more of the weedis and haul it closer. He missed, lost hisfooting, and
barely managed to get back to the lift before the wave swept him past. When the water dropped away,
he was gasping for breath, and his safety line was pointing sharply down.



Tsaleaned out. Tucker," she shouted. "Y our line. Get your line out of the water!”
Wren reached her as she punched the buttons again. He grabbed her arm hard. "Not without me—"

She nodded urgently, and as one they punched the controls. Still, nothing happened. The weedis was haf
past Tucker, and Tsacould seeits shockingly thin line. There was amost no body to theidand now, and
the kitten was amost swvimming in the barely woven growth asits paws merdy took it from one sinking
spot to the next. Far past the platform now, the rest of the mother'sidand swept toward the coast, while
in Tsas head, the feline claws pierced her thoughts. Like achild, she cried out. Wren grabbed her arm
and shook her. Flattened, spray-soaked ears seemed to twitch; her lips curled until she shook her own
head to clear it.

I'm coming, shetold the cub through her gate. Her mentd tone was harsh. "Wren, goddammit, help me!
Why won't it go down?"

"His safety line." The smal man pointed down with one of his clublike hands. "He locked the lift to hold it.
WEll haveto dide.

Tsadid not wait. Even so, Wren was faster. Histhick hands clasped the vertical lift and, like amonkey,
he siwung his body down so quickly that TsSawas meters behind by the time he lowered himsdf to the
top reach of the waves. Above, TSiastruggled to control her descent. Her hands could not hold her
weight againgt the dickness of the pipe, and she did quickly down in choppy drops, heedless of her grip
and jamming her hands painfully a each footbar.

Bdow, she could fed the jdlies pumping, risng to Tucker'sline, tangling their tendrilsin itslength and
turning over to dive. The stench of the weedis clogged her nose. For amo-ment, she clung hafway
down. "Tucker!" she shouted use-lessly. "Wren, free up hisline. Get those jdllies off."

The ocean surged; the wind sprayed dl three of them with gritty, fluid bullets. The safety line plunged like
acableto the seg, cutting through the waves and snapping out of the troughs with each wave. What was
left of the weediswas wrapped around one end of the station leg, and the strain of that hold against the
current toretheidand more.

Clinging to thelift above Tucker and blinded by the spray, Wren groped for the line, but even histhick
hands could not pull it out of the water. It was like ashaft of stedl. He cursed volubly.

Tucker did not notice. His face was set with determination. He no longer bothered to get out of the
waves. He stayed wai st-deep on the lift, going completely under when the surge caught him wrong. Time
after time, he grabbed at the weedisto pull it closer, but he only shredded the edges asif hewereajelly
himsalf. And the cub, clinging to asmall bubble of seedpods, capsized and disappeared.

Tsacried out. Water seemed to close over her head; dimy tendrils dapped her face. Shelet go of thelift
to tear the weeds away, and dmost fell. It was the gae, not her balance, that pressed her to thelift and
ground her ribsinto the pipe to keep her body upright. An instant later, the cub clawed back to the
surface. Tsias hands, curved and grasping, clung to the lift. She yowled, caught her breath, and stared
down. Her eyeswerefilled with the fear she caught from the cat.

Tucker, swamped by weeds and water, gave up and reached toward Wren, but the other mere,
hampered by the cail of flexan, could not get down before the next wave took Tucker under. Again, the
older mere hauled at the safety line. It did not budge.

Tsaleaned away from thelift. She could fed the pumping, white-clear cloud that gathered on theline.
"Thejdlies" sheydled down to Wren. "They have hold of it. Y ou've got to get them off or they'll drag



him completely under.”

Wren tried to use his hand, then the length of hisarm asalever to force the line to bend, but the flexan
cord was too taut. Tucker, twenty meters below, went under the water again. There was adark splotch
across hisface as he resurfaced, and Tsafet aflood of relief as she redized he had put his

nose-breather in. With the tapers of the enbee plugging his nogtrils, Tucker stroked hard for the widening
pool of weeds where the cub was paddling, trapped and tangled, in the brash. A wave dammed the
shreds of the raft againgt the platform leg, tan-gling Tucker in their sodden mass, and the mere
disappeared again. His hands, white against the dick, gray water, splashed up two meters away.

Instantly, Wren abandoned his footing on the stationary bar and swung to Tucker'slift. His massive hands
groped in the water as he did down to the waves and was covered in spray and foam.

Tucker came up again Sx metersfrom the piling. His mouth was open, hisfacetight. His enbee was
gone. He shouted something and tried to swim toward Wren, but he submerged before the wind carried
hiswords off the waves. Tsalowered hersdf to Wren's position. "Thejelies” sheyeled. "They're pulling
him down. Hang on to mewhen | go in. Pull us both back on my line."

Wren whipped aloop of the cord through her harness. She unsealed one of her harness strips and took
her enbee out, then jammed the tapers up her nose. The chemflaps glued them-selvesto her cheekswith
atightening sensation.

"Take my enbee for Tucker," Wren directed as he worked. She fumbled with the sedls of hisharness
until she found and jerked the chemflaps out. It took amoment to seal the extraenbeein her gear; then
Wren pressed two fingers againgt his heart, then against her sternum. "For luck,” he shouted. She
nodded. When Tucker's dark-haired head broke the surface again, she threw herself against the water in
afiopdiveto stay on top. The impact was a stinging dap across her front, but her arms and legs were
dready moving, stretching out for the mere.

She barely made contact with the other mere'sfingers, but Tucker was ready for her grip. Hisfingers
clamped down like a stedl-jawed trap. She drew her breath deep in her lungs through her mouth, not her
nose, and did not fight the sea asit took them both down in the surge. In front of her, Tucker'slegswere
pumping, kicking to keep him near the surface. As TSastruggled to bring her body next to his, she
unsedled her harness with one hand and pulled Wren's enbee from it. She waited for the water to dam
them together again, then, her fin-gers clenched like afist, pressed the enbee avkwardly against the other
mere's cheek. Ingtantly, he grabbed it. A moment later, the tension in hisbiofield lessened.

A crest caught and smashed them together, then tried to tear them agpart. Curled against the wrenching
force, Taadid her knife from her boot and tried to hold it against her Sides. The wave crest seemed to
pass, the current steadied. TS abrought the knife up to Tucker's hands. He felt the sted againgt hisskin
and squeezed her fingersto acknowledgeit. He had lost his blade, she redized. Now he guided her hand
to hissdfety line.

Water pushed them together. Water pulled them apart. It took precious seconds to dide the knifepoint
into the knot in the safety line, and just as she did, Tucker's knee hit her scom-ach when he kicked to
bring them both up. She lost her air. Above her, Tucker's head broke the surface, but hers did not. They
were sucked below again.

Their hands clenched each other. Seconds, and the current steadied out, pushing them both toward the
platform, while the jelliestugged down on Tucker'srope. Their legs continued to kick. They bresthed
harshly through their noses, and the enbees split the oxygen from the sea so that their lungs werefilled
with air that they used up far too soon.



Another minute, and in the smash of the surge, TSatraced Tucker's safety lineto his harness and reset
the metd knife. A jdly traced her handswith itstendrils, and she smashed it againgt Tucker's chest with
her shoulder, then blasted it through her biogate. It crumpled and washed away.

How long did she pry at the knotsin that stubborn cord? How many times did the waves smash their
limbs and tighten the knots back up? She cursed the line, but flexan fibers would not be cut by knife. She
needed her flexor or raser to cut that molecular strength. Nor could she dice his harness off him— its
flexan was thicker than the cord. And the cord was looped through his harness so he could not separate
the strgps. He could not ped it from hisbody. She could not cut him free.

She clung for an instant and tried to think, but the sting of atendril touched her jaw and crawled across
her lip. Startled, she jerked in disgust. Thejely found the edges of her enbee and latched ontoit. The
tapersripped from her nose. She dropped the knife and grabbed at her face. She barely caught the
chemflap asit wasfolded into thejdly's rubbery body. She held her breath while her lungs, expecting air,
began to suck at her closed throat. Tucker tapped a message on her arm, but she could not respond in
the surge. Ingtead, ignoring the acid that burned her hand, she curled her fist around the inner jely
or-gans and crushed the flaccid tissues. The churn of the surgetore at her limbslike wolves, but thejely
refused to let go. The pumping flesh stung her neck and throat. Her lungs burned, and her chest began to
convulse asit sucked at nothing through her clenched jaw. Tucker's body tumbled against herswith the
changein current. Hisknees dammed into her legs. They hit the surface, and Tsaarched up. She choked
onair and sea. In the dack that caught them for an instant, Tucker becametangled in hisline. It yanked
crudly taut around hisleg, but T9adid not notice. Thejelly had gone limp and she tore her enbee fromits
grip. Asthey went down again, shejammed the enbee up her nose and barely noticed the touch of the
acid that seared the inside of her nogtrils.

They sank fagter thistime, but Tsaclung to Tucker's blunter like aleech. Without hislegsto stabilize
them, they twisted in the current until TSawas undernegath, then rolling to the side before her own safety
line straightened them out. Tucker'sfin-gers dug into her upper arms. Brute strength held her body to his.
The surge seemed to tear at her; her lungs began to burn. It wasthe acid thet ate at thefilters. Like steam
bresthed in from a cooking cube, the searing proteins of the jelly's venom washed into her lungs.

She ignored the burning and grabbed for Tucker's hand. A fast-finned message, and he pressed back his
undergtanding. Hisfingersworked franticaly at the knots.

Tsdsears popped. The cold water ached on her body, and another jelly brushed her arm, then encircled
her with itsten-drils. She blasted it through her biogate, sending its mental shadow a sharp attack of
anger, will, and the thought that she wasits predator. The soft body crumpled in on itself and washed
away inthe surge, and TS a, blind in the water, did not fed the onesthat attached to Tucker's back. The
mere jerked againgt her; soft bodies probed histrousers and deevesto find the gapsto hisflesh.

Now it was Taasfingersthat dug into his. It was TsSawho choked on the sea. Through her gate, she
could fed the achein hislungs. Had he lost the enbee again? Had thefiltersfi-naly clogged? Between
them, pulling cruelly back, her safety line cut into her breast and neck. Her heart pounded in her ears.
Something was tearing her from the other mere, and it took amoment to realize what it was. Not his
safety line, but hers. Wren was pulling her back, but the jellies fill had Tuck-er's rope. The younger mere
felt the water surge between their bodies. He made awatery grab for the guide, and hisfingers scratched
her neck, catching in her collar. The jacket pressed againgt her windpipe and she choked. Ingtinctively,
she bucked and twisted. Tucker lost hishold. The current tore them apart. Tsas safety lineheld her in
place, whipping in the rush of the water; the jellies dragged him down.

She screamed into the murk and lost the last of her breath. Tucker'sfingers were like white ghosts
stretching out. Ghosts she had seen before. White handsin the water. White handsin her past. Children



drowning in the mud off the dough. In atide, drowning and reaching out... TSastruggled wildly againgt
the safety line, againgt Wren. Water rushed past her mouth and nose. She did not notice that her enbee
was gone.

The seadroveitsdf into her ears. Theforce of Tucker's des-peration cut into her mind, and she could
amog fed the pres-sure build in hissinuses and ears. She could fed hisarms best at the jeliestill they
enclosed himin their tissues. Taste the stinging poison of their tendrils asthey crept across hisface and
found his nose and eyes. She did not know, as amassive hand dragged her up out of the water, that she
was gtill screaming ashe died.

7

Wren shook her likeadoall, until her body hung out limply over the surge. She stared at him asif hewere
astranger, and he shook her again. Not until the senselessness|eft her eyes and her feet found the lift bar
did heloosen his grip. When shefindly clasped the pipe on her own, helet go. "Okay?' he yelled over
thewind. "Okay?"

She nodded jerkily. She could not look at him. There was horror in her eyes, and she could not tear her
gaze from the sea. Her biogate was closed down tight. She did not even et the cry of the sargie through.
Wren stared down at the line ill taut in the water. "Ishe dive?' he snarled.

She stared a him blankly.

Hisgrip tightened. "Alive?'

"No. God, no..."

"Wherésyour enbeg?"

"Gone”

"Mine?'

"Gone”

"Shit!" he cursed. "Well, that was useful, then.”

Tgalifted her head to stare at him. Thistime, there was a spark of anger in her eyes.

"Good," he snapped. "Y ou can be shocked later. If Tucker's dead, there's nothing you can do about it
now. You gill want the cat?'

She breathed in and out, trying to calm the emotions churn-ing in her throat and head. She nodded
jerkily.

"Can you keep the jdlies away from yoursdf?"
She nodded again.

Hisvoice was cold asthe ocean, and his gray eyes reflected the waves. "Then do it if you're going to. I'll
keep you ontheline"

She did not move for amoment, then she turned her face into the wind and met the sorm's blast
head-on.



The weedis was nearly gone. The cougar cub was meters away and almost fully submerged asit washed
againg the plat-form, caught in an eddy that sucked and pulled at its body. Tsawatched for amoment,
then pulled some dack on the safety line. "It wasthelineitsdlf that killed him,” she mut-tered. "It wasthe
safety line which dragged him down.”" Blindly, she undid the knots on the rings of her harness. Wren,
judging the distance between the lift and theidand, did not no-tice. When helooked back, he cursed and
made afutile grab for the wind-whipped end of theline.

"Areyou crazy?' heyelled.

Shelooked at him asif she had never seen him before. Then, before he could move, she doveinto the
water.

Liquid ice closed over her head. It was water, frigid and sharp with salt. She could not see, yet there
were shadowsin her head. Sharp and clear asif she saw it on land, the cub clawed the sea before her.
She struggled againgt the current. Weeds tangled in her legs, and seedpods wrapped on her arms. A jelly
rose and pressed againgt her ssomach beforeit rolled over and reached for her legswith itstendrils. She
blasted it through her biogate as she had the ones before. In a second, itswhite, pumping body crumpled
and sank back through the depths.

The water rose and fell with sickening suddenness. She fought to stay near the surface. Deafened by the
cub's misery, her ears did not register the sounds of the waves striking the side of the platform. Instead,
blindly, she groped for the cat. An ingtant later, the cub clawed its way onto her shoulder, driving her
down below.

She submerged, and in apanic, the cat tried to let go of her blunter. Its claws caught, and it went down
with her, beneath the tumbling crest of the wave. Tsaslean legskicked. Her head broke the surfacein
the trough of the swell that followed. The cub sucked air slently. It no longer struggled in her grasp.

"Easy," she soothed. She had no breath for more.

She could see the platform looming overhead, but it was not until the next crest lifted them that she saw
where they were. They had washed out of the eddy and passed the middle leg completely. Wren was
behind her now, cursing on the leg. He seemed to shoot thelift up, and TSaamost cried out in de-spair.
Evenintheinstant her head was above the water, she could see that there was no time for him to get to
the southern leg; she and the cub would be long past the platform by then and smack in the midst of the
bloom. A brutal wave dropped her, then sucked her under like ajely. The cub cried out in her head.
Easy, she choked through her gate. Shetried to force her arm to strike out against the current, but the
shape of her jacket was awater sail that pulled her farther away from the platform. Farther away from
Wren.

Hang on, damn you, she cursed hersdf. The wave lifted her. A jelly scraped her back. She blasted it
through her gate, but it did not go away. Now it was around her neck, and its rough touch burned her
skin and sparked her anger to aflame. "Dam-mit," she shouted. She submerged, choked on her curse,
and rose again. Wirdike tendrils swept again against her neck, and she cursed and grabbed the mass
with her free arm. And grasped them like death itsdlf.

They were no part of ajdly. It wasthe safety line. She pulled on it, going under as her weight and the
cub'sdroveit down. Wren. He had thrown the line to the wind, and the storm had passed it on to her.

She twisted as the line was hauled taut against the current. Water beat her down, and her breath burned
in her chest. She had no endurancein her lungs. The burn of the cub'slungs waslike her own. When the
next crest passed and the surge lessened for an ingtant, she caught half a bregth from the surface. She

choked, coughed, and lost the air she had gained. Her body bent in a convulsive heave, but she didn't let



go of theline.

Current streamed past her face. The cub was tugged from her body, and she clutched it hard, her hand
digging into its scruff, her will ignoring the terror thet filled itsmind. Hang on, shetold it in her head. One
moment more. One second more...

Weater in her nose, her eyes. Water in her ears. Deafness to match the blindness; and sicknessrising in
her throat. Salt tongue and swest, weed teeth. She ate and breathed the sea, and the safety line burned in
her fingers. She tightened her grip. The current smashed her face; the next giant crest crushed her body.
Shetried to twist her hand and wrist so that the safety line coiled around her arm and cut into her flesh
through the blunter. She snapped her body like aflexor, and as she jackknifed up, her face was suddenly
above the sea. She sucked the air desperately. Trapped against her chest, the cub made no sound except
in her head. There it whimpered with shortened breaths and dug its clawsin fiercely.

Jdliesrose around her, but they no longer touched. Again she broke the surface, and again she caught a
breath. Half a second. Barely more, before the water smashed her down again. She could no longer hold
her breath at al. She could only clutch thelinein her fingers and kick, for Dayas sake, kick to keep them
near the top of the waves and keep the line from uncoiling off her arm.

She coughed and spit out the sea. Fur was crushed to her chest, and awkward joints jabbed her ribs.
Still, the current grew faster, rushing with more power past her face. It jammed itsdlf in her earsand
made her body lie sraight out in the warter till sheflailed like alength of rope hersdlf.

And then they were clear, and a clublike hand hauled them off the sea. Wren clung, one hand on the lift
and one hand on Tgas blunter. He submerged with them, then fought hisway free. Asthe water swept
down, he clawed hisway up toward the controls. Savagely, he jerked them with him. The surge chased
them up. A second later, he hit the controls and sent the lift shooting from the surge while Tsaand cub
hung from his hand like alimp and bodiless cargo.

S

Tsacould not see at firgt. She clutched the cub like the life-line, and could not make her fingers uncurl.
Her eyeswere dit-ted likeacat's. Looking at her bared expression, Wren did not doubt the cub had
caled her to help it. She breathed so harshly he could hear it over the wind.

Asthelift reached the platform deck, he did one hand around her waist and half propelled her forward
while she coughed until sheretched. Her armswere till curled around the cub as she went to her knees
on the catwalk.

"Daya," she croaked. She could see things other than the purple-white deck now: Wren's hooked nose,
his pale gray eyes. His gaze darting from her to the cub as he watched and judged her movements. The
dark shades of his blunter, the sea spray beading and running off, while morefdl like rain from his
eyebrows.

With one hand on her back to balance her in the wind, Wren stripped a seedpod from her blunter and a
clump of weeds from her boot. She reached up to him, and through her biogate, she could fed his
sudden tension, the wariness that was re-flected in his eyes. For amoment, she froze. Then she redlized
that her hand was stretched out like acat's paw. She blinked, and the fera light seemed to fade from her

eyes.
"Okay?" he shouted over the wind.
She did not try to spesk again; shejust nodded. Her stomach churned, and shefelt disoriented by the



smell of thewind. It took amoment to redize that the confuson was not al her own, but haf from the
cub in her grip. She soothed the crea-ture with her hands, but it did not relax. Its nostrils were filled with
her scent and the odor of the man. Even through the wegther cloth of her shirt, she could fed the light,
quick ham-mer of its heart. Asif the death blow would fal any ingtant, it trembled against her bodly.

She sat back on her heels and stared into the cougar's eyes. Like a shock wave through her body, her
biogate seemed to expand. The snarling in her head deafened her ears. Startled, she turned her head and
broke the link. Then, dowly, she reached up to her neck and grasped the claw that was hooked in her
neck to shift it onto her blunter. A second later, the cou-gar dug it back in. She shifted it again, holding
the paw until its claws pierced the fabric of her jacket instead of her skin. The cougar growled.

"Stopit," shesaid softly.

Clumsy cat feet seemed to tumble through her brain.

"Ruka," she soothed, "takeit easy. It'sdl right now." She hated.
Ruka The cat had aname.

Startled, shelooked up at Wren. "It is Ruka."

His eyes shuttered. "Y ou named it?"

"l did not. It had anamethat it spoke."

"Through your gate?'

She nodded. The cub till growled, but fear was no longer the dominant senseinitsmind. Asif the
biogate had changed its view of her from human being to cat, it clung to her like achild to its mother. T9a
could bardly hold it in her arms. It had been smal compared to the older cat, but it weighed d-most as
much as hersdf.

Wren reached down and started to haul her to her feet, but at his movement, the cub twisted and hissed.
Tsawrenched it away and staggered up to her feet.

Wren stepped back and said nothing, but his eyes were flat and hard. He motioned toward the bulk of
the construction hut. Tsanodded. She made to follow Wren, but the cub kicked and raked with his back
legs so that his clawstore raggedly across her thighs. Staggering, Tsa cursed. The cub vaulted from her
arms. Helanded half-on, half-off the catwalk and yowled as his rear legs scraped across the sponge.
Mucus spread like afilm of sdivaon hisspiky wet fur. In her head, Tsafet the mother cougar yowl.
Abruptly, she poured her strength through the gate to drown out the mother cat's voice. Stop. Danger,
she sent urgently.

Startled, the cub froze. Wren stayed motionless, his eyes darting from one figure to the other. Ignoring
the ragged throb in her thighs, Tsa edged toward the cougar dowly. The blood smell rising through her
clothes mingled with that of the sea-water, and the two rotting-sweet odors made her want to gag.
Downwind, the kitten's nogtrils flared.

"Y ou're safe here, Ruka," shetold the cub softly. "It'sdl right. No on€'s going to hurt you."

Histail flicked and his shoulders crouched, and belatedly she redlized that, between the strange smells
and the human sound of her voice, the cougar could not help his reaction. She spread her hands and
became till as the cub paced with odd jumps back and forth on the catwalk. The sponge mucus
frightened him as much as Tsadid, and hismind was ajumble of terror and immeature fury. "All right," she



said softly, pro-jecting her voice through her link to the cat, not just through her throat. "Y oure dl right
now." Asthe wind rose and fdl, the cub began to hear her voice more as a soothing purr.

She kept her gaze locked on the glowing eyes of the cougar, and the cub's scruff and tail fluffed with his
warning. "Easy," shesaid again. "'l won't harm you. I'm no predator to you."

She reached out and put her hand below the kitten's face, and the cub's upper lip curled back, baring
perfect white teeth. Be-hind her, Tsiacould fed Wren tense. For along moment, the cub took her scent
into its nose. Then Tsaextended her hand and touched it on the shoulder. The young body trembled.

Shebuilt apicturein her head of the location of the con-struction hut, then projected it through her
biogate asif sheim-aged the node. "I won't pick you up again. Y ou can walk beside me." She did not
take her eyesfrom the cub till it moved, tail down, beside her, while Wren brought up the rear. Half the
cougar's steps were sideway's so that he could see the man behind him; Tsiacould only soothe the feline
cregturein her mind.

At the edge of the hut, the cat paused to lick the mucus off; the taste of the acidic mixture made the
cougar gag. Tsds own stomach rebelled at the flavor he projected, and she closed her gate abruptly.

The moment her mind receded, the cub backed against the wall of the nearest hut and hissed with
indinctivefear.

"It'sdl right..." T9aflooded the biolink again with her voice. "'l didn't leave you. Thisisme. Right here.”

The cub growled low, and Wren moved as gently as he could past the cougar to open the door to the
hut. Warily, he glanced back. The wind howled with the cougar's voice, and he grinned for the first time
with humor. He wanted to see Nitpicker's face when she caught sight of the cub. Six months old and as
big asthe guide... He shook his head. He barely kept hold of the door as the wind grabbed it. To the
Sde, the cub legped away at the movement. TSawastherein an ingtant.

Nitpicker yelled frominside. "Get in or stay out, but get that door shut.”
"Quiet," Tdasnapped back. "And don't move."

She turned to the cub and projected as strongly as she could the sense of safety. With his shoulders
hunched, histail crooked at thetip, and his head low and swaying, Ruka eased through the door. Tsas
voice barely held him from bolting. The scent of the humansfilled hisnose. Thelight in the hut shonein his
sat-stung eyes. His pupilsretracted to smal cir-cles, and Tsafet adull achein her own eyes become
relieved. Shetried to ignore the urge to kick her own legs free of the mucusthat stuck to the cat; it was
all she could do to hold the cub's mind in place.

Nitpicker, Doetzier, Kurvan, and Striker held their sllence. Nitpicker's hands till gripped her dart gun;
Kurvan'swerefull of scanners. The cargo ded obscured Doetzier's lower body, and Striker, beside him,
held her tools at awkward angles as she obeyed Tsids order.

All four gtared at the creature that crept through the door. Abruptly, Kurvan set his scanner down. The
motion inflamed the stiff-legged cub. He arched till his hair stood straight out from his scruff and hissed at
the mere with the scanners. Tsasnarled at him through the gate. For amoment, no one moved. Then,
inch by inch, as Tsasvoice coaxed him farther in, the cub stalked to a crate, eyed the room baefully,
and sprang on top of the box.

Tsasmind control was rigid, but she could not help the im-ages that spilled to her own brain from the
cub. Each move-ment seemed sharper to her eyes; every scent was thick in her nose. Something there



samelted faintly feline, confusing both cub and guide together, and their two sets of eyesflickered from
mere to mere. Wren shut the door, the wind roar whistled and died, and Ruka's ears snapped to point at
Kurvan, then Doetzier. His nose swung in alow, dow, continuous move-ment.

"Tsga" Nitpicker said softly. The cat's eyes swung back to the woman, and histail tip whipped. "We need
to discussyour little project.”

Nitpicker's face seemed strangely blurred, and it took a mo-ment for Tsiato redlize that she was seeing
the mere leader through the cat's eyes a the same time as through her own. She had to blink to clear her
vison. "Rukas nervous,” she said in alow voice. She moved toward the crate dowly, the skin around her
mouth tight as she refused to favor her clawed |eft leg. The weather cloth shed blood asif it were water,
and thefluid that welled from the wounds made sticky runnels down her calves. Along the top of her
boots, where her trou-sers were tucked in, the thick, drying fluid pulled a her skin. "If | clean the mucus
from hisfur, he should be less agitated," she added. "Hell be better prepared for the flight.”

Nitpicker did not nod, but her eyesflicked to Tsaslegs. "Shalow or degp?’
"Shallow," she said shortly. "I'll get askin graft on it as soon asthe cub calms down.”

The other woman turned deliberately back to her work. Be-side her, Kurvan picked up his scanner again
and reset the fields he had checked. Ruka growled at their dow movements, but Tsa stroked him along
his back, soothing the tiff hair that stood up. Wren, his back to the door, regarded Tsiafor amo-ment
before clearing histhroat. Nitpicker looked back up.

"There's one other thing," he said flatly into the quiet, "Tucker isdead.”

Doetzier turned his head too quickly, and Rukas legs, tucked beneath histawny body, launched him at
the mere. Likelightning, Tsashand buried itsdlf in his scruff and pinned him to the crate. His cat feet
scrabbled. Hebit air, but she ignored his teeth. Stay down, she snapped through her gate. Down!

Doetzier stood gtill and stared at her, but she didn't think he saw her. His mind seemed to churn and his
biogate—with those tiny points of light—seemed to spark to greater bright-ness. An anger burst within
himinto afrigid flame, but all Tsacould see with her eyes was the wariness of hiswithdrawal.

Wren shook out his blunter, spraying the floor with water. The cub bristled. Nitpicker eyed the cat for a
moment, then turned anicy gazeto T9a "Drowned?’

Tsds gaze shuttered. "His safety line—there was too much dack. Theline blew into the water and was
dragged down by thejélies. If he hadn't tied it to the Sationary lift—"

"If he hadn't tried to catch awild cat,” Nitpicker cut in vi-cioudy. "Ifs have never brought aman back,
Feather." Her glare was cold. "Goddam Landing Pact,”" she muttered. "He had an enbee. What happened
to thet?"

Ruka snarled into the silence. It was amost ingtinctua to soothe the cub, and some back part of Tsas
brain noted that the voice of the mother cat was less obviousin her mind—or the cub's voice more clear
and overwhe ming—each time she opened hersalf to the cougar. It was not asit had been with Tucker,
she thought with sudden guilt. Even when he drowned benegath her, he had not been as clear in her gate
asthe cub was now. She stared blankly at the pilot.

It was Wren, not TSia, who answered Nitpicker. "Tucker lost his enbee in the brash. Feather doveinto
get him. Stayed under long enough to haf drown hersdf. It was his stupidity, not hers, that got him killed.
She shouted at him threetimesto get hisline out of the surge.”



Doetzier looked from oneto the other. "Why divein?' he asked quietly. "How did you think to help him,
if hewas a-ready dragged down by the bloom?"

Tsdseyesblazed oddly. Doetzier's gaze sharpened. She felt tension creep into her lean body, and
beside her, the cougar cub stiffened. His menace through the biogate was almost pal-pable. "I tried to
loosen the knots with my flat knife," she an-swered dowly. "I didn't have aflexor to cut theline." Her
eyesflicked to Kurvan. "But the knots were too snugged up. Hewas pulled right out of my hands."

"I hauled her up still screaming,” Wren added in the quiet. "Practicaly hit her to make her stop.”

Nitpicker eyed TsSaand the cub. "Doetzier, are you done with that ded?' At hisnod, shesaid, "All right,
let's get the rest of the gear to the skimmer and give her some space to clean that thing up.” She glanced
a Tgaagan. "Wren will let you know when we're reedy to take off."

Ddliberately, Tsalooked at each mere, but their sight seemed to pass right through her. With her jaw set
like con-crete, she watched them file out to the ssorm. Her link to the cat had killed aman, and she could
not blametheir slence.

The air they left behind seemed clogged with distrust. She stared at the cub. "So." Her voice wastight,
and she had to force her throat to open. Tucker'sdead.” The cub growled low in histhroat. "Did you
hear me?" she demanded. "He's drowned and dead, and you watch me with those eyes, and | can fed
nothing of himin your mind. He doesn't exist to you." Her voicetightened. "To me, he'sgone, but that's
all | ssewhen | look at you. His absence. Not what he was. Not what he did to save you. Just the fact
that you'redive." She clenched her hands. "Oh, Daya," she cried out in awhisper. "What biogate havel
got, which brings my demonsto me?'

She looked into the golden eyes and saw herself reflected. Saw her jaw tighten to awhite line, while her
breathing was harsh in her ears. The cub watched with agrowl. Tsiahesi-tated, then opened her biogate
wide.

The senses of the cat swept into her mind. Immediately, her nostrils flared, and her ears seemed to
twitch. Her heart pounded far too fast in her chest. The hair on her neck rose up like a brash, and as she
sared, her eyes saw every tiny shift of Rukas body—every flick of whisker, every riseand fal of the fur
on his chest. When shefindly shifted, Rukadid the same. His fur smoothed down across his back, and
Tgas shouldersrelaxed. Tension flowed out from their bodies like water from a collapsed baloon.

"Ruka," she whispered brokenly. The cougar growled in re-turn. It was not athreat; she could fed his
acceptance.

She got amedkit and pulled out amedwipe, which she stroked across hisfur. Little by little, the sponge
mucus came off, but its proteins had bonded with his hair and skin, and the scent and dightly tacky fedl
seemed stuck in the kitten's coat. Following the path of the wipe, histongue licked him dry. But hislips
were curled back at the taste of the mucus, and Tsia's own lipstwisted against the flavor he projected.

She paused in her cleaning. Slowly, she reached up to touch his gold-brown head. His fur raised up dong
his scruff, but be-yond that, he moved nothing but his eyes. Tsatouched the hair behind one ear, and the
ear twitched irritably. Histail tip flicked. "Easy." He growled low in histhroat, but he did not snap at her
fingers. She stroked the fur again, thistime rubbing it with more pressure. The cub till growled, but now
he pushed back against her touch. Never letting his eyes move from Tsas gaze, he accepted her with a
wary watchfulness.

Shereveled in the coarsefed of hisfur. The stiffer, water-proof pelt was smooth along his back and legs.
A black linelike dripped mascaracircled his eyes and curled down around his nose, delineating the small



aress of softer, whiter fur. Shelooked down with a humorless smile as he pushed against her hand.
"Don't think to get me too attached to you." She built an image of the coast in her head. "That's where we
are going— where well leave you. From there, you can go back to your family."

The cub growled again, but rubbed his cheeks on her hands to mark her. For solitary predators, cougars
were affectionate, and Rukawas no exception. In thewild, he might not have left his mother till he was
two yearsold, and sill the femae would not have rejected him. He would smply have drifted off when
the new cubs came along. Tsatried to fed the mother cat, but she could no longer distinguish the rest of
Rukas family from the background din of catspeak. "Don't worry," shetold him softly. " Shell accept you
back. Cat mothers do, you know."

Moving dowly, she pulled ageneric skin graft from the medkit, then unsealed her boots. The sodden,
sea-sweat smell of the liners made the cougar's whiskers twitch. He bared histeeth, and Tsiaslips curled
back in response. She stared at him for amoment. A faint scent of Tucker... A memory of his pack
besdethewadll... Rukawas here, dive and vibrant, and Tucker was dead. And she could not fed
anything about his death. Wasiit too close for her to acknowledge? Or was she 0 lost in her gate that
she had forgotten how to grieve for adesth she hersalf had caused? Abruptly she put the medkit avay
and stood with savage swiftness.

Barefoot, she stalked to the molecular scrub in the back room. Rukaleapt down and followed like adog.
Tsas skin prickled with his proximity. She dropped her blunter over acrate, pulled her shirt over her
head without unsealing it, and pedled off her trousers. The blood that welled from the ragged wounds still
dribbled down her leg. Her sea-chilled flesh looked much paler beneath her tan than it should; the
smeared and crusting blood was stark across the leanness of her limbs.

She examined hersdlf without expression, asif her mind were separate from her body. When she pressed
againg the flesh, the forming scabs split and forced fresh blood from their edges, and she studied the
wound for the depth of itstearing. The sharp throbs that shot across her leg and up her back did not
make her flinch. Small pains, shetold hersdlf absently. They meant nothing. She had felt much worsein

the past.

Quickly, efficiently, she shook her trousers over the scrub block so hard that the safety cubesrattled in
their sealed pocket. The caked blood flaked off like dried mud, and the garment shook out amtst as
clean asif it were new. Still, she held it in the scrub and waited while the full cleansing cloud formed. The
molecules bound to the grit that till clung to the fabric, and the heat stole the chill from her ams.

It took only aminute to scrub her boots, her clothes, then hersalf. When the sdt crystals were gone, her
skin no longer scratched itself each time she changed expressions. The westher cloth of her trousersand
shirt shed water like glass, and the blunter dried in secondsin the hydrophilic blasts. In lessthan two
minutes, TSawas dried and dressed again in al but her trousers, socks, and boots. She ran her hands
over her pockets, checking their contents. She hesitated for amoment at the sharp edges of the safety
cubes. She bit her lip, then left them aone. There was plenty of timeto return them.

Ruka's eyes were large and curious as they followed Tsiaback to the other room. When she dropped to
thefloor by her pack, he padded over beside her and sniffed the tears on her leg. She shoved him gently
away. Ruka growled and settled down beside her, and she murmured her approval.

She unrolled thefirst skin graft and stretched it out over the scratches. The blood still welled out, but she
ignored the flow and pressed the thin, transparent sheet over her flesh. She could fed the ingtant
response. As soon asit was exposed to oxygen, the dormant layer of cells activated. Her biogate
seemed tickled with molecules that moved and shifted and touched each other, binding and releasing their
chemical sg-ndsthroughout the graft.



Amino acids coiled back upon themsalves. They bent and flattened and screwed themselvesinto helixes.
They collapsed into rough spheres with pits and clefts on their surfaces. They became proteins, and Tsas
body reacted. Her skin and blood and muscle cells sent out cyclinsto the graft. Kinasesfilled the protein
pitswith tiny ball-like shapes. AH across the area, phosphate molecules broke off from or attached
themsalves to enzymes. She could actually sense the neocell membranes open and close to the chemicds.
Goose bumps spread out across her thigh. Tofed lifeat such atiny leve...

Shefound her lips pulled back in aferd snarl. Rukastared at her with fear in hismind, and she could
smell the sweet scent of herself in the cougar's nose. She murmured to the cub, soothing him with her
voice until shefdt the graft cdls differ-entiate. One moment, the graft seemed to crawl with tiny, cha-otic
movement—asif it were coated with billions of excited moleculesthat had no pattern to their
dance—and the next, it actudly was dive.

Cédll membranes strengthened dl acrossthe graft. New ki-nases and cyclinsburst into action. Cells
became skin that di-vided and grew into anew, transparent layer, separate from the artificia graft. Skin
bound to skin; cells became flesh. Dead blood in the open wound was broken apart, then swept away by
her capillaries. Tiny phages acted as vectors for the proteins that spurred her blood vesselsto grow.
Within the hour, the graft would releaseits calcium and the other growth factors to the wound. The axons
of her nerve cellswould turn and grow toward each other, creating new pathways through which they
could communicate. Within two days, the thin layer of tissue would develop to itsfull sengtivity and
thickness. Within four days, the graft would die and flake off like a sunburn, killed by one of itsown
coded proteins.

She stroked the graft across her flesh, ignoring the broad pain that washed her leg while she sealed its
edges with pres-sure. She placed the second graft below thefirst, covering the lower edge of the gouges.
Ruka, his nose twitching, moved forward, and Tsalet him sniff. The cat'stongue licked out. Its
roughnessfinally made Tsaflinch, but she held till so that the cub could taste the graft. "It will become
part of me," shetold thekitten. "Like new skin. In an hour, its smel will be morelike mine."

It took a moment to use the seam-seder on her trousers, when she was done, the only evidence of the
tearswas adight irregularity in the iridescent cloth. She got to her feet and pulled on the rest of her
clothes, stretching her toes hedonigti-cally insde the boot liners as she felt the warmth of the dry and
grit-clean fabric. When she shrugged her harness back on, she fingered the flat dot where her enbee had
been stored, then turned and searched for areplacement in the e-packs aong the back wall. Her fingers
were steady until she put the new enbeein the dot; then awave of guilt swamped her gutslike nausea.

She eyed the cub without expression, then motioned toward the door and built the image of the outside
deck and the skim-mer's shapein her head. Rukas body became very ill, asif the threat had returned
with the pictures. Coaxing him to the door, she turned out the lights and stepped out of the hut. Asthe
door dammed into the wall with the wind, Ruka bolted straight into the dawn. In her gate, shefelt him
skid around the corner of the hut as clearly asif he had taken her with him. She hesitated, then shrugged.
He couldn't go where she could not now find him.

She shut the door and stood for amoment with only thewind in her ears. She could fed nothing of
Tucker at al now. No scent. No visua memory from aroom or piece of gear. Hisbiofield did not exist,
and his body was buried in jellies. Shetilted her head to the Sky so that the rain dripped from the eaves
of the hut to her lips. Bitter, the taste of the sky, she thought. Bitter as her gate was swest.

Where one of the flight-deck supports rose from the loose sponge mass, two shadows moved in the
gloom, catching her attention. They had their backsto the hut, but Tsafdt them clearly. Nitpicker's
shape was obvious from her voice, and the club-fisted Wren, with his overlong arms, could not be
mis-taken. "Tell me about Tucker," Nitpicker said quietly.



Downwind, TSaheard her voice clearly.

"He drowned,” Wren said smply. "His safety line wasloose. It caught in the bloom and pulled him down.
Hedrowned. That'sall thereistoiit."

"That'sdl? Therés nothing ese?!

Wren hesitated, and TSiacould dmost fed hisuneasiness. "Van'dl," he said, using Nitpicker'sred name,
"you know Feather. Y ou know the way her biogate sitswith her. She was arogue gate ten years ago.
Her senses are even stronger now—if more controlled—than they were back then."

"Y ou think Tucker's desth had something to do with her link to the cats?'
He shook hishead. "No..."
"Thenwhat did she do?'

"I'm not sure she did anything,” he said dowly, then added, "1 don't see how she could have done
anything."

Nitpicker's voice was dangeroudy soft. "Explain.”

He hesitated again. "When we missed the weedis a the southern leg, she went up the lift before| could
clear the safety line and follow. She reached the middie leg afull minute be-forel did. But it didn't budge.
Wouldn't go up or down."

"You think shelocked it?'

"Hell, Nitpicker, she only had aminute. And she might know how to run atight web in the node, but
she's dill only aguide. She knows nothing about control codesfor lifts.”

"She's been amerefor ten years,” the pilot returned sharply. ™Y ou know the odd information you can
pick up just by doing your job."

"Yes, but this..." He seemed to shake his head again. " She was redlly angry when it would not go down.
Shehitit. Al-most hit mewhen | findly got there and couldn't get it down ether.”

"It wasn't acover?’

"No. I'm sure of that."

"And Tucker?'

"He could have locked thelift to hold hisline steedly.”
"Y ou don't sound like you believe that."

"At thetime, | thought that was what happened.”
"But now?'

"Now, I've had time to think. Why he would lock the extralift? 1t would have remained stationary
whether he had his safety linetied to it or not. Locking it in place would have been superfluous. But the
kid was new to this planet—had never seen abloom before, or awild cat. Maybe he just wasn't
thinking."



Nitpicker was slent for amoment. "Any chance Feather de-liberately let him drown?”
Wren did not hesitate. "No. She was hysterical when | pulled her up.”
"That could befaked."

"Not like this." He hesitated. ™Y ou ever looked into her eyes when she's got her gate wide open? She
wasn't faking any-thing. If you ask me, | think shefelt his desth as he went through it. There was a blank
horror in her eyesthat wasvery... redigtic. She could not have helped trying to save him any more than
she could help being caught up by the cats them-salves."

"What about the enbees? They're not made for salt water, but they should have worked for a
while—long enough to keep him dive.”

"He lost his enbee the first time he went into the brash. Prob-ably tangled in the weeds and jerked it out
himself. Feather took mine and hers down when she went in after him. Tucker had onein his nose when
he came to the surface after she reached him. After that, it either clogged, or helost it inthejellies.”

"And Fesather's?'

"She had hersfor awhile, then lost it. She was haf-drowned when | pulled her back up. Did you catch
the sting marks adong her cheek? Kind of hidden by the scars, but they were there. | think shelost it to
thejeliesthat hit on her face and neck."

They were both slent for awhile. Then Nitpicker said, "All right, Wren. Thanks"

Their shadows were silhouetted in the skimmer hatch for amoment before they climbed in. Behind them,
at the hut, Teatouched her cheek. She could till fed the burn of thejelliesin her nose. She could till
fed the tearing surge of the sealin the wrenching ache of her muscles. And she could hear the pilot's
voice, like an echo in her mind, accusing asajudge.

Tsaforgot the burn that ate at her nogtrils. Forgot about the cougar. Ignoring the storm that dashed her
face, she stood for atimein darkness.

9

When Wren cameto get her, it took al of Tsaswill to coax the cub to the skimmer. The shadow of the
ship frightened the cat even whileit caught his curiosity. The smells, the move-mentsin thelighted
cabin—they were too much. Between hisfear and distrust, there was no way he was going into the ship.

Letting him go for amoment, Tsastuck her head in the hatch. The other meres, wet from spray that had
blasted in as they waited, stared back coldly. Striker looked from Tsiato the cub that paced out in the
gloom. The woman's voice, when she spoke, was derisive. "That the cat you traded Tucker for?”

From beside her, Wren's quick, birdlike eyesflicked to the woman's closed expression. "Tucker did his
own trading,” he said softly. "And he did it for the Landing Pact, not for her. Feather did no lessthan you
or | could have doneto save him."

Striker continued to watch Tsa, her black eyes as unread-able as ever. "Like to hear her speak for
hersdf," she sad.

The wind gusted, and Tsia shivered before she could answer. When she caught herself, she gavethe
other woman asteady gaze. She was unaware of the glintsthat gave her icy eyesther wildness. In her
head, the cub's fright was hike smal hammers pounding at her brain. "I did my best," she said flatly. "I



nearly drowned to save him."

The woman eyed Tsafor amoment, her black gaze unread-able. Finally, she nodded with a curt motion
and leaned back in her sedt.

Cold, dslent waves of blame seemed to flow from each mere, and the line of Tsasjaw tightened. She
knew what shefdt could not bered. If they thought she had murdered Tucker through ether action or
inaction, she would have been left be-hind on the platform, and no one in the skimmer would have
looked back twice. But that knowledge didn't change the guilt she created in hersaf. Nor did it shift the
shadows she saw in the eyesthat stared back at her own.

She heditated, then said tersdly, "Don't move for the next few minutes. HEll be frightened and wild. He
could lash out a anything that shifts. Should settle down in afew min-utes.”

Kurvan snorted. "The way atornado settles down on ahut?'
"Canit, Kurvan," Nitpicker snapped from the pilot's chair.

The merés eyesflickered, and Tsashivered in thewind. Therewas achill in Kurvan's gaze that she had
not seen before—akernd of ice that seemed to coagulate in the hot ea-gerness of hisfield. She closed
her senses to the meres and turned back to the storm.

Rukawas still having no part of it. He growled and paced back and forth asif Tsiaswill werealeash
that kept him from backing farther away. His back was arched and histail twitched; hishead swayed
sdeto side. He approached the skimmer, then backed away, then approached the ship again. "Easy,"
Tsamurmured, coaxing and cursing in aternate breaths as she urged the young cat forward. "Thisisthe
only way," she breathed, "to get you to the shore.”

Stll, the cub balked. She shoved a him through her gate, but he refused to budge. Shetried to pull him
with her will. It waslike trying to move aglassy, heavy wal toward her, she thought, using only the
friction of her fingers againg its smooth, vertical surface. "Itisnot asif | can just lift you and carry youin,”
she snarled under her bregth at the cub.

Ruka swung his head and stared at her with unblinking, baeful eyes.

"Come," sheurged. "Now." She reached out and edged for-ward until she could, carefully and dowly,
touch him behind the ears. Softly, steadily, she began to press. Lightly, she added pressure, asif to draw
him forward. Ruka's growl grew. She did not crouch to hislevel. Neither did she release her pressure on
the cub with her hand or her mind. The minutes grew to two, then five.

Findly, in her biogate, shefdt alessening of tenson—like arope that goes dowly dack—and, asif he
glided without moving, the cub began to ease forward. Shetried to build a picture of aden and project
that to hismind, and his paws crept faster across the deck, but still, he moved like asnail in glue.

"Festher,” Wren said in alow voice behind her, "the winds are growing. We have to take off. Nitpicker's
giving you two minutes more. If you can't get the cat through the door by then, we're railsing anyway."
Tsadarted to protest, but he cut her off. "When the node comes back on line, well send a vetdarter
down to anesthetize the cat and take it to shore.”

"No." Tsgds curt response was immediate and unthinking. "He's moving on hisown. Hell getin by
himsdf."

"Y ou haven't got much time [ eft.”



"| don't need more. He's coming in now.”
"Not quickly enough to show movement,” Striker muttered.

Kurvan nodded. "Why waste your time—and ours? Y ou can't expect an animal to follow your directions
ascamly asif it wereaman.”

Her face tightened with the effort of speaking through her mental projections. "Thisone, | can.” She
forced the words out.

Kurvan's eyes sharpened. "Why? Are you linked with the feines?’
Though she kept her voice low, TsSialaughed outright at his question. "Now, that would be auseful gate.”
Wren's eyesflickered, but he chuckled aswdll. "About as useful as adesert digger in the sea," he added.

Tsaglanced over her shoulder. "If | were linked with the fe-lines, this cub would bein and seated like a
mere in asoft, and

I'd be asking him if he wanted adimchim for asnack whileweflew."
Bowdie eyed her warily. "Let's just hope he doesn't snack on usif hejoinsus.”

Tdaforgot that the motion of her nod was more frightening to the cat than her voice, and Ruka spun and
leaped away. In-gtantly, she jammed him to astandstill with ablast of emotion even she could not
identify. Hefroze, crouched to the deck. Tsiafelt abacklash of fear and danger turn her bonesto stone.
Shetried to uncurl her hands from her sides—attempted to turn her head and make a sound other than
the harsh breathing she choked out through her teeth. Between her mind and the cat's, acord of emotion
sretched. It was asif her brain made a stab at the signals Ruka could understand, and hit for the first time
on the combination that worked, like the first time she had im-aged the node and it responded. It was as
though she somehow understood in asingle ingtant alanguage she had heard dl her life as garbled music.

She became aware of the clawsthat pierced her mind. No longer did they tear a her thoughts. Instead,
the cat paws seemed to pick out piecesfrom her mind. Like aset of words recognized in abook, those
thoughts alone were clear. Ruka clung to those images. In the gloom of the gae, wherethelight from the
cabin flashed in his eyes and blinded him to the meres, while his nose made him choke with their scents,
the cougar sought the only safety he could see: Tsa

"Come," she commanded. "Now. Withme."

Blue shadowed eyes stared into gold. Nogtrilsflared in and out. Earsflicked in the rain. Ruka crouched
moretightly to legp forward. And Nitpicker chose that ingtant to start the skimmer's motors.

Sail datsflared dong the sides of the craft. Tsacursed. Rukabolted. Tsialunged after him, caught one of
his hind legs, and asthe cat jackknifed, twisted and clawed with hisforepaws, she dung him through the
hatch. The silent howl that shocked her mind was deafening. She rolled to her feet and skidded across
the deck, throwing hersdf after the cat. Wren dammed shut the hatch.

Ruka hit the door like amadman. Wren jerked out of the way. Rukayowled. He turned and leaped
acrossthe cabin, des-perate for escape. The meres cowered in their seats. Ruka's paws hit thearm of a
soft, and the cat recoiled at the strange fabric, striking out so that Doetzier scrambled over the seatsto
avoid histearing claws. Caught for amoment againgt the bulk-head, Wren flinched as the tawny beast
hissed and spat at his boots.



"Y ou going to contral thisthing?' Bowdie yelled, jerked back asthe cub's heavy paws landed on hislegs
and shoved off in amassive legp.

"Feather—should | wait?' Nitpicker shouted over the noise.

"No. Go!" Tgagrabbed Ruka's scruff in passing, and was dragged two meters on her knees before she
dowed him down. Snarling and twisting, he fought her as she forced him toward her seet. Doetzier,
caught in Wren's soft, shifted asfar to the Side as he could. Tsaignored him. She strained with the
cougar'swildly writhing weight. If her lean arms had been thicker—if her body had had more mass—if
she had been Bowdie or Kurvan or even Doetzier, she would have sat on him to hold him.

"Doetzier," she snarled, "your blunter. Quickly—" Her voice broke off in ahiss as Rukaraked aclaw
across her thigh. With awrench, she shoved him back down.

"Canyou hold him—"
"Yes—" If Dayagave her strength, she could hold him.

Doetzier pressed himsdlf against the far arm of his soft. "If aman isafraid of the teeth of acat, he'd better
not let go of thetail "

"The guide guild," she gasped, "gives us some protection.”
"You're no longer of theguild.”
"Y ou noticed?" she snapped back. "Then think of the Land-ing Pact and pray.”

Rukas face was ablurred and snarling vison. Tsas handswerefull, buried in writhing fur. When
Doetzier dipped his jacket across her 1ap, she wriggled it down her legs only to have Ruka's claws hook
the fabric and drag it down around her ankles. "Take thiswing out fast," she snapped at the pilot. "I won't
last three minuteslike this"

"Then well make shoreintwo and ahaf." Nitpicker set the sequence for manud liftoff. "Bowdie, hit the
navtank. Let's spike this ship out like abeam from alaze."

His hands flashed from one set of controlsto the next. "Gyrason,” he reported as the screens before him
displayed the skimmer in prep. "Vents cleared. Shoré'sin the tank now—"

"Shore?" Kurvan's voice was sharp from the rear of the cabin. "1 thought we were getting rid of the cat a
the freepick stake."

Tsabarely turned her head over her shoulder to answer. "Hed never find hisfamily from there—" Her
voice cut off abruptly as something from the node flickered through her mind. Like awhisper heard in
passing, like an image caught with the corner of her eye, shelost the flicker before she rec-ognized it. But
Rukafelt her hesitation and jerked againgt her grip. "Sleem take you," she gasped as she yanked him
back againgt her legs.

Up front, Nitpicker did not seem to have noticed the flicker in the node. No one €lse said anything;
Kurvan's eyeswere still narrowed from Tsidstone. Shedidn't care. At the mo-ment, with the cub
clawing thefloor to fight her grip on his scruff, Kurvan was not her concern.

"Launchring cleared,” Bowdie sad tersdly.

"L ocations mapping now," said Nitpicker asthe lower haf of the holotank flared into adim display of the



platform and sea.

"Thrusters on." Bowdie talked right over the pilot. He knew she would hear him even as she reported her
own control startus, just as he listened while he talked himsdlf.

"Resetting,” shereturned.
"Hap configuration verified."

"Sensors coming in now." In seconds, the onboard sensors read the wind power from the skin of the
small ship and poured the data into the top haf of the navtank. Wind speed and shear became swirlsand
corkscrews of color. The seare-mained cam and gray.

"Cabin decoupled. Stay on manuad?"

"Yes. Keep the safeties off. And disable the bodychecks,” she added sharply. Each soft was configured
to its passenger, so that the stretch pads could shape to each flier and dow his deceleration more. But no
onewas gitting still enough for abodycheck. Doetzier and Striker had both crawled twice from one soft
to the next. Wren had not yet sat down, and Tsia, with the cub between her legs, was not likely to stay
Seeted at all.

Bowdie stretched hislong fingers across his screens. "Bodychecks disabled.”
"Hight Satus cleared.”
"Givemealock on direction?’

Nitpicker flicked her fingers across the panels. Colors shifted, and columns of dataflashed, then
disappeared. "Theplanisin the can.”

"Got it. Launch when ready."

The skimmer rose off the deck with apainful shudder. Power flowed dong itssall dats, and the flap sets
turned and responded to thewind. In Tsas hands, the cub sensed the vi-bration and lift. The surge of
acceleration that hit them both pressed him into Tsaslegs. He panicked. Her grip was so tight, she
amost twisted his skin beneath hisfur. "Two min-utes," she said desperatdly. " Just two minutesto shore.”

If Ruka understood, he gave no indication. Asthe skimmer tilted, his paws scrabbled for ahold, and
finaly hooked into the sides of her boots, snagging the seals and popping them open. She grunted and
twisted her feet to keep him from tear-ing her footgear off. The muscles along her armswere taut. When
he writhed up again and got his paws on her thighs, Doetzier reached across to shove the cub back
down.

"No!" snapped Tsa

The other mere jerked back asif bitten. Ruka, wild at the proximity of the unfamiliar hand, broke free
and lunged across the cabin. Wren cursed. Kurvan snarled back as the cougar brushed across his boots.
Tsasprang from her seat and stag-gered as her unsealed boots flopped at her ankles. The skim-mer
angled up like alaze. Falling, TSabarely caught the edge of asoft in timeto blast out amental command.
Tothe others, the expression that tightened her face was shocking: her skin went rigid; her lips pulled
back from her teeth; her upper lip curled and her nose wrinkled. Even her eyes seemed to flash with an
odd golden light.

Shedid not see through those eyes. Her mind was locked in her biogate, and there was a deafening snarl



in her mind. Cat feet in her skull skidded to ahalt. Rukafroze as her presence stretched like aclaw,
hooked into his mind, and jerked him back to stand before the webbed-in packs.

He hissed.
She snarled.
He edged back and dunk along the wall.

"Ruka—" Tsaforced the words out between taut lips. The sound made no senseto her ears, and it took
amoment to re-alize that her throat was tight with the din she heard in her mind. She waslocked to the
cub by menta cables of scent and image and fear. The thread of panic made her dready taut muscles
rigid. Indinctively, shetried to pull back from the biolink—to closeit down, like shutting off alight. She
tried to pull the talon of her presence from Ruka's mind so that she could use her own eyes and ears. But
the moment she moved back, something hit her like ahammer in the head.

She cried out. The biolink went wide. Like ahand on her throat, the gate choked off her breathing and
sgueezed hard around her heart. Fear and wildness—a desperate anger— tightened their grip when she
tried to pull away. It was asif the cub had in turn anchored himself in her mind. Therewas only onething
inthisdien, unfamiliar craft and swamp of smellsto which he could cling: Tsa. And he clawed her with dl
his strength.

Odors beat at T9a's senses: metaplas, flexan, weather cloth, boots... The hot points of the raserson
gtandby. Theflat, old-dirt, salt smell of the harnesses that had been wet by the sea spray. Black nolo
seeds. Acrid sweat. Human scent. Fear.

Tgatried to image through her gate, but the mental claws dug into the very bones of her skull. Frozen,
torn with wild-ness, she burst open the biogate so that her mind matched the cougar's, and her emotions
reflected his. Air seemed to rush to her lungs. Her tendons stood out like cords. Somewherein her ears,
Striker gasped and a man's voice cursed softly. The cub grew till, huddled in on himsdlf against the cabin
webbing; his soft, steady yowl was acongtant dinin Tsas mind.

The skimmer shuddered, and Tsaswayed. Sowly, asif her bones dissolved, she crumpled to her knees,
then her hands. Striker reached to help her, but she flinched away with asnarl.

Stll, shefaced the cat. Unfocused blue eyes gazed into un-blinking gold. She stretched one hand toward
the cub and fdt itsingtant, ingtinctive withdrawa . Only her will, pushed through the biogate, forced him to
remain where he was. Fear and bewilderment remained in histhoughts. He could taste the pain in her
mind.

Not your fault, shewhispered in her gate. Just one more mi-nute. Maybe two.

Shedidn't know what the other meres were doing around her; she could see nothing but the cub. The
skimmer's vibra-tion settled into a rhythm that hummed in her bones, and she knew in the back of her
brain that they flew with thewind. Gradudly, asif she hummed hersdf, shelet the resonance of the ship
seep through her gate to the cub. Slowly, her eyes be-gan to take in light. Blurred images sharpened;
edges became clear. She could see, not just fed through her gate, the cougar that crouched before her.
His big paws were tucked and taut beneath hisbody asif hewould launch himsdlf at any time. Histail
was crooked and flicking.

/ can't hurt you, she breathed through her gate. 1t would be like cutting myself.
Rukagrowled.



Nitpicker looked back over her shoulder. She could almost fed the strain in Tsias hands asthe guide
kept them from reaching for the cat. "Feather,” she said sharply. "We're com-ing in on the shore. Pick

your spot.”

Tsadid not seem to hear, and Nitpicker motioned sharply for Doetzier to repeat the command. When he
shifted to speak,

Tsadiffened. She blinked and looked toward the pilot. "Land-ing spot?" she asked unsteadily.

Doetzier, careful not to move again, indicated the navtank with his eyes. Shivering, then steady, then
trembling again, TSaeased back from the cub so that she could look toward the tank. Although Ruka
growled without stopping, he did not move from his crouch.

The node seemed to flash again in T9a's head. For an in-stant, the holographic skimmer shape hovered in
the blackness of space with sunlight glinting off its Sides. The land below seemed deceptively cam, asif it
were hidden benesth athin canvas of ghosts. When the flash faded, she was | eft with memories, not
overlays, which she could not follow clearly. But she had grown up in the doughs of this coast. She knew
the cold-packed sand and flattened dune grass, knew the flooded estuaries that stretched back for kays
with their gray brine and their dark shrub tips sticking out of the water. She remembered the rocks and
mudflats that clung to the bluffs. Saw, long before the navtank recorded it, the white line of sanded rock
that snaked down into the dough and disappeared benesth its waves like the children that had drowned
so many years before.

"Therésthe bluff," she said to the pilot, as she watched the faint images display themsdvesin the tank.
"Demon Bay," she murmured. "Pdican Sough. Hdona Slough. The dikelands.”

"The dikedlands?' Bowdie caught on that. "They'reflat, and we're dready four kilometersinland.”

"In thiswesather, they'll be flooded like lakes. Keep going. Five... maybe six kays. Look for alandlocked
lake with abroad bank on the west Sde and a narrow canyon on the east.”

Nitpicker's voice was sharp. Y ou know this place well enough to verify it for alanding?”

"Yes, but | can't verify it as we come in—we descend too fast. | need timetoread a... creature's
memory of the area. It looks clean in the tank; that'sdl | can say for sure.”

Bowdi€e's brown eyes narrowed and his face pulled with hisfrown so that the bumps on his nose were as
prominent as his cheekbones. "A ot of good the tank does us when the nodeit-sdlf isdown.”

Nitpicker's hands were a flickering blur on the controls. "Check as much as you can, Feather. Were
gpproaching fast."

Again, the node seemed to flash in Tda's mind. Images from webs she had spun years ago seemed
crossed with over-laysthat flickered fast away. A woman ghost seemed to wak from one station to
another. A shadow skeeter skimmed the surface of a dough—it was a ghost image created ten years
ago; it had never been erased. One thread, thin as spider's silk, was so old that she barely remembered
cregting it: asgmple man, animaginary home... Shetraced it in aningtant and re-alized abruptly that it
was one of her first successful webs— sheld made it two full decades before she had become amere,
Sheld even had arunning bet with her sster about how long that web would last...

She would have followed the flash further, but the skimmer hit awind pocket and dropped with a
sckening lurch. The node flickered out, the ghost woman faded, and the fal se skeeter image dimmed; but
the man and his home remained in her mind like aphysicdl linethat tied her templelink to the node. Up



front, Nitpicker's neck tensed and Rukayowled in her ears. Quickly, Tsatouched him through her gate,
forcing amenta purr to soothe him.

With afrown, shelooked forward again. The holotank now showed only the skimmer's sensor pictures.
the lake with its thin and rocky shore, the dense forest dark and till; while the real trees she saw out the
window bent with the force of the storm. "The southwest Side," she directed the pilot. " The shore opens
up below the hill. Therés no treesfor fifty meters, and the rocks don't start again till you get underwater.”
She paused and stared at the images for several seconds before she realized what was different than she
remembered. Some years ago, a den of reavers had built adike acrossasmall ravine. Now, Crashing
Creek was no more than atill, gray-water pond. It was not afalse scan, she knew. The pond had the
depth of red water—the detail that spoke of hundreds of scans and dozens of node affirmations.

Nitpicker caught Tsas expresson. "How long has it been since you've been here?"
"Fifteen years," shereturned dowly. "That pond wasn't here before, nor was the shore so wide."
Bowdie glanced over hisshoulder. " 'It ismemory, not his-tory, which moves backwards." "

" 'And guilt, not time, which stands till," " retorted Nitpicker. "Time passes, Feather. It was bound to
charge

Tsapointed curtly toward theimagesin the tank. Thelake, filled in her memory with egls and bottom
fish, was murky and cold; gray and flat and chill. "Go on down,” shesaid findly. "I fed nothing... wrong."

The skimmer dowed and dropped. Asit turned, the storm winds grasped it like a giant's hand and shook
itinlong and shuddering bursts. Humming and turning, jerking and drop-ping, baanced only by
Nitpicker's hands, the small craft hov-ered lower until the wet hillsrose around it. TSawatched their
familiar shapes. Chameleon Ridge, Tarbar Gully, the Plain of Tears, and the Trid of the Seven Toads....
The ravine where her sster had broken her leg, and Tsiahad held her out of the water till their brothers
could arrive... Thefdlswhere sheusedtogodiving...

The pesks grayed with therain that fell outside the window, whilein the holotank, each geologic shape
became transparent to keep the ship in view. Down and across the navtank water, the ship shape
skimmed the lake. Circling gusts shook them from one side, then the other. The resonance of the
skimmer rose asit held its place roughly; then it dropped as the sensorsfirst calculated, then
compensated for the chaos of the wind.

Tdareached for Rukato cam him, and the cub growled in her mind. Shetightened her physical hold. He
seemed to give—in her mind—and she redlized suddenly that she was a-maost not speaking with him, but
projecting the emotions that reset his mental images, just as he projected sensesthat trig-gered her
response. There was a softnessto this link—akind of maleable texture to the touch of one on the other's
mind. Asif something was being woven, or ahardener was being mixed.

Then, abruptly, the skimmer shivered in along, drawn-out ripple, and dropped to the bank like abrick.
Tsastaggered; Rukajerked at the impact and bolted toward the window. Wren scrambled asideas TSa
dovefor the cub and caught him by the scruff. Like lightning, he swiped at her face. For an inter-minable
second, his claws hung over the scars on her cheek. Then the ship smacked into the bank like afist hitting
dough. Thetwo of them skidded across the floor and dammed into the bulkhead.

The skimmer dowed abruptly, then oozed forward in adow, dick motion till it stuck in the mud.
Stunned, Tsiahad both handsin Ruka's scruff, pinning him to the floor. Up front, Nitpicker stared at her
panels. For amoment, no one moved. Then Ruka snarled and Tsia shoved him so that she held him
againgt thewall. Doetzier's eyes were on the navtank; Wren's were on the hatch.



Bowdie glanced at the holotank, then over a Nitpicker's frown. "Damn, 'Picker,” he said in adrawl.
"Y ou shouldve been apilot.”

The woman did not smile back. "We shouldn't have landed thiseasily," she muttered.

"Y ou touch down in storm winds like afeather kissing the ground—no referenceto you, Tsa," hesad
quickly over hisshoulder, "and you complain?"

She shook her head. " Something cut out just before we hit. Shunt the control systemsto my panels, will
you? | want to seethe settings..."

Sowly, Tsagot to her knees as Nitpicker fingered the screens. The skimmer shuddered and settled
further. Tsaglanced around the cabin. For asecond, the node flickered, and ghostsrose again in her
head. The auburn hair of Striker and the black hair of Doetzier superimposed on each other like
op-posites. Striker's black eyes and eyebrows were framed by Doetzier's black, short-cropped hair, and
her auburn mass was set off by Doetzier's tanned expression. Tsiablinked and tried to clear her sight.
"Nitpicker," shesaid urgently, "release the hatch.”

"Just aminute," the pilot said sharply. "It's not clear here. There's something wrong.”

Wren, braced againgt the side of the cabin, eyed Tsiaand the cub and tightened his grip on the hatch
pand. The skimmer tilted again, shifting in the dudge. Nitpicker's eyeswere on her scans, but her tenson
had not abated. "No, no, that'sall wrong..." she muttered.

Besde her, Bowdie seemed lost in histhoughts, but Tsaknew he watched his com asintently asthe pilot
did. Kurvan seemed amost expectant. Doetzier watched the others asif he waited for one of them to
move, and Striker, in the back, was sllent. Tsatilled hersdlf, and amost imperceptibly, Ruka crouched
lower againgt the wall. The cub yanked on her arms, and TS iastaggered before she redlized that it was
the settling of the skimmer, not the weight of the cat, that unbaanced her.

She glanced out the window. The hillswere bare and open to the rain: amuddide had—yperhaps hours
before—scoured the dope of brush. The brown-black rocks that were now ex-posed had just been
born to the world. Water ran down the dide in new erosion channels and filled the puddle that spread
beneath the skimmer'sweight. Tsialeaned closer to the win-dow. The gray expanse had stretched dmost
to the skimmer's half-folded wing. She squinted at the bank.

The navtank showed the skimmer resting on a pebble-strewn bank about three meters from the lake, but
Tsacould not see any rocks that would indicate amore solid base than mud. Around the craft wasthe
narrow, caved-in trough where the skimmer had scored the dudge as it cameto a stop. Even as she
watched, the trough overfilled with water and began to flood the bank. The skimmer tilted again. "Now
why..." Her voicetrailed off.

Nitpicker heard her. The pilot's hands paused above the con-trol screens. "What do you fed?' she asked
sharply, though her voice waslow.

Tsaopened her biogate. Ruka's presence was like a blanket that enveloped her in fur and teeth. It was
too strong, and she pushed it away, heedless of the snarling that grew in her mind with her rejection.
Nitpicker, Wren, and Doetzier... The mereswere like moving cloudsthat grayed her vison. But there
was something more... She stretched, and realized that the senses she felt were familiar. Strong. Marine.
Thelake. She staggered again. But thick enough to fed without good focus. Closer than it should be. ..

"Riseus," she shouted abruptly at the pilot. "Get us off the bank—thisisn't solid!"



Nitpicker reacted dmost before Tsafinished her first word. "Thrusters on!" she snapped at Bowdie.
"Thisis mudflat not rock,” TSasnarled.

"Gyroson!" Nitpicker ordered

"l can't,”" said Bowdie. "There's no power."

"Bresk it fred"

"It's not the landing gear—"

"Goddam it, where's the boost?*

"Get oft! Werediding.”

"We haveto get out!"” Tsawas not aware that she had shouted again till Wren jumped toward the door.
"Bowdie," he snapped, "get the hatch open.”

Doetzier's voice barked in the background. " Get the gear. Moveit! Now!"

Tgadidn't think. She clutched the cub instead of her pack, controlling his panicked claws from attacking
the meresin hisfear. Wren had to tear her arm from the cougar and thrust it through the strap of her gear
bag. Her training took over, and she stuck her other arm back blindly, while Wren shoved the pack up
agang her spine. Theforce of his push made her stagger, and her shoulder hit thewall with athud. Ruka
yowled. Hisclawsbit degp in her arm. The ship lurched again, throwing them againgt the line of softs.
The cat yowled, and the fear in histone doubled her heartbeat hike adrum.

The ship listed like a dunken man, and the mud at its base disappeared beneath the water like adough
when thetide camein. Then, asif the shifting of the ship had given the mountain, permission to drop, a
portion of the dope did away from the hill and swept toward the bank of the lake. Both win-dow and
navtank showed it clearly. The front edge of the dide hit the ship like ahand dapping the craft acrossthe
shore. In acomicaly precise movement, the meresfdl forward into thewals, then staggered back
violently to their seats. Wren landed on the floor; his back struck the arm of the soft behind him be-fore
Kurvan could catch hisweight.

Tsahit the holotank hard and fell through the images so that they swam on her face and arms. The
cougar yowled, and Tsiadid not notice that the sound wasin her brain, not her ears. It was al she could
do not to cry out in turn as his claws bit into her mind. One side of the ship flipped up; the mud forced the
other into the lake. The only thing Tsia.could do was twist so that Ruka landed on top asthey fell back
againgt the webbed-in packs. Her spine bent across her pack; Rukafell onto her gut, then broke free and

leapt away.

The ship did adong the bank like acrate across afloor. Up front, Nitpicker grabbed for the panels. The
skimmer did not respond. In dow motion, the bank collapsed. One ingtant, the skimmer sat
hatch-side-up in apuddle on the shore; the next, the ship lurched with a new wash of mud and moved
smoothly, bottom-firg, into the lake.
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Wren used his sest like atrampoline and legped to the hatch controls. With his narrow legs dangling
below him, he trig-gered the portal open. Asagap appeared, Striker sprang up to hang beside him from
the edge. Wind and rain dapped into their faces. Striker, then Wren levered up and onto the rim.



"The gear," Striker shouted, crouched on the edge of the hole. The skimmer jerked and tipped; the
woman logt her ba-ance with a splash. Ruka shot up and out of the cabin like a streak of light. His
forelegs bardly touched the rim of the hatch, and Wren did not even have time to shift as the cougar

whipped on by.

Tda, tangled with Bowdie'slegs, struggled wildly to free herself as she screamed at the cougar's back.
"Thewater. Go for the water. Stay away from the shore!”

Doetzier grabbed her arm and yanked her clear of Bowdie'slong legs. He grabbed up a pack, only to
have Tsasnatch it from his hands and throw it up to Wren. Behind her, Kurvan grabbed another pack
and jumped for the hatch. He hauled himsdlf up with one hand until Wren grabbed him and yanked him
clear. A second later, he crouched on the edge with the older mere and reached down for the rest of the

equipment.

Wren yelled down at the pilot, "Van'e, get up here. We're going under—"
"Weve got nose-breathers—"

"Doesno good in mud or silted water. Moveit! Now!"

Tsaglanced toward Nitpicker; Doetzier grabbed one more pack and jumped for the hatch. Bowdie
jumped at the sametime, and Doetzier hung for an instant as Wren and Kurvan grabbed the larger mere
by his callar to hep him up through the hatch. Water began to didein over the edge. Clinging to the rim,
Doetzier was blinded by the torrent, while the force of it twisted him violently. Wren had hold of his
wrigts, but the gray-brown cataract tore Doetzier down by his pack even as Wren yanked him up.

"Drop the pack—" shouted Wren. "Unbend your arm. Get rid of the pack—"

Tsds biogate seemed to surge, and Doetzier seemed to shout hisrejection in her head. Wren cursed. His
muscles bulged. Then he dragged Doetzier over the edge like alog hauled up through awaterfall.

Asif hisbody had been a plug, the cascade turned into adeluge. Tsiawas pounded into the corner of the
cabin. She couldn't see Nitpicker or anyone else. Even with her arm over her face, she could barely
bregthe in the bone-smashing torrent. In her mind, Ruka snarled and seemed to grow closer. Some-thing
snapped taut between them. Some part of her mind melted. She tried to scream, but the sound was not
human, and it did no good anyway—the water smashed the shriek against her teeth and jammed it down
in her throat. Her claws stretched up. Ruka's hands stretched down. The biogate wastorn intwo. And in
its place, amentd cable of solid will twisted out from the gate and whipped around both minds: the one,
inthe lake, with furred, pumping legs that pushed his body through the waves; and the other, with her
teeth bared and pounded by the water that crushed her against the walls.

Frantically Tsiagroped for the pouch that held her nose-breather, but the enbee was not there. Panicked,
shetoreat ev-ery sed in her harness. It took an eternity to redize that her clothes had twisted with the
flow of the water; the pocket was not where she thought. With her hands clumsy as paws, her lungs
began to burn long before she found the enbeein its pouch. A second later, she shoved its tapers up her
nogtrils, seding her nose from thelake.

The water immersed her torso now, and the savage pounding lessened over her chest and legstill it felt
like only ahundred rubber hammers banging at her flesh. Now only her head was till smashed with
blinding brutality againgt the skimmer wall. She dragged the collar of her blunter up over the Sde of her
face, then forced hersdlf to wait, pinned against the wall of the cabin while her pack tangled morein the
webbing and the enbee's chemflaps glued themselves to her cheeks on either sde of her nose. Findly,
shedrew abreath of ar. In her mind, Rukas|ungs expanded. Her skin ruffled like fur in the whirl-pool



current that circled the cabin area. An arm brushed her body, and she grabbed it; Nitpicker twisted with
the flow and squeezed a message back againgt her hand. Wait.

Tsaacknowledged the finger-tapped message with pressure of her own. A moment later, she struggled
free of the webbing and followed the pilot to an air pocket at the front end of the cabin. Her head broke
the surface with an audible gasp. She looked around quickly, while Nitpicker peered down at the
submerged conn. The skimmer lightswere still on, but the warter was so thick with dudge that neither
woman could see her waig, let done her feet.

Nitpicker groped in her blunter for her enbee. "We have afew seconds—" she managed as she caught
her breath. But by the time she plugged her nose and seded the chemflaps to her cheeks, the water had
risen half ameter. The two women were floating with their toes barely brushing thewalls. TSamadeto
move toward the hatch, but Nitpicker held her back. "Wait—"

Her voice was muffled by the sound of water and the close-ness of the flooded cabin. Tsia nodded, but
in her mind, the sense of the cat was overwheming.

Nitpicker caught sight of theferd glintsin Tsas eyes. She dug her fingersinto the guide's shoulders. "Not
now, Feather. Not yet."

Tsanodded jerkily. She could fed Rukaswimming, histhick, furred legslike pistonsin the water. The
water closed up to the hatch; the air pocket shrank to a half-meter's height. Tsia's back arched
automatically asthe shape of her pack pushed her hips down. Nitpicker kicked her legsin ascissors kick
and fought to hold her position. They washed in atiny circle. T9atried to see through her gate—through
Rukas eyes—for the mud that must even now be diding toward them, but al she could see wasthe
motion from the waves of the lake.

Ruka, she shouted through her gate. Look toward the mud!

The cat obeyed, and Tsa's eyes flooded with shapes that flickered and shifted. Thetreesin her mind
bent like berry pickers. There were the tiny figures of mereswho crawled out of the water. Cold water
dapped her nose, and her earstwitched with the fluid that filled them. And to the cougar'sright, in his
mind and in her own, she saw the hill shift down toward the lake.

"The mud's coming now," she gasped. "We haveto go—"

But neither woman was prepared for the brutal doshing that dammed them up againgt the roof and
dropped them again with ankle-jamming force against the backs of the seats. The reaction wave washed
them away from the hatch and up into the front of the ship. They hit the roof hard before being sucked
vicioudy back down.

Tsacould not fight the awkward shape of the pack. Her ears popped. Depth, she thought. They had
dropped at least five meters. Submerged, she breathed completely through the enbee while her hands
grabbed on to rough fabric. She pulled hersdf along the wall till she found the gear webbing. She could
fed Nitpicker nearby.

Black, tirred-up st blinded her. Lake grit bubbled into her mouth. The enbee stripped oxygen from the
murky water, but its slt-plugged filters gave her limited bresths. She gathered her legs beneath her and
thrust herself toward the hatch.

Something caught her at her waist. Sheignored it and hit the edge of the opening with her shoulder. The
pack caught. Shetwisted, freed it, and grabbed the dick metaplas edge to pull hersalf out. Nitpicker was
right behind her—she could sense the other woman in the water. Sense another mere nearby. Silt swept



into her face and urgently she shoved hersdf away. Be-hind her, Nitpicker followed suit. And then the
muddide dith-ered over and buried the skimmer like afat snake on an egg.

Disoriented, Tsia stroked hard, her body rolling as the pack fought her for buoyancy. A second later, her
hands hit mud and struck deep into waterlogged dudge. An ed did across her wrigt; ingtantly, she
recoiled. Beneath her, the mud gathered speed and did on past. The dick mire caught at her feet like
quicksand. With sudden panic, she whipped her body madly, but as she twisted, the pack caught in the
dide. She panicked and jerked one arm free of the straps. Cat feet seemed to tear at the surface she
gtirred up. Then shetore hersdf away from the gear, leaving it behind, buried in mud, while she clawed
her way through the water.

She moved into along-armed stroke that was instinct as much as training. Her boots fdlt like brickson
her feet; her blunter trailed and rippled like drags dong her sides, and her flexor snapped againgt her thigh
with every kick of her legs. She didn't know if she swam up or sdeways, only that she was no longer in
mud and that the cub seemed close—too close. The shore—she tried to image the shore to the cub, but
Rukahissed in return.

At the sound in her head, she stopped swimming. For along moment, while her heart pounded and her
cheeks poured then-hest into the water, she floated without moving. The cold water began to chill; the silt
ground between her teeth. She could not see, but when she put her hand over her face, the bubbles
floated out through her fingers, and she knew finaly that she was on her back.

Sheturned over and checked her bubbles, and thistime, she followed the air to the surface. Pressure did
not allow the enbee to give her full breaths, and her nose sucked in as she pulled only shalow breaths
fromitsfilters. She hit awarmer climein the water, and a cold one as she followed her gate to-ward the
sense of the cat. Then she hit the surface so aoruptly that her arms were half out of the water before her
eyesreg-isered the lighter, flat-reflecting gray. Something bumped her from behind.

Shetwigted like afish. Ruka? She cried out in a sound that was more sob than laugh of rdlief. Golden
eyes stared back. The cub had not swum to shore. He'd stayed behind like abeacon to guide her. She
opened her mouth to say his name, and her mouth filled with the dap of the water. She choked, went
under, kicked back to the surface, and motioned through her gate toward shore.

The wind dapped water up againgt their two heads; the rest of the lake was flat. The storm had whipped
off the crests that would have formed in camer air; the soray from the missing cressswasavicious,
horizontal rain. TSasquinted to keep her eyes clear and began to swim toward shore, but her body did
not lieflat in thewater. Her legs dragged down with the weight of her boots, and like asail, the blunter
billowed around her.

A wave struck her in the head, and she didn't have a chance to struggle before she went under. In her
mind, the cougar yowled, but she reassured it instantly. She had her enbee—she could breathe; air was
not a problem. And swimming ameter underwater, she redized suddenly, was easier than fighting to stay
on top. Even blurred, Rukas sight through the gate told her where the meres were on the shore. There
were two on the bank aready, athird climbing out from the water with the aid of afourth, and one more
in the water ahead.

Tsiapaused and kicked and recounted.
Fve

Not sx. One of the meres was missing. With the wind and water blinding her, she could not tell which
one. She opened her biogate to fed for the sense of ahuman, but she had to close hersdlf to the cub; the
sense of him swamped her so that she could not fedl the other species. The void that she created ached



with the faint sense of marinelife that was|eft.

Floating, carried by the wind current on the surface, she forced herself to concentrate. She began to
identify distances and the menta shapes of light. Below, there was a growing sense of edls, and a school
of dim, blue-green tedlers surged to her left. Wedge growths of weeds waved on the bottom. And each
second that passed, she felt the meres more clearly.

Wren wasfirg and easiest—she dmost smelled him as much as saw his cold, hard energy. Doetzier and
Striker—a cool, wary tension; and a closed, shallow light. Kurvan up ahead, wading out of the water, his
fiddd aswary as Doetzier's, but his energy strong and hot. Bowdie with the heet of fear and irritation clear
even a that distance, as though he forced him-sdlf to do something of which hewas afraid. And
Nitpicker...

She could not quitefed the pilot... She opened her biogate wide, and the weight of life in the lake swept
in like a shadow that darkened her mind. It took a moment to separate her senses from the one that she
sought. And she redlized that what she felt was behind her with the edls. Behind, she thought, and down.
Asif Nitpicker was dtill with the ship. Asif thewomanwas...

Trapped. Abruptly, Tsiakicked hard for the shore, moving partly against the wind current to reach Wren
where he waded out to help her. "Y our enbee!™ She shouted. She'staggered on the bottom and sat
abruptly down, her neck deep in the lake. "Y our enbee—-did you replaceit on the station?' She yanked
her blunter from her arms; it sank just below the surface, but she didn't care. Wren would pick it up. "I
need the breather." Quickly, Wren dug his new enbee from his pocket as she ducked under again and
struggled to wrench off her boots. A moment | ater, she surfaced, grabbed the enbee with one hand,
shoved the boots and flexor into hisarms, and threw herself in along, twisting dive back into the lake.
Wren was |eft, wal st-deep in the water, staring at the flat-calm surface. His eyes nar-rowed, he stooped,
groped in the water for the blunter Tsahad |eft behind, and hauled it up. He looked back twice. Tsa
came up and stroked strongly aong the surface, then went down and did not come up again.

Barefoot and free of her blunter, she moved smoothly down through the climes. The fabric of her clothing
rippled againgt her skin. She could fed Nitpicker more closely now, but the biofield was weak. With
each meter that she dropped, Tsafound her heart pounding in her temples and her lungs begin-ning to
ache more than her arms. She struggled for her breaths before she redlized that she had closed off her
own throat. Breathe, she snapped at herself. She had an enbee. She had air to take in. It was Nitpicker
she was feding—Nitpicker who had no air.

Air... The strength of the biogate brought her memoriestoo close to the surface of her mind, and avision
of white hands seemed to Stretch out in the water. She gasped and choked as water came in her mouth.
The sense of children drowning... Tucker at the platform; Monument Rock in the past... Urgency
clutched at her skin. The cougar growled, and the sound amplified the memories until it seemed asif a
thousand voices flooded into her mind and deafened her.

"No!" She shouted the word underwater. Thiswas not then—it was an hour since Tucker had died.
Twenty years since the children had drowned: tiny hands, cold hands, little mouths begging her to get
them out of the mud, out of the cold, out of the dough that choked them with every surge of tide. She
tried to close the memories out of her mind and focus only through Ruka, but ghosts from the node
flickered in her head and overlaid themselves on the hands. She shoved them away harshly. She
stretched—she reached—shetried to fed only Nitpicker, but something interfered

It was the beginning of unconsciousness.

Aniciness struck for the firgt time through the waters of the lake. Desperate for speed, TS areached out



to the cub and sucked up the strength he projected, but that was amistake. In her haste, she shot past
the woman below before she felt the changein the biofidd'sintensity. She twisted, sculled, and flipped
around, stroking back aong the bottom. Thistime, she went more dowly, her hands outstretched and
searching above the dudge.

She could fed Nitpicker's panic grow asthefirst drowning blackness faded and the colors began to burst
behind her eyes. Exhaugtion clung to Tsaslegs, but asthe mud churned before her, Tsaredized that she
sensed not her own ache but the other woman's body. The weight—the fear... Nitpicker was pinnedin
the mud.

Tsastruck out widely, sweeping to reach asfar as she could. Weeds, silt, asubmerged snag... Thena
hand that hit, then |latched on to her arm like atalon, cutting deep in her flesh. Shelet hersdlf bedrawnin,
needing to be closer to get Wren'senbeein place.

But Nitpicker's hand tangled in Taa's shirt, and savagely, with al her desperate strength, she jerked Tsia
close and struck unerring at her throat. Cold, sted-like fingers squeezed. In-stinctively, TSajerked her
chin down. The bone of her jaw jammed against the fingersthat tried to crush her larynx. Her hands pried
frantically at Nitpicker'sfingers, pams, thumbs. Her flesh tore. Cat feet clawed with hers againgt the
other woman's arms. Something snarled in her ears, and she could not tell if it was hersdlf or thedinin her
biogate that deafened her to her pain. Franticaly, she groped for the other woman's face. She punched,
then clawed to loosen the pilot's grip. Clumsily, again and again she struck out, the extra enbee closed
heedlesdy in onefist. She twisted and wrenched until, in a panic, she jammed the enbee in Nitpicker's
nodrils.

It was not a clean shot; only one of the tapers was up Nitpicker's nose. But the woman's hold froze
ingtantly, then re-leased. Tsawrenched away, kicking up more silt and mud. Her mouth seemed filled
with the grit. She gasped and took in warter, gagged and coughed and doubled over, convulsing with the
effort of breathing when her throat felt torn and collapsed.

The heightened tension radiated up like steam. The panic in the other woman'sfield was hot. But now,
Tsasown heart-beat pounded heavily in the water, and her breathing was harsh through nogtrils that
tried to gasp through the thin breaths of her enbee. The ghosts of the node weren't solid, but the
medlines—the only part of the node still active—automaticaly took over. Electrochemica signals poured
into her brain. Pro-teinsthat coded for clotting genes. Tissue regeneration... Nerves. The subconscious
part of her brain whirled while TS atried to breathe.

Then, cautioudy, she swam back down to the bottom. War-ily, she reached out among the mud-buried
weeds. She touched a shoulder, and the body beneath her jerked. She could fed the sudden spurt of
fear, of panic. She was cornered—

Immediately, TSawithdrew. Then, kicking dowly to keep her position, she forced hersdlf to extend.

Mud shifted on the bottom; Nitpicker's biofield surged with controlled terror. Tsiatouched the woman's
arm and | eft her hand there so the pilot could fed who it was. The other woman's hand closed over hers
and gripped it tightly, then moved up her arm to her face. Tsaalowed her hand to fedl. She squeezed the
pilot's bicep in pattern, finning quickly.

Her hands found the muddlide that had engulfed the wom-an'slegs, and as TSadug her handsintoiit to
see how solidly the pilot was trapped, it shifted like sand, surging forward an-other quarter meter and
flooding up to thewoman'swaist. Nitpicker's hands dug into Tsasarms. TSafdt her heart be-ginto
pound again in her throat. A white line of rock twisted in her sight. A linethat sank inthedoughin
permanent me-morid. And Tucker, with that safety one cutting through the surging sea... Daya, she
whispered in her mind. Not another one, she begged.



How long had they been under? How long would the enbees last? She forced hersdlf to think, then
tapped her fingers againgt the pilot's hand. She repeated the finning, as the other woman did not
immediately respond. She could fed the ten-son rising in the pilot's body with the message. Findly,
Nitpicker finned back in agreement, and Tsa opened her gate.

Shadow forms of fish and snails played at the edges of her mind. Freshwater cel phs floated past. She
could sense the mud worms, benign and hungry, tunneling toward the looser silt. There was a pressure
againg theinsde of her skull—a cacoph-onous resonance built out of energy itsdf. And within that din
was one she knew well—and hated.

She cdlled it. Found its resonance through her gate and matched it with a projection of her own. Food,
she sent. Flesh cold and ripe for eating. Within seconds, a shadow grew around her. Something brushed
her arm. Nitpicker's hand clenched suddenly on her own, and she knew the woman had been touched by
aned.

Tsafed the force of her welcome into her biogate. With al her focus, she called out a cold, dead image
and spread it in the water. Spread the sense of it down in the mud. The water stirred around her, and she
tried to hold her position as the cur-rents began to swirl. The pilot's grasp hauled her back and tapped
out an urgent message. Tsafinned back a steady re-sponse, but as she did, adick body did aong her
sde. Nitpicker's fingersthreatened to dig al the way through Tsas hand. The edls swirled around
Nitpicker's head, and Tsaforced the woman to bend her armsto protect her face and neck.

One ed made adive for the mud. It could sense the warmth of thewoman'slegs, and it hesitated. But it
was hungry, and Tsa projected food and chilled fish flesh. It made one pass, ig-noring the woman's
exposed torso and arms; its prey was a bottom fish, flat and streaked with tapered gray-green stripes. It
wanted buried meat—cold meat—not the warmth of ahu-man body.

As Nitpicker'sgrip grew tighter and tighter, TSaredlized that the other woman did not know the edls
could sense the movement of her legsin the mud. She finned another message to the pilot, and the
woman forced hersdlf to hold till. Like pigment, the shadow of the edlsthickened. Thepilot'sarms,
twined around her head to protect her face and neck from the edls, left her only her handsto clutch at
Tsa Each timethe eds stroked dong the woman's skin, she whimpered into the water. Each time they
wrapped around her head, shejerked. Their flickering shadows darted in Tsias head, back and forth,
likefaint, maevolent lights. Shetightened her grip on the woman. Any minute now, they would begin to
tear at the mud. Any second now...

Something barreled clumsily into Tsia, and she dammed for-ward over the pilot. A rough hand grabbed
at her arm and yanked her hard away. She struck out wildly to reject the man who dragged her up, then
redized that it was Bowdie who had hold of her. Ingtantly, she dug her fingersinto hisbicep, fin-ning to
stop him with her message. He froze, then pressed close beside her. A quick return fin—he
acknowledged her response—and together, their hips brushing as they stroked, and her shoulders
clumgly scraping dong hisribs, Taajack-knifed them back through the blackness.

The mud had shifted up another handspan, and Nitpicker was bent and buried to her waist. Her arms
were clear, but her shouldersrigid; her gray hair floated from between the flesh of her arms. Tsa
projected the image of fish in the mud, and sud-denly, asif they understood at last, the edl's responded
with shocking intensity. A single edl struck down. Like a shot, the second, and then the others drove
down. Mud did and flowed. Nitpicker seemed to cry out in the water. Sudge flowed up into the lake as
if huge spoons dug into the dide and cast the mud away. Tsiaand Bowdie grabbed Nitpicker by her
arms. Bowdie started to kick hard, pulling up with brute strength, but Tsawaited. The eddswere Striking
now like lances. Nitpicker's body jerked with each hit. But she loosened. Tsafdt the give and shouted.
Water and silt rushed into her mouth. Hard—she kicked as hard as she could. She split the water with



theforce of her legs.

A dow release; adoppy, spucking sound... The woman's body did free while the edl's attacked violently
the soft hole she left behind. The pilot kept her hands over her head. Her entire body shuddered. Kicking
and struggling, thetrio rose like gas bubbles toward the surface, and asthey hit thefirst cold clime,
Nitpicker began to kick with them. Tsadid not let go of the woman's jacket. The pilot's legs were wesak,
and the chill in Tsas bones did not seem to be from hersdlf, but from Van'a.

Up, up and toward the wind. Up through blackness, through the grime of the ssorm-torn lake. They hit
the surface as sud-denly as Tsia had reached it before, and Nitpicker struck free of them, gasping asthe
air stung and whipped her face. And then they bobbed in the flattened waves and sucked the air that was
shoved down their throats with the wind.

11

For amoment, Tsiahung on the surface, ignoring the dap of the lake. Beside her, Bowdie trod water
with difficulty. His pocked face was red, and his breathing rough. She could fed an odd tensionin his
body, and took amoment to redlize that it was fear—his discomfort in the water. He hated it, she
real-ized. His brown eyes peered down asif he expected the eds to follow them up, and the emotion that
flooded their depths was countered only by his hatred of the lake.

"All right?" she managed, looking at Nitpicker. Her voice was harsh—more like acroak. Her throat still
felt crushed.

The pilot nodded. She did not try to speak. Sluggishly, she hauled her arms through the water. She il
wore her blunter, and the deeves dapped heavily with the two strokes she man-aged before the water
pushed her under. Bowdie hauled her up and dunked himself in the doing; the two meres kicked for a
moment to catch their breath.

"Give meyour jacket," TSasaid to the pilot. She caught at the collar and held Nitpicker up as the woman
struggled out of it. TSatook a second to roll the fabric up; she sank before she got it in atight bundle.
Then shetucked it in the crook of her arm and followed the other meresin a gtilted sidestroke. She quit
amost immediately; as soon as she turned her face to the lake, the water dammed down her throat
without stopping. The low growl! of the wind was almost asloud as the sounds of the cougarsin Tsas
head. "Daya-damned yazawind," she muttered. She choked on water, and closed her mouth with a

Ep.

She shoved the blunter bundle ahead of her with her chin, while her arms kept her body afloat. The
water's chill seemed to intengify as her adrenaline subsided. The lake tasted flat af-ter the salt of the sea,
and the green scent of algae deadened itsflavor. She stared doggedly in the direction of the shore. How
could it take so long to swim so short a distance? She could barely see Nitpicker and Bowdie; the clouds
cut so much light from the sky that the pilot's gray-streaked hair was dmogt invisible againgt the surface.
The brown hair of the other mere was no more than a glistening shadow. It took TSaamoment to redize
that thewind was circling a the end of the lake, pushing her dong the shore instead of directly toward it.
She had fought it before; thistime she wastoo tired.

Even though her muscles were moving, and she was sweet-ing as she swam, she seemed to have no
warmth in her bones. There was no semblance of color Ieft in her face; the wind that whipped the water
over her head stripped even that from her skin. In her head, Ruka growled and curled againgt her skull.
The cat seemed closer than he had a moment before, and Tsia opened her biogate further and searched
for the sense of the cat. Wet fur seemed to scrape and catch on her skin; her earstwitched in the water.
And then Tsafdt buoyed up by awarmth that soread from her belly dong the insgde of her arms.



It was energy. Heat through her biogate—sent by the cougar to ease her chill. She dmost stopped
swimming. Ruka? she asked in her mind. The cub's only answer was agrowl.

Ahead in the water, Bowdie stopped, and Tsia caught up with difficulty. "Okay?" she asked.

Bowdie tried to nod, opened his mouth to answer, but choked on the lake instead. Tsianodded toward
the bedraggled woods where Ruka hid in the brush. 1t was a hundred meters past the point where the
other mereswaited. "Weve been fighting a surface current. Just stay afloat and kick in that di-rection.”
She pointed. "Wind will push usashore.”

He didn't bother to nod. Instead, he turned and kicked clum-sily with the wind. Nitpicker followed him
doggedly in, thethin line of her dart gun waving aong the surface like atiny black scanpole. TSatrailed
behind.

On the bank, three of the meres began jogging to meet them around the eddy. By the time Bowdie swam
into the shalows, al three were back in the water, wading out wai st-deep on the rock ledges that ran
beneath the surface. Bowdie stood up be-fore Kurvan could help him, and the lake water ran off his
bowed legs like waterfalls. He took a step, dipped, and went under. A second later, he broke the
surface again. Painfully, he got to hisfeet, pulling Nitpicker up onto the rock with him. With Striker
supporting Nitpicker on the other side, the four waded out of the water.

Wren waited for Tsiawhile the others staggered to the shel-ter of the trees. She swam in until her knee
stubbed painfully against rock dmost the same moment her fingernails jammed into the rough stone.
Wren offered her aclublike hand, and shetook it gratefully. "I'm al right," she said hoarsdly. She hauled
Nitpicker's blunter from the water and gave it to Wren in trade for her own. Quickly, she shrugged into
the deeves and wrapped her arms around her waist. The wind had dapped the cold back into her bones
the minute she rose from the surface.

Wren gripped her arm. "Doetzier found an overhang be-tween two lava bombs. We can shelter theretill
we figure out what werre going to do.”

She nodded without spesking and staggered clumdlly after him. Her numb feet seemed to hit every
ragged bump and crack beneath the water, and she wondered that Wren didn't feel them through his
boots. Lake grit dried across her cheek, and she peeled the enbee from her face to sedl it in her har-ness.
A few moments later, her feet hit the lake bank, and she trudged, then forced hersdlf to jog behind Wren.
As she reached the trees, she stepped on a sharp, hidden stick. She swore quietly, and put her foot
down directly on another. "Daya-damned digger dung,” she cursed.

Wren glanced back at her mincing run, then pointed toward the bank where he had originaly waited.
"Y our boots are back there. | only brought the blunter.”

She nodded and limped after him until the sharpness of the bruise subsided. The cold mud squel ched
beneath her toes, but she seemed oddly immune to the storm. Was she so numb she could no longer fed
the chill? The wind gusted and drove a thin sheet of rain acrossthe lake, and shefdt it ruffle her fur. She
stopped midstep. Her lipsraised in asilent snarl.

Shewas il taking her body heat from the cub. Through the gate.

Thistime, the chill that crawled through her boneswas redl. When Rukafirst gave her heat, she had not
thought beyond the gratitude that the chill was no longer adanger. But now—she accepted the heet asif
itwasinginctud. Asif it wasal right to take thisfrom the cub.

She stared toward the brush where the cougar crouched. This was not the same as touching an adult



cat's mind. No full-grown tam had ever given her an energy that she took in as her own. No watercat had
ever quenched her thirst by men-tal thought. What Ruka was doing—was it norma? Or wasit asign that
Tsahad stepped beyond the law of the Landing Pact? Contact when the cats requested it—that was
accepted by any guide. But to take from the cats automatically—and to take hedt, to take energy itsdlf ...
If the cub responded like thisto her unspoken needs, what would he do if she acciden-tally projected a
need for action?

She had to force hersdlf to move forward when Wren glanced back with afrown. But aflash of tawny
skin melted into the shrubs beside her. "Go back to the beach,” she whis-pered. "East. Go east. Y ou can
find your family if you hurry." Ddliberately, sheturned her back. You can't stay with me. She sent the
message through her gate as strongly as she could cre-ate theimages. / don't want you here.

The scent of mud seemed suddenly sharp, and she closed her gate abruptly. "No," she snapped. She was
not aware she had spoken out loud until Wren turned back.

"What isit?" he shouted over the wind.

She shrugged, unable to answer.

He came closer and studied her expression with narrowed eyes. "What do you fedl?" he repested.
Her teeth, when she looked up, were clenched. "The cub.”

Wren regarded her for along moment, hisflat, gray eyes un-readable. "Following?'

She jerked anod.

Hewatched her for amoment. Then he turned and contin-ued thoughtfully toward the shelter.

Ruka dunk through the forest to her right The cord between them almost choked her when shetried to
sngp it off at the biogate. Blankly, she ssumbled after Wren. How could she have let her gate grow so
strong? Only once before had she fdt thiskind of immersion in the senses of the cats, and that was when
she had first become a guide—when she hadn't even known control. What was her excuse thistime?

Wren waited while she stopped to pull on her bootsin aheavy wash of rain. Therain wasnot dive
except with phys-ical power, but her biogate seethed with the force of life around her. Rukablinded her;
Wren'svoice echoed. The Land-ing Pact... The past... Thelaw. But she had caled the cub for help
here—now—and that in itself was acrime. She stared up &t the black and waving arms of the Rushing
Forest. Thetreesthat had taught her sister how to dance over twenty years ago now reached for the sky
like abandoned dreams. Like lives|eft behind. Like hands. She choked on her guilt and stiffly fol-lowed
Wren to the cave.

Bowdie waited for them at the edge of an overhang where two lava bombs crushed together and formed
arough cave. Tsagtarted to duck under the boulder, but Bowdie eyed her strangely. He seemed to see
right through her—to the ghoststhat lay in her past. For amoment, al she could do was stare back. Then
she shivered and pushed her way by him.

Wren paused outside and dug in his pocket for asedled packet of seeds. He spilled someinto Bowdie's
large hands and popped afew in his own thin-lipped mouth. He spoke to the other merein alow voice,
and Tsiacould not hear him. Shewrinkled her nose and wrapped her arms more tightly around her body.
Wren knew she hated that odor; he could have stood downwind.

Theinsde of the hollowed areawas wider than it appeared. Striker, who was seated on acrumbled
protrusion, moved over to make room for TSia, but neither woman stretched out her legs. Instead, they



huddled for warmth. Striker'sthick braid <till dripped water, which ran down her back in askinny,
twisted stream. On the far Side of the cave, Nitpicker leaned againgt the rough wall with Doetzier and
Kurvan beside her. Her trousers and the lower end of her shirt were torn with adozen smal holes. Her
shoulders were bowed, asif shewerein pain, but Tsacould dmost smell something stronger through the
hel ghtened senses of her biogate; and what she smelled wasfear.

Tsawatched Nitpicker closely. Wariness she had felt before, and even fear in the pil ot—when the dart
ships whipped by the Nitpicker's fibergun had been discharged so she couldn't fire back... When the
nessies had dmost crushed the pilot thetime shefell in the pod. .. When the woman had faced down that
laze, and the wegpon misfired instead of burning out her heart... But fee—now? In the safety of the
cave? In her head, the cougar padded closer, and she felt her hands clench tightly.

East, she muttered in her head, to the cat paws that an-swered her thought. Go east.
Striker glanced at her face. "Y ou okay?' she murmured.

Shejerked her head up. "Of course," she returned sharply.

Kurvan caught Striker's expression. "Y our neck," he said to Tsa. "What happened?”

Something in Nitpicker's eyesflickered. Tsadtilled. There was no tightening of muscles—nothing she
could discern with her eyes... No one ese reacted; but in her head, the cub snarled, and Tsias scalp hair
prickled. "Got jammed in the cabin,” she said dowly. She didn't look at the pilot. "In atorn piece of
webhbing. Just about jerked my own neck off to get free"

Kurvan studied her for amoment, then dug in Wren's pack for the med gear. Automated for almost any
kind of injury, the scametook only amoment to set up. He held up its attach-ments with aquestion in his
eyes. She nodded dowly.

Tilting back her head, she gave him room to work on her neck. Asthe scamefields swept over her flesh,
the medlines automatically dulled the sensation. When Kurvan sat back, he looked satisfied. "Ther€ll ill
be some swelling, but that should do it except for asave." He pulled out atube and tossed it to TS he
left her to rub that on hersalf while he be-gan to repack the scame.

Tsaunsed ed the tube and wrinkled her nose. From the damp dirt beneath the rocks she sat on, from
Nitpicker's open wounds, from the «alve itsal f—scents seemed to grow in strength. Ruka padded closer;
Tsasnodrilsflared. There was an dmost acrid odor that reminded her of something like Wren's nolo
seeds. The hairs on her neck prickled again. She fingered the tube absently, then tossed it back to
Kurvan.

He caught it with adap. "Could get infected later,” he said mildly.
She shrugged.

Striker barely opened her eyes. "No microbe would dare dig into aguide's flesh or bone. Y ou know
what they say: Y ou can't kill aguide 'lessyou get one through his gate.”

" 'Sightless without the biogate, and blinded when they useit,' " murmured Doetzier. He pulled his
darkeye case from adot in hisweapons harness, gave Tsaaglance, then neatly did the darkeyesinto
first one, then the other brown eye. The contacts turned hisirises completely black, and he blinked twice
to center them. Expressonlesdy, hereturned Tdas gaze.

Tsahid ashiver. The darkeyes the other meres used, which made motion and contrast so clear, made a
guide claustropho-bic. Without her link to the cats, which sharpened her vision of movement, she could



never have worked aswell as she did with the meres. Her night sight was only half asgood asvison
through the darkeyes. She eyed the other two packsin the cave. "Did we lose the rest of the gear?' she
asked.

Striker grunted affirmation.

Doetzier eyed Nitpicker as she pulled the skin grafts from the medkit beside her. "What happened down
there?' he asked quietly. "Wren said Feather came back for his enbee, then he sent Bowdieto help.”

Nitpicker shrugged. "1 got tangled in the dide. Lost my enbee. Mud kept coming. Feether called the edls
to digmeout.” Gingerly she unsedled her trousers from her boots.

Doetzier eyed TSa speculatively. "I thought edswere car-nivorous.”

Nitpicker rolled her trousers above the first bite mark. "They are."” She glanced over a the other mere.
"Toss me that scame, would you? And get me some seam-sedler.”

Doetzier complied. Tsa, unable to meet Nitpicker's eyes, got to her feet and pulled her blunter close
around her body. When she stepped out from under the overhang, Wren and Bowdie made room for her
beneath their rock. Behind her, Doetzier watched her retreat with thoughtful eyes.

"Nicejob, getting 'Picker out,” Bowdie murmured.
"Thanks"

"Thought she was agoner when | first came down. Those eds were so thick on the scanner that | could
hardly tell you werein themidst of themdl.”

"Thought you were an ed yoursdf, the way you laiched on to my arm.”

He shrugged. " 'Picker wasin trouble, and | didn't know what you were doing. Good thing you're afast
firmer."

"Good thing you read it asfast as| send.”

They fdl slent, but TSaregarded Bowdiewarily. Therewas sill atensonin hisbiofield, and it grew
when shewas near him. Did he think she had shoved the pilot in the mud herself? There had been
someone el se there—before she went back for the pilot. A presence she had not read in her panic with
the mud. And Nitpicker was now as tense asthe man...

To the north, Ruka picked up her restlessness and reflected it back through the gate. The tautness of the
bond between them stretched like the muscles of Nitpicker's shoulders, and Tsashivered. Then thewind
ruffled Ruka's wet fur, and she redlized that the knot in her ssomach was partly from the achein the belly
of the cougar.

"Go away," she breathed to the cub. "Go hunt if you're hun-gry. Don't knot up my guts with your need.”

Y et he crouched and waited, asif shewould bring him hismest. "East," she said impatiently. "Go toward
the coast. The beach. The smell of sdlt. Y our family waitsfor you there.”

Wren glanced up as her lips moved, and she caught hislook. Without speaking further, she stepped out
from under the rock and tilted her face to the sky. Overhead, the purple-gray clouds streaked acrossin a
boiling, seething mass. Like horsesthat churned up the sky, they raced from behind the treesto the
rain-smashed tops of the hills. With mindless speed, they tore each other apart.



Bowdie gazed out at the lake, his brown eyes shuttered. His thick brown hair dripped onto his eyebrows
with rain, and he raised his hand to wipe it across hisforehead. "L ot of rain for asingle sorm.” He spat
his last seed and glanced again at T9a "Thought it was going to get tough down there. Thought Van'el
was agoner." He turned and moved back in the cave.

Tsaglanced at Wren. The rushing sound in the wet leaves made aroar like the catsin the back of her
mind. Tiny hot pointsthat rumbled in her head... That waswhat Bowdiefdt like—tiny sparks of light
that sharpened when she used her biogate like a scan. Tsadrew in abreath and let it out so that the
biofiel ds were subdued, and only the sense of Ruka re-mained strongly in her thoughts.

She hesitated, then said quietly, "The cub isn't leaving me."

Wren chewed for amoment without spesking. Findly, he said, "Saw it in thelake. He swamin, then
went right back out again.” He spat a seed to the side. "Y ou called him?"

"He came back for me. HE'sthere now, to the right.”

"Does he know he's pushing you to work against the Land-ing Pact?"

She shook her head. "I think he'stoo young to read that from the minds of the other felines.”
"Thought the knowledge was coded into his genes—into hismemories.”

"Itis, but he's aso probably too young to trigger that part of hisbrain. When he goes back, his mother
will teach him be-fore they grow apart.”

"Evenif he doesn't know the Pact yet, seems like he ought to want to get back to his mother, rather than
hang around on your human hedls, squatting in the mud." He popped another seed in hismouth. "He
ought to at least want out of therain.”

She stared back at the treeswhere Ruka's tawny form flick-ered briefly between the trunks. "Cougars
don't care much about wegather," she said dowly. "They'll hunt in rain or degt—they'll track an ek
through a snowstorm. Not much seemsto bother them. That's why they made such good scoutsfor the
First Droppers. They can live amost anywhere, eat d-most anything. They aren't so smdll that they
become a prey species, and they aren't so big that they can't hunt enough food from among the rats and
reavers.

"And he's not hungry now?"

"He'shungry, but he's... linked with me. He doesn't want to leave.”

"Linked?" Wren's voice was suddenly sharp.

Stffly, she nodded. "They're more open to it when they're young. It's part of their socidization.”
Wren gave her asober look. "Y ou're playing adangerous game, Feather."

"It'snot asif | have achoice. The Landing Pact—"

"The Landing Pact may be law, but even it haslimits. And the guide guild has aslong an arm asthellifers,
when they were in power. The guides watch the felines asif they them-saves were hunters. Y ou're not
truly safe, even here with the meres. Remember that.”

"I'm aware of my pogtion, Wren'."



"Areyou? The guides—they know you have ten years ex-perience; the mere guild lists you with thirty. A
new ID dot; ahistory that's not yours—so far, the guides have never looked beyond the ratingsto find
you, but that 'so far' is as much pro-tection asyou'll ever have—unless you make aded with the
Shidds”

"Sure," sheretorted. "And what have | ever had that they want? I'm aguide, not aguilder. I've got
nothing but my past and a cougar dogging my hedls. I'm not trained to follow ablackjack thread. | don't
know any dien zeks. I'm the one on the grayscale, Wren. Hell, why don't | just cdl them myself and
show them just how badly I've broken the Pact?"

"You might aswell," he snapped back. "Running scared of your demons—that's the fastest way thereis
to lose your grip.”

Her lipstightened. "And you're not afraid of your past? Of your demons?’

"Afraid? No." Hisvoice wasflat. "They don't own me. Not like you: you're letting your fear move you
without direction.”

She amiled bitterly. "The mere guild gives me direction with every contract And it isthey, not my demons,
who own me, Wren—asmuch as| alow it." She stared out at the lake. It looked like a piece of sky,
falen between the hills and trapped by the wind in the valley. She rubbed at her wrists again, chaf-ing the
skin on the cuff of her blunter. "The meres—-they own my future, too," she said, more to hersdf than
Wren. "But only because | haven't figured out how to get it back for mysdlf.”

His cold eyesflicked to the set of her face. "Y ou tried for twenty yearsto fit the mold of the guides, and it
got you only chains." He motioned with his chin at her wrists. She stilled her hands abruptly. "Y ou try
now to fit the mold of amere, and your inner sdif fights that as much as you deliberately guide us. Look at
you. Y ou hide your wildnessin motion— constant motion. Y ou dancein every firepit you see. Hell,
Feether, you dance in the wind when there aren't any flamesfor the oils of your skin. | ook at you and all
| can seeisthat your biogate is aways open now.” He nodded at her automatic denid. "The cats—they
moveinyour mind. | can seeit, Feather—in your eyes, in the movements of your body." He spat a seed
over thelip of thetrail and watched it whipped away by thewind. "Y ou can't dways hidein action,
Tsaguide. You runtoo far forward before your past steadies up, and you fal off the edge of your life.”
The stillness of his ex-pression seemed somehow brutal on hisbirdlike face. "If you're not more careful,
someday you'll wake up with your demons staring you in the face.”

"l wish they would," she whispered. Demons, dreams, and memories... There were peoplein her past. A
sister who had fled to the cold depths of space. An old friend, lost to the tradelanes... There werethe
cats around her, forbidden to her by the guides whom she defied with every breath. She clenched her
fistsingde her blunter and stared up at the sky, ignoring the rain on her face.

Wren followed her gaze. His voice was quiet. "Y ou think about the things you've logt. Y ou hang on to
your memories like atiny spider, tugging on awind-torn web."

Her eyesweretight with pain. "What elsedo | have?'

"Y ou have nothing." Hisvoice wasflat and abrupt. "Noth-ing," he repeated harshly, "that you don't make
for yoursdlf. Y ou made your pagt, but no one else's. Take your sister: you hang on to her asthough you
could fix her life, but you didn't make her problems. Y our problems are here—now—in getting usto the
freepick stake. In dealing with that cub. Y our sister's problems—they're not yours, but hers, to solve—"

"No, Wren—" Tgacut in. "Were family. Her problems are as much mine as hers. She didn't ask to be
caught by whatever or whoever trapped her. And somehow, she was persuaded to give up everything



that had ever been important to her." She shook her head. "Every com we had, there was denid in her
voice of what shewas doing to hersdlf. | could hear it. Fed it in every word she spoke.”

"' She abandoned you. Y ou owe her nothing."

"Y ou've never spoken of your own family, Wren," shere-torted. "What isit you rgject in them?"

"| gavethem up along time ago.”

"l gave up my past, my guild, and my life," she said softly. "I refuse to do the same with my family.”

Wren glanced over his shoulder to seeif Nitpicker wasfin-ished sedling the holesin her trousers, then
gpat hislast seed. "Seems asif, with your gate and dl, you'd be able to tell just how strong your sister's
rgectionis Just how futileitistofight it."

"l cantdl,"” Her voice was low. "Sometimes, | can dmost fed her. Asif she were close enough to touch.
Asif, werel to scream her name loudly enough, she would answer through thewind.”

Wren glanced at her face. He could dmost see her stretch through her gate. See the animal snarl that
shaped itsdf on her lips. " 'Otiger'sheart, " he murmured, " ‘wrapped inawom-an'shide." "

Slowly, sheturned to face him. One hand rose to his chest, her fingers curled like aclaw. Sherested it on
his sternum till she felt the cold power of hisbiofield like the rain that dashed her skin. Sowly, her eyes
cleared of the glintsthat sparked in their dark blue depths. She said nothing, but when he turned to go
back to the cave, she followed without aword.
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"The freepick stakeisjust over theridge," Striker said to Kurvan as Tsia stepped back in the cave. "Why
not hikeit?'

Kurvan frowned. "We lost every scanner but the one Bowdie was carrying on his harness. How do you
expect to pick up atrail? The node's sill down, so we can't call up amap overlay. And with this storm,
it'snot asif the paths are clearly marked.”

Striker pointed at Tsawith her sharp chin. "Weve got aguide. That's part of what we pay her
for—pathfmding. Y ou got a guess, Feather? About how far it isto the freepick stake on foot?”

"Asthe crow flies, about twenty kilometers," Tsaforced hersdlf to respond. Thirty-eight to fifty by trail.”
"It'sonly midmorning now," Striker said. ""We could make the stake by tomorrow's dawn.”

Nitpicker got gingerly to her feet, wincing as the movement pulled on the fresh skin grafts. "Therés more
than onetral?'

"Five" T9areturned. "Three will be impassable—there's been sx solid days of rain—and most of the
cable bridgeswill be under water, if they haven't been torn away by snags.”

"Y ou've hiked these trails yourself?'Y ou know them in storm conditions?"

She gavethe pilot afant, twisted smile. "Daya has dways damned the foolswho hiketrailslikethesein
gorms.”

Doetzier gave her a speculative look. "Not that you haven't doneit yourself?'



Tsashrugged. "Fifteen, Sixteen years ago, | spent afew months out here, working with afriend. I know
three of thetrailsin thisareawdll; onetrail somewhat, and thefifth trail | crossed only once."

"Fifteen yearsisalot of timefor change," he remarked.

"I ran each of those main trails over adozen times. Mud can't hide my landmarks.”
" 'Brush grows and snags burn, but the peaks remain the same," " quoted Striker.
Doetzier regarded TSacurioudy. "Why run atral so many times?’

"I had a Gea contract to track the shaper swarms as they came across the ridges.”

Bowdieraised his brown eyebrows. "1've been on thisworld two years now and I've never seen any
chameleons, let done a shaper.”

"A merewho seesa shaper isin aworld of hurt,” Wren commented. "Better to keep your eyes closed
and missthem by amile”

Tsanodded. "If you're not out in the right weether, it's not likely you'll see them unlessthey're attacking
for food, or you'rein the path of aswarm. Remember when SarabCo came out with their new
e-wraps—the kind we use now for camo? Power and sensor strips sawn in; configuration threads,
blunter fabric... Lots of advertisement—new technologies, new matteriads. People here on Rishmusjust
shook their heads. An e-wrap that changed shape, not just color, to match your ter-rain? Shapers have
been doing that kind of camouflage for millennia” She glanced outside a therain. "In thiswesether, they!ll
be hungry. Y ou'll probably stumble over afew onthe way."

"Just what welike," Striker muttered. "'V enomous scenery.”
Doetzier sudied Tsacarefully. "What do we look for?!

"Nothing." She shrugged at his expression. "Y our darkeyeswon't help you find them; shapers don't
radiate much body hesat, and they won't movetill they're ready to attack. They have alayer of fatty flesh
and muscle across their backs which they can reshape into ahundred positions. Rocks, ledf piles,
roots—they can imitate just about anything. And you think your e-wrap is quick to configure? Y ou
should see a shaper swarm. Y ou look at the ground and think you're staring at the wind shadows moving
in the roots, but you could be watching amess of shapers dide around the base of atree.”

"They are venomous, aren't they?' Striker persisted.

Tsanodded. "Like old Earth snakes. The proteinsin their venom do some of the digesting for
them—break down cell membranes, liquefy your veins, ferment tissues... Basically soften up the meat so
that they canfit it between their lipsand into their gullet sacs.” Unconscioudy, she rubbed the back of one
hand. "Theré's a neurotoxin, too. One bite and you get tin-gly in seconds, then numb. Y our chest feels
compressed. Y our heartbeat drops. Y ou can't breathe. Y our heart dows some moretill you go
comatose and the blood-breaker proteins can go to work. It'skind of like adow suffocation.”

"Huh," Bowdie sad. "Medlines can image down an anti-venom as easly asanything dse.”

Tsashook her head. " Antivenoms are complex molecules. It takestime for your body to make them,
even with direct chem-ical ingtructionsto your brain. And once the body's nervous system is dowed, it
can't process enough signasfast enough to get itsdlf going again without help.”

Doetzier watched the way she rubbed the back of one hand. The hollows under his eyes made him look



ghostly in the dark-ness of the overhang, and Tsawondered at the surge of fo-cused interest she could
fed. The expectancy—the anticipation or eagerness—she was not sure that came from Doetzier at al.
His energy—the flecks of light in his biofiedd—was steady and dmost distant, asif he were holding
himsdf behind awall. She had to stop herself from reaching out to touch him as he asked, ™Y ou ever
been bit?'

She glanced down and stilled her hands. "By a spiker," she answered dowly, "the shaper's cousin—once.
On the hand. Friend of mine dared meto catch one.”

"And you just couldn't resst.”
She shrugged. "I won the dare.”

He grinned in spite of himself, but the expression did not reach his eyes. "Can't have been very old if you
did something like that."

"l wasedeven," she admitted. "No temple linkstill you're twenty-one—till you learn to control your
imaging patterns, you know—and we had lost our cornsin the swamp. Jak had to sprint through mud
and then a bristlebrush meadow to bring my parents hometo treat me. Saved my life."

Striker snorted. "Jeopardized it first, if he challenged you to catch a shaper.”
"Spiker," Tsacorrected.

Nitpicker resedled her trousersto her boots and sscomped to check the sedls. "Are you done with the
lecture, Feather, so we can get back to work?"

Tsadilled. She eyed the other woman carefully. "What trail do you want to take?'
"What's your recommendation?'

The pilot'stone was curt, not impolite, but Tsacould till seethe tenson in thewoman's shoulders. "The
trail south of hereiscdled Derzat,” she said dowly. "It's dippery and steep, but flattens out in the middle
around the lakes and meadows. Drops off above the fregpick stake in afast, straight-up-and-down trail.”

Bowdie groaned.

"It'sdoable" she said sharply. "Even in thiswesther. The other trail—Tabletop—runs dong the lower,
flattop hillsand in and out of adozen box canyons. | ran Tabletop twenty times or more, in al weether
conditions, and | can tell you that, in thiswesther, it will be completely flooded. Derzat's tougher but
more direct. Would save us eight kilometers and a heck of alot of wading.”

"Then well take Derzat," Nitpicker said.

Kurvan hoisted his pack to his back, and Tsamotioned at his bag. "What kind of weight do we haveto
port?'

Nitpicker looked at her without expression. Her voice was curioudy flat when she answered, "About half
what we started with. We lost four packs with the skimmer: Bowdi€'s, yours,

Striker's, and mine. Bowdie had the antigrav units and half of the scanners. Y ou had the rest of the
scanners and the extragta-bilizer for the configuration gear. Striker carried hdf of that config
gear—Doetzier ill hasthe other half—and | carried half the source gear for setting up the scannet at the
freepick stake." She spat to the side. "Ironically, the two thingswe didn't |ose were the two things that



were heaviest—the config gear and the breaker."

Doetzier glanced at the status flap on his own gear. "Why the concern about weight?' he asked. "Weve
got antigravs and stabilizers. We could load up even more if we had to.”

Tsashook her head. "Antigrav offsets only part of the weight of your gear. Y ou ever hiked in agae?’
she asked Doetzier. "Or afull-fledged ssorm?"

"I'm askyside mere, not adogger. I've swung through over sixty aien ships, but thisisonly my third
landside contract.”

She studied him for amoment. A skyside mere with histechnicd rating usualy worked salvage jobs or
st up ingalations with high-profile gear. A defense setup for afreepick stake seemed trivia for aman
with his experience. Unless he was going to stay at the stake and program the chips himself. Her gaze
sharpened without her awareness, and Doetzier's un-readable eyes hid the cold speculation shefdt in his
field. She opened her gate more widdly. His biofield was ill flecked with color, asif he had dots of
sharp energy attached to his own well-centered fidd. They were different somehow, from his other
energy—likeraindropsin the dust.

"Landside sorm winds are gusty and unpredictable,” she said findly. "They act like sabilizerson the
blink. Jerk your pack around like astrong man learning to swing dance in zero gee." She glanced at the
powerflap of hispack. "If your stabi-lizers and antigravs aren't already on high, you'd better set them
there before you leave this overhang. Y ou'll need dl the help you can get to stay on thetrail inthis" She
looked at Kurvan. "What gear are you carrying? The breaker?'

He shook hishead. "I've got the other half of the source gear—for setting up a scannet into which | can
dart building webs" He jerked his head & the other mere. "Doetzier has the haf of the configuration gear
that didn't snk—for rafts, biv-ouacs, shelters, whatever. Wren bears the bresker.”

Tsaturned to Nitpicker. "We should consider leaving some gear behind, cached herein the cave.
Maybe not the breaker-prototypes are always expensive—but at least the config gear. The biochips
aren't due for amonth—there's plenty of time to come back tomorrow in one of the freepick shipsand
pick it up. Maybe even raise the skimmer out of the mud—"

Her voice cut off. A resurge of tenson struck through her biogate like an arrow. Ts9acould smell the
swest odorsin the cave asif her own sense of smell were heightened. Through her gate, the cub seemed
to focus on those odors he could taste, as though he had scented adoe. The fedling flowed back into a
flavor for TSa; her tongue licked against her teeth. She rubbed harder at her wridsts.

Unobtrusively, Wren shifted closer to her body; Kurvan edged away. Tsas brain noted each movement
asif it werealegp of muscle, not a subtle shift. Hunger svamped her guts, and left her with glinting eyes
and ahand pressed to her belly. Someone breathed behind her. She twisted quickly, startling Bowdie.

"Feather?' Nitpicker asked sharply.

Tsadared a the pilot.

Deliberatdly, Nitpicker touched her arm. "Okay?"
She nodded jerkily.

"Okay?" the woman repested meaningfully.
"I'mfine," shesaid shortly. "Judt... hungry."



Wren dug apouch of dimchimsfrom his harness and tossed them to her so that she caught them with a
hard, inginctive dap. Doetzier eyed her thoughtfully. “How long Since you've eaten?"

Rukagrowled in her head, and she returned without think-ing, "Three hours—"

Her voice broke off at the other meres expressions. Three hours was not enough time to get ahunger
cramp; it sounded like alie. She pressed her lipstogether and shrugged. "Using my gate makes me
hungry, and dimchims just don't have the body of ared med." Deliberately, she threw Wren's pouch
back at him.

Nitpicker watched her carefully. "About caching the gear— that's anogo. What's left can be carried as
well as cached. Anything we have istoo good to leave to the zeks."

Bowdie murmured, "I they've got their own scannet up, they could be watching even now—just waiting
for usto leave, so they can take salvage rights under the guise of the law."

Wren gave Bowdie asideways|ook. "I'll lay you three-to-one that the Ixia are abigger threet than any
zek or blackjack.”

"I'll take those odds," he murmured back. "Those aiens have done nothing harsher than it up at the
orbiting docking hammer and thresten to trade us bad scanners.”

Doetzier raised his eyebrows. "They say that the webs of di-plomacy can hide more murder than the
node, Bowdie. I'd lay odds with Wren, not against him.”

The other man shook his head. "I won't worry about the Ixiauntil they team up with blackjack. Now,
that's the combi-nation that could kill."

A chill crawled down Tsas back. Blackjack. That tenson she felt at the aliens name. The smugness
when she made mistakes. .. Ruka's senses had heightened her own so that she dmogt reflected the meres
around her. And what she felt herself—it was as though someone was dmost directing her actions and
gpeech, like a puppet. Using her—for some pur-pose of hisown. As though this person helped her place
her feet in mud, then positioned himsdf like a crooked gambler, waiting to see her fall...

"Kurvan," she asked abruptly, "have you gotten anything from the node?' Her gate seemed to swamp
with more tension at her words, and Tsids nogtrils flared with the heavy musk scent from Ruka. She
looked at Kurvan hard. He looked too relaxed, too friendly—wasit he who projected such muscle-taut
focus? Wasit Bowdie or Striker or Wren? Doetzier, with his careful questions? Nitpicker with her fear?

But Kurvan shook his head. "A flash of aweb every now and then. Nothing other than that.”

Tsanodded dowly, her mind churning between her biogate and her thoughts. Though brief, the node
flashes she received were strong. It was as if it was she, not the node, who refused to image correctly.
She scowled unconscioudly. Kurvan's eyes narrowed. Ruka bristled in the gate. The skittering of the
cou-gar's feet pierced her mind, and she realized she was staring. Then she turned away.

"Check your stabilizers and antigravs beforewe go,” she said sharply over her shoulder. "Windmiteslove
organic cir-cuits." She paused at the mouth of the cave. Rukawas there, waiting for her to leave, to join
him in theforest. Again, shetried to shut him out and read the sense of the humans, but with the cub so
close, the meres were dill just points of light compared to the cats who blinded her.

A flash of lightning cracked across the ridge on the far side of the lake, and Tsa bared her teeth. Bowdie
moved up beside her. A rush of wind struck them both, flapping their jackets back. Bowdie eyed the
boiling sky, and murmured, " 'Risthmus roars and shakes hisfiresin the burdened air." * He grinned faintly



at her surprise. " The Marriage of Heaven and Hell " he explained. "William Blake."
"lsn't that supposed to be 'Rintrah,’ not 'Rishmus?’

"Seemed more gppropriate the other way around.” He shrugged at her expression. "Striker likes
historians. | like po-ets.”

She stared at his thick-shouldered frame, his pocked face and large hands. " Poets.”
"It impressesthe hdll out of clients”

She shook her head to hersdlf. "With the node down,” she said, "you'll have to remember to manually
check the status bars on your pack every fifteen minutes." She leaned back to verify his pack hersdlf.

Hetwisted so she could see. "I hate manual checks," he muttered.

"Might aswell get used to them. Half ameréslife iswork-ing off the node just to stay out of itswebs."
"Not thismere, and not thisnodie. And I'll blame blackjack for thisone.”

"Can't blame blackjack completely. Could be anodie like you who's gone to the graysca e for credit.”
"Not likeme," he retorted. "Customs maybe, or atech on the hammers.”

"Y ou'd think the Shields would be watching them," Kurvan muttered, as she caught the end of hiswords.

Nitpicker glanced over her shoulder as she moved up behind them. "The Shields have atenth as many
line-runners as we do. Why do you think they subcontract to us? 'Y ou expect them to keep up with

everything?'
Striker pulled up her collar as she stepped out of the cave. "They do dl right.”

Therewas afaint bitternessto her tone, and Tsaeyed her thoughtfully. Striker's biofield was suddenly
hot and sharp, and its shallowness seemed to stretch over avoid.

Nitpicker did not glance at the other meres. She eyed the lake, then the hills. She motioned toward the
trailhead with her chin. "Let'sdoit.”

13

The sorm was gill growing as Tdaled the meresfrom the cave. In hours—maybe by dusk—the full
force of the gdewould hit. The sky would become a dozen hands tearing at the earth. The rain would
become thin and lancing. And Rukawould be gone, thought Tsia, and she would stand in the Rush-ing
Forest with therain in her eyes and scream through her gate for an answer to the snarls she heard in her
head.

It took ten minutesto reach the trailhead, and by the time they did, the meres understood her caution
about power set-tings. Even with the stabilizers, the three men carrying gear lurched like drunkards with

every gust.

Tsakept to thetrail with along, loose stride, ignoring the meres behind her. She wanted only the cubin
her mind. He was like a brother, calling her to follow, to leave the trail and jump from rock to tree and
down again acrossthetrail. Not to go straight, but to wind between the trees. Not to stare ahead along
the path, but to duck and flick her glance from side to side—to catalogue each movement like ahunter
searching for prey. Somehow this cub had bonded to her through the biogate, and she could not shake



him free. Her jaw tightened dowly as she redlized the strength of that link, and she cast a sideways |ook
back at Wren. She could not help but wonder, if she reached out long enough—far enough—through her
gate, if she could just focus enough, like an esper who could stretch to contact aloved one, if she could
force her biolink to reach her sigter. If she could just stretch that bond so that she heard Shjams's
heartbeat as shedid the cat's. "If | can just make Shjamsfed my presence...”

Shehit her lip until she tasted blood. "Blood should make up for distance," she muttered. "The blood |
sense through my biogate locks a cat to my mind, but there's not enough blood in my body to bring back
my sgter tome.”

A low snarling answered her voice, and she blinked and shook her head to clear her suddenly blurred
vison. Ahead, Ruka paused on a stone outcropping and eyed the line of meres until Tsafet hisattention
likean dien prickling on her shoulders. "Go east," she muttered. Y ou fill my mind likeafoginavaley,
but you belong with your mother, not me."

Hegrowled in return.

"Go back," she snarled. "Or hunt to satiate your guts. Don't settle your hunger on me." She stretched her
legs until the meres behind her cursed.

At midmorning, sheled the group around a stand of stinging cores closed tightly against the orm. By
noon, they crossed a stretch of flooded mud. They climbed and jumped on the arch-ing roots of a
massive stand of sinktrees. They circled a deeping group of shapers, then aherd of bedded-down
brown-backs. Near noon, she stepped out from behind a horitree and was blasted to her knees by the
force of the wind. She threw her head back and laughed. The storm was a savagery she had cometo

expect.

Behind her, Striker, who had seen her fdll, called out. Sowly, Tsalooked back. Her eyes till glinted and
her teeth were bared to the wind. Rukawas too close. She could not feel the trees except as shadows
that moved and whipped around her. She could fed the watercat crouched in its den. She could sense
fivetams on theridge. But she could feel nothing else. Her gate was too strong. Too focused. She had to
shut it down to see the woman who approached.

Striker eyed her warily. ™Y ou okay?*
She nodded jerkily.

The other woman was slent for amoment. With her auburn hair hidden beneath the hood of her blunter,
and her black eyes and eyebrowsthe only edges of her expression, her flat-boned face looked like a
mask. "Anything we should know about?"

Tsashook her head dowly.

Striker just looked at her. Tsaknew the woman had dark-eyesin, but they made her look no different
from norma. Her biofield, so shallow, struck Tsiasuddenly. Shalow. No past. No higtory ...

The node flickered, and Tsa gtiffened. Automatically, she imaged a quick command to the webs through
that one thin ghost line she had found. The trace became, for thefirst time, tight. Like ajumble of
thoughts that suddenly tied together, the traces linked and flowed into asmooth story line. Webs—old
webs, not just the one—were active still and strong.... Images of false people who went about their
unred lives...

"Y ou catch something through your gate?'



Tdadared at the other woman. Had Striker not fet the flash in the node?"| fdt atouch from aweb," she
sad dowly.

"Fet that mysdlf," Striker returned noncommittaly. "Not enough to figure anything, though." She glanced
back along theline. Bowdie was catching up, and his bent legs made it seem asif hisblunter was
somehow heavier than dl three of the packs the other men carried. "Not thet 1've the experience to
follow atracelikeyou."

Tsaturned dowly and studied Striker'sface. "Y oure awipe, aren't you?'
Striker's face went Htill.

"Areyou?' TSarepested.

Striker stared at her. "How did you know? Through your gate?"

Tsastudied Striker carefully. "Y ou say things," she said dowly, "and then thereisthe sense of you... It's
different from the others

The other woman took ahaf step forward. "Different— how? What do you fed in me?"

Therewas urgency in her voice, and TSahestated. Wasthis part of the tension she had felt from the
group of meres? Did Striker'slack of past haunt the woman as much as Tsas de-mons haunted her?

"| fed athinness," she said after apause. "A lack of depth. Asif you were a child—without history—or
an adult without direction.”

Striker's face flushed, and she stared out acrossthe hills. Her narrow chin was sharp and taut. "I don't
know what | be-lievein. | don't know now who | am."

Tdahestated again. Findly, she motioned at Striker's Sde where the flexor hung from her belt. "Y ou
used to carry alaze," she offered.

The other woman looked back sharply.

"It'sthe way you hang your right hand,” Tdasaid quietly. "Y ou stand asif you had aflexor on your back
which you wanted to be able to reach, but you carry your weapon at your side. Only thing short enough
to ride on your back and require adown position isalaze. Y ou swear like a spacer. And when you'rein
askimmer, you move like aspacer. A laze is abetter wegpon skyside than dirtsde—known gasratiosto
carry the beam. If you had worked more landside, you'd be more used to carrying aflexor.”

Striker stared at her. "Would not have guessed a guide would know so much about spacers.”

Tsashrugged. "I've done as many firedances as any other guide. Spacers dways came to watch, even a
thetrainings.”

"How'd you get to be aline-runner anyway? Guides don't usually learn how to set aweb. You're
supposed to be too wrapped up in that training to care about anything else.”

Below them, Doetzier, then Bowdie negotiated the switch-back, and Tsiawatched him as he climbed.
"Learned in thetrading classes," shereturned.

Striker followed her gaze. "Y ou wanted to be atrader? And ended up amere?’

"I wanted to be aguide. Only that."



"Guides don't waste their time on the trader's guild—not when they can never go skyside. Why did you
bother?*

"Had afriend who needed a study partner.”
"The same one with whom you scanned these trails before?”
Reuctantly, she nodded.

To her surprise, Striker gave her ady look. "Good friends are hard to find. Especidly that kind." A
danting sheet of rain hit them both at the same time, and Striker pulled up her hood. Her eyes were
shuttered again; her voice completely casud. The moment of connection was over. "If you had to learn,”
she said, turning back to thetrail, "the trade guild was the best place outs de the meres from which to
take your training. They've areputation for detail."

Tsadared after the other woman. Detall, she thought bit-terly, was the one thing shewas good at. The
ghosts she sensed—they were made with detail s that had stayed solid for three decades. If she could
build webs that tight, she could build anything for the meres. No longer did they need metric tons of
gedth cloth to hide a camp from the scannet. They needed only an artist to "paint” the virtual images of
shrubs and shadows that disguised a mere's|ocation. Just one guide who could create ghosts as detailed
and solid asif they were rea people and plants, redl creaturesin real canyons. And Tsiacould lay aghost
line so tight that a pack of mereswould look like apatch of sand or acloud that crossed ahill... She
could make atree seem like a shrub and a shrub seem like ablade of grass, and hide amere behind all
three. Yet for dl the de-tails she could shift, for al the ghosts she could creete, she could not find the one
ghost she sought more than any other: the traceline of her Sster. Her eyesfollowed Striker as she turned
and waited for Tsato lead on. Los—like Shjams, she thought with achill. Lost without family forever.

The thin imaging line to the node began to shred as she climbed past the other woman. Ingtantly, she
tightened her focus. Ruka growled as she drew away, and Tsa stumbled with the sudden sense of double
image he forced into her brain. She barely stayed on the traces. There was amoment of mental
pushing—the one chdlenging the other; then the cougar seemed to meld again with her mind. Without
thinking, TSaadded a cat to the street on which her ghost man walked, then cursed hersdlf slently as she
had to maintain its ghost image as clearly asthe man's. The wrinkling of the man'strousers as he walked;
the light lift of hishair inthe wind—she called up alibrary of imagery and from it painted with careful
strokes the movements of the ghosts.

Ghosts: her mind traced the webs. Wipes. the image of Striker... Blackjack was here, she thought with a
chill astherain did down her back. For what—for the breaker? It was maybe worth enough on the
grayscaeto judtify an attack. .. If they wanted the biochips, they were too early by weeks— Kurvan had
pointed that out clearly on the marine platform. Shetried to pull back from the biogate to think more
clearly, but Rukagrowled and tore a her mind. "Go home," she snarled back under her breath. "Go
back to the coast. To your family. Y ou don't belong here. Y ou don't belong with me.”

Rukaonly snarled in return, and TsSacursed. "I can't do both," she snapped at the cub. "1 can't image
through the node and stay open to your mind."

The cougar lowered its hips even more, and its head seemed to sway back and forth. Tsiafound herself
dropping down in acrouch, and she had to shake hersdlf to regain her feet. "Stop it," she snarled. "Either
help me or stop hindering me. But don't keep interrupting.”

Her biogate went silent. For amoment, she thought Ruka had completely withdrawn, and she could not
help the silent cry she projected through the gate. Instantly, the sense of the cat swept back. She found
hersalf crouched again on the rock, her hands clenched to her temples.



A boot scraped stone. Doetzier reached up, and automati-cally she stretched back her hand, then, as she
realized it was aman, not a cat—and maybe blackjack—that she touched, jerked it away just before the
other mere grabbed on. He over-baanced and staggered back. The wind whipped his blunter, billowing
it out, and hisID disk glinted before he caught his balance and yanked his jacket closed.

"What the hell wasthat for?" he snapped.

Tdagared a him. Thetechnicd rating on the disk surprised her; theintensity of hisbiofiedd wasamost a
burn through her gate. She forced her hand out again. " Something in my biogate," she said tersdly. "It
gartled me. Like... someone walking over my grave."

" "The chill hand of thekiller,'" heretorted, " ‘who touches likeicein the night'?* He swung up beside her.
"Y ou're get-ting spooky, Feather."

"Do you blame me?' she asked sourly. "It'snoon, and the sky isas dark as night." Shelooked up. " 'Itis
astorm for ghosts,' " she quoted, more to hersdf than him.

" 'Who roam the Plain of Tears.'" He shrugged at her ex-pression. "Just because | come from Alile
doesn't mean | know nothing of Risthmus." He gestured to the other sSide of theravine. "Were closeto it?
ThePan?'

"The other Sde of the peak," she answered shortly.
"Y ou've been there?"
"Yes." Her voice was arebuff.

"Higtory gripsyou, doesn't it?" His voice was s0 soft, she thought it was her own mind that supplied the
question. "Thefirein the sgpgrassthat killed your aunts and uncles?'

"Sometimes, | can dmodt fed the heat—"

She stopped short. Doetzier was gazing at the rain-grayed mountain, asif he didn't notice that she halted,
but his eager-ness was a hot brand insde her biogate.

"How did you know?" She managed to keep her voice Seady.

"Everyoneinthisarealos family to thefire. If you lived herelong enough to memorize the trails—"
"I only know them somewhat.”

"—you must have lost someoneto the flames." He watched her for amoment.

Shedudied theravine asif it was of moreinterest than hiswords.

"Wherésyour family now? Did they stay inthisarea?' he asked.

She gave him acold look. "Doesit concern you?'

"I meant no insult. Y ou work this area often. Saw it in your files"" He got to hisfeet. "1 just wondered,
that wasall." He glanced back up theravine. "Evenif you didn't have family here, | can understand why

you day."
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He motioned broadly. "This"

She followed his gesture. At their feet, whipping treetops bent away; and beside them, trunks rose up so
steeply that there were dmost no branches to dap their faces. The cut be-hind them was deep and dark
and led to aridge that was topped with jagged spires. There, the rain seemed to catch and dim the black
rock till it was gray as adream. Tsdanodded dowly. Perhaps hefelt it too—the power in theland, in the
wind and rain.

The wind shoved her off balance, and Doetzier caught her, but not before aflicker of some dark emotion
flashed through his eyes. Warning? Violence? Tsa stiffened and drew back. The man schooled hisface
to blankness.

He motioned for her to continue. Tabletop, the Plain of Tears... What does Derzat mean?'
She stepped back to thetrail. "Dare. Challenge." Her voice was curt.

"Apt—for you."

"Thewind gets stronger up top,” she said, walking stiffly on. "Check your stabilizers.”

Noon approached like adow thought. One kay passed and then three more. The brush thickened to an
impenetrable mass dong the Sde of thetrail so that Tsias blunter caught on tan-gling boughs. Once,
when she dipped and hit her knees on the rock, the sharp pain of the bruise shafted through her biogate
automaticaly, and Rukas answering snarl forced her lipsto curl. She cursed the gate benesth her breath,
and tried to draw back from itslink, but he was growing stronger. With every hour that passed, he
clawed hisway moreingdioudy into her mind. It snowed in her face—she knew it did. This gate with the
cats—the snarling of her lips, theferd gleam in her eyes. How could any of them not seeit? Did they
think al guideswere so wild?

She had not noticed that she'd stopped moving forward, and she jumped when Wren caught up to her on
thetrall. "Van'ei wantsabreak," he said, raisng hisvoiceto repeat hiswords.

Tsanodded and didn't even notice that she was |ooking through Ruka's eyesto find an overhang deep
enough for shel-ter. She pointed to ahigh cave, its entrance half-hidden by afdlen tree. She climbed up
to itsledge and examined it care-fully, but there were no scents of larger predators. She stepped out and
gestured sharply. One by one, the meresfiltered in.

"... would not even have temple links," Bowdi€'s voice went on as he nodded at TS, "if it weren't for
my family.”

Wren shrugged off his pack with agracelessthud. ™Y our family has about as much claim to fame as
Doetzier's. And asfor Doetzier, aman who carries only one name doesn't have much of apast. | should
know."

"'A man without aname, isaman who hidesfrom fame,' " quoted Bowdie. He looked over his shoulder
at Doetzier. "Someday, you're going to tell us your full name, and well have one heck of alaugh, because
it'll be something like Cecil Fudmandon Brash."

The tension that surged through Tsas biogate at Bowdie's words made her stiffen. Quickly, her eyes
flicked from mere to mere. Doetzier's gaze seemed open and casud, but Striker had closed up, asif the
words had been aimed at her. She studied the two she stared at. Blackjack... Doetzier's questions were
far too careful, but what would awipe have left to |ose?

"Names are power," Doetzier returned camly. "And power isnot traded away for nothing.”



Bowdie snorted. "He probably has a dozen names and needs two temple links just to transfer them from
linetoline

"Asif you knew enough about temple linksto use them if you had more than one." Kurvan dumped his
pack on the floor and rolled his shoulders to ease them.

"My family's responsible for the development of the links," Bowdie drawled. "I know more about them
than you do."

"The temple links came out of the cyberdad generation," Striker said, "not out of asingle family line, no
matter what the contribution by the techsin your past.”

"I can't believe you know any history but the Fetd Wars," Bowdie teased ungently. "Try this. Y ahtra
Kaakar Kuhrto."

Striker's black eyebrows raised. Even Doetzier did not bother to hide hisflicker of surprise.

"My great-great-et-cetera-grandfather,” Bowdie added with satisfaction. "And the Kuhrto Conduit—the
biochemicd trans-fer of charge. A molecule shaped like ahollow hdix. lons passthrough itsmiddle, like
peas through a boost chute. The node sendsa signal to your templelink. Y our temple link sends a charge
through the conduit. The charge triggers your brain. Ev-ery image you build and project istrandated into
an dectricd pattern, which can then be passed on to the node.”

"Gawd," drawled Wren in an imitation of Bowdi€'s speech, "you're either practicing to be like Striker, or
you've inherited the old man's mouth to patter on like that.”

"They say | havehiseyes..."

Tsawatched him sharply. Bowdie douched and drawled asif he belonged more on atrail thana
starship, but histech rat-ing was as high as Doetzier's. She had seen his ED afew years back, when hed
first come down to Risthmus. He wasn't aline-runner, but he was as hot on atech job as Kurvan was on
aghogt. Shetried to focus on Bowdie's biofield, but his eager-nesswas a blurring heat that amost
completdly hid the other tiny lights of hisemotions.

Silently, she moved to the mouth of the overhang. She closed her eyes, and the sense of her gate swept
in. Slick, cold rock seemed to grip her fingers. Her eyes opened and her pu-pils shrank with the light.

Her lips stretched asif she had fangs, and her nogtrils flared. Striker touched her arm, and she twisted
with asnarl. The other woman backed off, and Tsia, with ashudder, turned her back on the shallow cave
and stalked out, climbing quickly off thetrail.

Shetried to unclench her hands from their clawlike posture, but her fingers did not want to obey. It was
not the cold. Shelicked her lips with the same movement the cougar made, two metersaway ...

Two meters. Shelooked up and met the golden, glowing eyesin the figure that crouched on the rock, out
of sght of the meres. Tsaslips siretched in ahumorless grin. Let the node keep its ghosts, she thought
with sudden violence. And to hell with the guilds—Iet them keep the Landing Pact for those who needed
its fences. Wren wasright; the cats did not rgject her. She broke no law to speak with them—not when it
was they who pressed their voices onto her. It was not she, she thought, who created this contact; it was
thevirusin her body, and the cats themselves who forced their way in. Like amold, they crawled into her
skull. Bound themsalves to her memories. And with the node near slent, she could taste the cats like sour
fruit—strong and sharp and harsh on her lips. She licked her lips again, and then became till.

"Daya," she whispered to the cub. "Six hourswith you, and | now jugtify my crimesasif | did not commit



them. No won-der the meres don't trust the guides—I hardly trust mysdlf.” She stared at the golden eyes.
"You follow melikeadog, and | don't know if itisyou or | on theleash.”

Ruka's nose touched her hand. She caught her breath to close off the sense of hismind, so focused on
her movements. He fought her withdrawal, keeping the gate open by himself. Teastruggled for along
moment, then shuddered. Whatever cloth was woven between them by her biogate, it was not something
she could tear.

Nitpicker moved to the mouth of the overhang to caich Tsias eye, and Tsaregarded the woman blankly
before shak-ing herself to respond. The node—those threads of ghost lines... She gave Nitpicker a
meaningful 1ook, then glanced ddliberately downtrail. The other woman nodded.

A moment later, they met under atree, while Kurvan and Striker watched from the cave. Tsadidn't
mind; it would have been strange had not someone kept watch on thetrail.

She studied Nitpicker's face carefully, but the woman's irises were hidden by the black contacts of the
darkeyes, and her expression was blank and waiting. "There's something wrong with this setup,” Tsasad
after amoment. "I've got ac-cessto the node. It's not full access," she said quickly, "nor isit through
anything but a ghost web, but I'm imaging the node right now and have been for dmost ten minutes.”

The other woman stared out from thetrail and let her gaze roam across the steep hill to the lake far
below. "Goon," she said softly.

"I've got an entire web that's active. Very tight. Seems nor-mal. Except for onething.” She paused. "It
isn't through any trace on my current ID dot."

Nitpicker did not shift her gaze. "'l see" she said dowly.
"Y ou understand what that means?"'
"l do."

Tsaeyed her for amoment. Thetiny lines around her eyes degpened with her uneasiness. "Thewebs are
onmy oldID line" she added. "The one | had before | joined the meres. They're not on my current
traces.

"I understand,” Nitpicker said more sharply.

N

"That'sdl."

Tsadared a her. "No questions?’

"No."

A spark of anger grew in Tsasgut. "That'sit?"

"Wes"

"Just 'Y'es?No discusson? No questions at al?' No trust in what | say? she wanted to snap.

Nitpicker turned finally and met her eyes with a cold look of warning, then turned and walked back aong
thetrall.



Tsatook ahdf step after her, then hated. Her hand went hafway to her throat. She could amost fed!
Nitpicker's fingers againg the flesh of her neck. Could dmost fed the fear in the woman beeting against
her own ribs. Her jaw set abruptly. The pale scars dong her cheek went whiter as she held her tension
with fury.

As Nitpicker passed Kurvan, the other mere said something, and the mere leader nodded with afaint
smile. Kurvan glanced up and met T as eyes, and she could taste the satisfaction that flushed through
her biogate. He hated her, she thought. Had hated her since Tucker's death. He wanted her to fail. She
could tagteit like dung in her mouth. Kurvan looked once more a her face, then turned away to the cave.
Tga, left likeadtick intherain, merely stood and stared, her eyes unfo-cused, and her biogate taut as her
jaw.
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She stared a Ruka where he crept down to meet her. Never in the ten years shed worked with Nitpiker
had the pilot pro-voked her so deliberately. Had that been an act? A test? And if so, who had she been

testing?

An old ghost cropped up in anode that was supposedly down. A pilot choked out one of her meres. A
biochip ship-ment was not expected for weeks, but a group of meres was so jittery that their tenson cut
through Tsas biogate like alaze. She pressed her hands againgt her temples and climbed off thetrall till
she could crouch in the shelter of afissure, far above the cave. She could still hear the meres, their voices
floating up through the crack in the stone, but Ruka was too close to her mind, and she could not focus
her thoughts.

The cub rubbed his head on her fingers. Wet hairs stuck to her skin, and she stared a them asif they
weretiny lines of the node. Her somach growled. Or his. Absently, she pulled adimchim from her pouch
and handed it to him. "Y ou're like afluke on the heart of itshogt," shetold him sourly. He gulped the
dimchim quickly, and shelet him take another. "Y ou create a hole, through which you suck my thoughts."
Shewatched him chew on the chim and said dowly, "Y et without you, | think | would bleed to desth.”

She stared at the rock crack from which the other meres voicesrose. Resolve seemed to settlein her
guts. Deliberately, she got up and carefully, silently, followed the fissure down until their voices were clear
and sharp.

"... sowhy shouldn't shetell us?' Kurvan was demanding. "A guide linked with marinelife doesusno
good out here. Look at what almost happened to Nitpicker. We might aswell betrying to follow a
broken scanner as her."

Striker's voice returned. "How do you know she'slinked with afish? Why not areaver or hawk or
pipeplant?’

"She called the edsto help 'Picker. A guide linked with atree or digger couldn't do that.”

"Give her abreak, Kurvan," Striker said sharply. "It's tough enough to get a guide into the mere guild
without making her miserable while she's on contract. Beside, she got 'Picker out of the mud. She's
earning her credit as much asany of us.”

" till want to know what her gateis.”
IIWWI

"Did you see her expression when Doetzier caught up to her an hour ago? She didn't exactly help him up



that rock. How can we expect her even to do her job when she'sthat uncon-trolled? She'sjust aguide,
and not agood one &t that."

Nitpicker'svoice cut in quietly. " She'sagenetic ecologist, Kurvan. A skilled terrain artist. If being aguide
makes her alittle wild too, that's only to be expected. What guide, so changed by viruses, isever
completely human? Look them up in the stock charts. They're M-three, not M-one. Mutants,
twice-removed from our origina genetics.”

"And just as unpredictable as any dien. For our own safety, we need—"

"To know no more than we do." Nitpicker cut him off in acalm voice. "Hand me that seam-sedler, would
you, Wren? I've got another hole to patch.”

Thoughtfully, Tda sat back. She stared at the fissure, asif more words would float out, but only the wind
made sounds.

The cub's earstwitched as he regarded Tsawith the pa-tience of ahunter. Againgt her fingers, hisdick,
waterproof hair felt dmost greasy, not sticky, as the sponge mucus had felt. She sniffed her fingers. She
could il smell the turpen-tinic scent of the sponges on her skin. She rubbed her dim, strong fingers
together and felt again those other steel hands at her throat. Unconscioudy, she touched the swollen flesh.
"Did you fed it?" she asked dowly. "Did your throat choke with her fingers?'

Rukagrowled, and Tsalaughed, ashort, bitter sound. "I'm so desperate for someoneto talk with, | turn
to you—an ani-md, for Daya's sske—asif you were my family—"

Abruptly, she stood and began to stalk back to the meres. "Damned idiot,” she cursed herself. "Taking
with an anima. Y our brain can't takein my words," she snarled. "Y ou think in catspeak which | barely
understand; and | project emotions which you don't even have." Sheturned and stared at him ashe
paced her in the brush. "What do you redly sense? The hunger in your ssomach? The smdll of the harein
the grass? Could you sense abiochip? Or tell afregpick from azek?' She stared at him, letting the sense
of hishunger gnaw at her guts. Then she dug out the last of her dimchims and, with asharp motion,
dropped them in the mud. Deftly, he snagged them in histeeth, gulping them as quickly asawolf takesa
piece of mest.

Tsaglanced at the hill where an older cougar watched her move, and wiped her face of expression. Then
she made her way back to thetrail, where Doetzier could spot her from the cave.

Curtly, shewaved for him and othersto rgoin her. Doetzier motioned for her to wait for Wren before
shetook thelead. A moment later, Wren came abreast of her and said quietly, "Bowdie ran some scans
on thetrall. He found nothing, but we al had the sense we were being watched. Isit you?'

"No." She half snarled the word, and his hand flashed to her arm before she could wrench away. His
thick fingers clenched her jacket. "Just the cougar,” she forced the words out. "It's not hunting. Only
curious. Thetrall isclear.”

"Likeyour mind?"

She shrugged away. "My mind isclear,” she said sharply. Her lipstwisted in abitter smile. "It'sonly my
heart that's clouded.”

"Thelink is getting stronger,” he stated, more than ques-tioned.
She nodded.



"Dammit, Feather," he said harshly, hisvoice dmost awhis-per. "Y ou haveto get rid of him. Push him
away. Think of him asdien, asan Ixia, if you must. Or are you so desperate for your sister that you
subdtitute the cub?’

She snapped back. "I seelittle difference between them, Wren. Rukais here, now, climbing into my
brain, and | can't seem to stop him. Shjams was dways there, and | can't cut her out.”

"So tell yoursdlf that shesno longer part of your life. If you mugt, tel yoursdlf that's she's dead.”

She stared down thetrail. "But | know she's dive. And knowing that—and not being able to see her or
talk to her— not being able to connect... It'slike having asister with aterminal illness. Onewhich has
taken her to thelip of the grave—but refusesto push her in. Aslong as she il lives, | can never finish
grieving, and | can never quite give up. It'slike adesth that has no resolution. A desth that has no proper

"Y ou said once that she was searching for hersdf. Can't you just give her the distance she wants and get
onwithyour life?!

"If that was what she was doing," Tdareturned shortly, "then, yes. But we know it'snot. She'slogt,
Wren. She's up there in space running—sprinting—from her demons, and dl she'sdoneisrunright into
their hands."

Wren gave her aspeculative look. "Y ou of al people should be able to understand that.”

The catspeak drummed in her head, and Tsidslips thinned. ™Y ou have to face your demons, Wren. Y ou
have to destroy them before they annihilate your self. Something happened to Shjamsin the past.
Something that caught her inacycle of fear as securely as... as| was caught before. But Shjams never
moved out of that cycle. She's till running. Like areaver who can't find itsway out of itsown dike, sheis
dig-ging her own grave.”

"And you have found your way out of the grave? Away from your nightmare-demons?’

Shelooked at her wrists. They were tanned and weathered like the rest of her skin, but she aways saw
them white, marked with the same iron-chafed circles that Wren bore on his. Her face was so il that
only those dark blue orbs seemed dive in the toughness of her scarred and weathered skin. She smiled
suddenly, and the expression did not seem to touch the muscles of her face.

His sharp eyes noted flecks of bestidity that glinted from her eyes. He dropped her arm and motioned to
thetrail. She stared at him, then led the others on.

15

By late afternoon, when the gloom pretended to lighten to the shades of amedium gray, they dropped
into the steep cut between the Pallas Ridges. Thetrail there was ameter-wide ledge which ran above
Pdllas Cat Creek. Therain barely reached into the cut, but the shadows and crashing creek kept the air
dark and moist.

It took an hour to build atiny, two-line rope bridge out of the flexan cord and metaplas piecesthey
caried. Then Tsaled thefirst two meresin aswaying, edging, hand-diding movement dong the flimsy
bridge. Behind her, Kurvan dipped in the cross-ing, and Tsacaught hisarm asit flailed out. With acry,
he countergrabbed and crushed her dender fingers. He looked into her eyes and smiled; his hand seemed
to sprout claws. Ingtinc-tively, she jerked back. A surge of cold energy hit through her gate. Her lips
bared in asnarl. Bowdie, behind them, cursed and lunged. He caught Kurvan's hand, and then Tsia



grabbed again at the other meré'sarm. Her flexor caught for an instant on Kurvan's ebow and almost
snapped out from her harness. The weight of Kurvan's pack swung both her and Bowdie down. The
bridge whipped wildly inaV toward the rocks. Bowdi€e'slong legs dipped aong theline. On the-far
bank, the others could do nothing but watch. Then the wind gusted and Bowdie yanked hard, and
Kurvan's hands scrabbled for agrip on their harnesses. Tsas straps split; Bowdie's mottled edges
unsealed. Dark objectsfell away. Tsasflexor dapped hard againgt her thigh. The wind, which had

hel ped amoment before, thrust at their bodies. Kurvan looked down and saw the boiling water and
ebony rocks. He jackknifed and kicked up. Then hisfeet re-gained their purchase, and TsSaand Bowdie
hauled him up.

Kurvan gripped the cord of the bridge, glanced down once more, then murmured his thanks to Bowdie.
He gave Tsaadark look. She stared at him, then twisted away aong the rope. Her body till shivered,
and the power of hisgrip seemed to cling to her skin. There was ahunter in his body, she thought. A
pred-ator as deceptive and eager asthe dark pumawho watched the group from its den. High up, in
caliginous shadow, the adult cat eyed Td9aand reinforced her fear of the man. Encroacher... Danger...
She shuddered again, hiding the motion in the sway of the bridge. Not until she reached the bank on the
other sde did she relax, and only then because she moved quickly updope, where she could turn and
crouch inthelee of atree.

She stared at her hands asiif they belonged to astranger. Had she lost al control over her gate? And this
wariness—was it hers or the cat's? Her gate widened with the touch of Ruka's mind, and she twisted at
his proximity. He had crossed up-stream on the boulders, and now he dunk close, visible only asatrick
of tawny light intheforest.

"Daya," she whispered. She pressed her palmsto her fore-head and closed her eyes astightly as she
could, asif she could hold in her biogate by flesh alone. She could smell Kurvan's sweet on her fingers.
Therewas an dmost turpentinic musk to thefear in it asit mixed with the rain and swest, and she
shivered and drew her blunter close,

The cougar on the ridge projected more strongly, its eyes flicking from the meres below to her own
predator shape in the woods. She snarled at it through her gate, and her message, even in words, was
clear: Do not hunt. Don't attack. The hu-mans here are protected.

Her lipstwisted as awarning was returned: Pass through. Pass through, but do not stay. The lines of
territory were marked and they would be defended.

Againgt the meres. Againgt her. Ingtinctive reactions and nat-urd fear... Command: response, countered
by thefathinthe

Landing Pact. That was what she felt. She was like a puppet. She moved, but her movements were
choreographed; she acted to another's direction. Kurvan had smiled, and she had jerked back. As
though he could have anticipated her response, he had given her alook that seemed so full of menace,
she could not help but recoil. She rubbed a her wristswith a shiver. His hands seemed imprinted on her
arms. Hisbiofield seemed to feed the anxiety of her gate. If he had fallen—if Bowdie had not been
there...

She wiped her hands againgt her trousers. The hard edges of the safety cubes scraped against her palm.
"| fed dirty,"” shewhigpered to Ruka "Asif | had been used.”

Rukaturned his head to stare back, unblinking. His claws extended. Pressing through her blunter, they
cut, cold and hard, through her shirt till they began to pierce her chest. Shelifted his paws, and shifted her
harness, and redlized its edges were unseded. Uneasily, she looked down.



The medkit and her e-wrap—»both of them were gone. They had fallen away when Kurvan grabbed for
her harness. "Sleem takeit," she muttered. All the gear from her front straps was gone, including her
antigrav packs. Only theraser, with its short, knifdlike laser blade powered down, was ill on her hip by
her flexor; and her bioshield—but nothing €l se—was il in the pouch againgt her chest. Shefelt the cold
in her teeth, and redlized her lips were bared as she stared down at her unsealed harness. Kurvan and
Bowdie, and her gear faling away ...

Rukagrowled, low in histhroat, and Tsaseyesgleamed. "Had | clawslikeyou," she said softly, "
would have cut, not caught, Kurvan'shand.” A chill struck her shoulders. <2 "Daya," she whispered.
"Havel lost my mind?' She stared'sE her hands. They were clutching her flexor, and she didn't
re-member drawing it. Sheflicked her wrist. The weapon flowed into a thin-edged bar, like asword. She
shifted her grip and snapped it into a point with aset of hooks aong along, thin blade. The hooks flowed
smoothly back into bumps. Starsin abiofield; bumps on asword... Sheflicked her wrist and the flexor
became a tiff tri-blade. The shadow of the point cast afaint, fiamelike ghost on her trousers, and she
dared at it for amoment. The windburn from the storm flt likefire to her skin, and she saw in her
memoriesthe cod classesin which shefirst learned to dance. The hegt againgt the pads of her feet; the
swesat she had learned to call a will... And the other guides whose bodies flashed and legped aslithdy
as her own. Facesthat had disappeared with time. Like the festures of her sister, which had not changed
in her memory, but only deep-ened and aged, asif Tsahad acknowledged the years, but not the
distance that had grown between them. Firedancing... Theguideguild... Her family...

She wiped her hands on her trousers and stared at Rukaasif she could imprint him even more deeply on
her mind. "Do you know," she asked the cat in aharsh voice, "how long | waited to have you in my
head? What | have given up to touch you? And how little it takesto strip you away?'

The cougar rambled. She got dowly to her feet. Shefet old insde. Not the forty-nine years that made up
her life, but five hundred years or more. What good was her past, she asked her-sdif, if she could not let
it go? And what had she become, that she could no longer separate hersalf from the biogate in her head?
The wind's rough handstore at the bark beside her, asif daring her to do the same. She threw her head
back and opened her throat. The sound came out as a bitter laugh that turned into an animal scream.

She did not answer when Wren climbed up and gestured, but she moved out of the gloom like a cat.
When her feet hit thetrail, she did not bother to look at the meres. Even when Nitpicker sgnaded for her
to take the lead, she did not ac-knowledge the woman's motion with aword. She merely bent her head
againg the wind and hiked on.

Another hour on thetrail turned into two; the afternoon passed like aghost. They forced their way
through two water-falls that blasted across the trail. The medlines of the node were no longer
active—they had dropped out hafway through the day. Tdahad barely noticed. Her mind wasfilled with
the sense of the cat and the pulse that beat in her throat, and when they cameto awall of broken rock,
she pointed toward the peak. " Shortcut,” she shouted. " Straight up.” Halfway up acrossthe rocks, she
looked back at the meres, who followed like dolls on atring. Or lifers, she thought, like puppets with
guns. She stared at her hands and wondered. ..

Early evening found them at arise of basdlt, where moss and lichen overgrew the stones, and gray-white
trunks of aburn as old as TSadotted the dopes around them. The ache in the legs of the meres had
turned to anumbness that they borein silence while they cursed at the mud. When Bowdie, then T9a
took abreak behind aboulder, Tsa stumbled, and Bowdie caught her arm. The hest of hishiofield
seemed suddenly sharp with sparks, and she stared up at his suddenly shuttered face. He tossed her his
decomposition spray and returned to the group. TsSawas left by herself.

The scents that clung to the deke tube held tossed made her nogtrils flare. She hesitated before she



gprayed her fecal matter. There was something about the scent of the deke... Her brows drew together,
and shelowered her head to sniff the tube. To anorma human, adeke had no odor; but to Tsa, with the
senses of the catsinterpreting the smell asthey crawled into her mind, there was adistinct sweetnessto
the tube. Mem-ory flicked at the back of her brain. Today... That morning. Another tube, and acave...

The medkit. The salve—when they had climbed out of the lake, her neck had till been sore, even after
the use of the scame. Kurvan had thrown her a salve tube out of Wren's medkit. She had opened the
tube, but had not used it, and the odor. .. She sniffed again, then deliberately, she aimed the deke at her
stool. The small pile dissolved in seconds, leaving only adarkened place on the soil.

A dekein asdve—inamedkit?"Insane," she whispered. One drop from a deke, and a cut would
become anecrotic gash. A gash like that could result in an amputated limb. Her ssomach tightened. When
the cat feet padded through her head, she started. She wastoo close to her gate, she thought. It was
clouding her mind with suspicion. Abruptly, she made her way back to the group. She tossed the deke to
Bowdie without aword, but she could not help the look she shot at Wren as she stalked back to the
head of theline.

Shadow turned to blackness, and fir dancers became tree de-mons. The darkeyes of the meres alowed
them to continue into night asif it were day, but Tsa had to ook through Ruka's eyesto seethe
placement of her feet. At ten, when they took two hoursto deep, Tsia curled up and opened the biogate,
and let the cougar's mental hum [ull her into dreams. Faces seemed to march through her mind, intimeto
the cougar's growling. First Ruka, then Wren, then Nitpicker'seyes... A hard-chisded face floated
above her, and she kissed the man before he melted into the stone that formed his own biogate... He
sank into earth that cracked and cried and turned into a stream, where her Sis-ter's visage, cloudy asice,
seemed trapped beneath the surface. Shereached in for her sister, but the water rippled, and it was her
own face that stared out...

At midnight, they resumed their ragged march. The dark was now so thick, and the rain so blinding in the
violence of the wind, that the night seemed impenetrable and solid. The sky breathed, likeagod, in their
faces, battering them from one side of thetrail to the other while the trees broke and flew through the
wind. It was anight of brutal darkness; anight that had no end.

At aswitchback, she missed thetrail and dipped, length-wise, like alog down awater track, into anest
of hummers. The rodents squealed as her feet broke through the flimsy roof of the nest. Three sets of
teeth snapped at her boots. Cursing benegath her breath, she yanked her legs out and climbed back to the
trail, her fingers digging her holds out of the sodden earth while the wind dammed into her back.

"Y ou remember this?' Bowdie shouted over thewind as he helped her back up to thetrail.
She shook her head.

"| thought you knew thistrail."

She stared at the pale blur of hisface. "In the dark?’

He seemed to grin.

"Thisisn't one of themain trails, and | ran thisone only twice up to here." She pointed. "I had to take the
long route around the meadows and lakes when | was working this areabefore.”

There was a shriek of wood, a crashing sound from ahead, and Bowdie stared into the darkness. ‘'Too
bad your biogate won't tell you what's ahead.”



"Likeabird's-eyeview of the ky?' Shelaughed. "Even that wouldn't tell me muchinthis.”

He eyed the darkness of the woods with its black and whip-ping branches, then nodded shortly. He
gestured for her to lead on.

They crossed the yellow-white grass quickly, then went again beneath the trees. At afork inthetrail, T9a
paused, and Wren pointed to the thin, boiling sky with agrin, asif she had lost their morning bet. She
jerked her thumb east in return. The heavy blackness promised the rainsthat she projected. "By dawn,"
sheyeled above thewind, "you'll have your rain, and then some.”

She moved on, and the cougar paced her in the brush. With anarrowed gaze, she accepted Ruka's sight
to look beyond the fork that split thetrail. There was a blurred sense of trees, which bent with ponderous
grace. Then shefelt the wind that ruffled her fur. Theleft trall petered out in abox canyon, she redlized.
Theright went on to a meadow.

"l undergtand,” she breathed.
Ruka's growl seemed pleased.

The images faded; the cat feet in her skull became fainter. She rubbed her fingers together. She had been
ableto read the felinesfor ten years, each year with greater sengtivity. But Ruka had just pointed out the
trail to the freepick stake as clearly as Tsadid for the meres. Asif the cub understood her god. To
partner with that kind of inteligence... To move through the mountains with two sets of eyes... Daya, but
what had the Landing Pact given up for guideslike her?

She guided the meres across a creek, then into another meadow. One creek ran beside the wide
clearing; another gray line of water glinted across the expanse of two-meter tallgrass. The grass flowers,
tightly closed againgt thewind, were smal gray flags, which would flare yellow after dawn. Soon the
flowerswould be ripe, and the wind would tear them open so that their seeds blew out like
static-charged foam and clogged the branches of the shrubtrees around the meadow.

The meadow itself waslike alake, and Tsacould fed the shadows of movement beneath the puddied
ground. To her left now, Rukadunk into the meadow, but between the gloom and the grass, his body
was just another motion of thewind, invis-ibleto her eyes. Behind her, Wren, then Bowdie, then Kurvan
filed through the grass. They began to fan out as the ground grew too wet to follow exactly where she
stepped.

Her foot sank up to her knee, and she struggled to pull it out. Her biogate distracted her from her path.
She stepped for aclump, missed it in the dark, and sank into the puddle beside it. Phosphorescence
swirled liketiny sparks. It took full sec-ondsto struggle free.

"Daya," she muttered. The sense of life in the meadow was strong enough to make her frown. Behind
her, the other meres formed along line in the grass. The steadiness of their bodies|looked odd
surrounded by the whipping stalks. Wren, the clos-e<t, staggered heavily, and she moved back into
knee-deep roots to give him ahand and check the settings on his pack. Neither tried to speak in the
wind.

Rukawas aready across, waiting, hunkered down on arock. His golden eyes watched the meres
unblinkingly. Only hisears and tail twitched as he crouched; and Tsiajudged the distance between them.
Where the creek between them flooded out into asmall pond, the meres would have to wade—or swim
in the dark, she admitted with unease. She glanced down and scowled at the water pooling between the
clumps of grass, then jumped ahead again.



The earth shimmied beneath her and, artled, she jumped ahead to amore solid clump. Even that grass
shivered with her weight, buckled. Ahead, the flooded gray creek grew wider, until it seemed asif the
sky lay down in the meadow to deep out the storm on the ground. TSiagrinned at the image. She put her
foot down. Into nothing. And toppled forward.

Cat feet legped abruptly in her head; someone snarled in her ear. "Daya—" Shetwisted frantically before
she hit the water. Her legs and hips dapped the lake with aflat splash. Her arms flung out as she grabbed
at the grass. Her torso hit the edge of the mat, and she clung to that flimsy raft like agae net spread on
the sea.

For that was what she lay on, sheredlized. A weedis on ablack sea of water. A raft of grass. There was
no meadow be-nesth her feet—it was actually alake. And not atemporary lake that had flooded from a
smple creek, but the water that had lain, still and dammed, for years behind the ridge of earth that
blocked itslower end.

Infinitely dowly, she dragged hersdlf back up on the mat. Thethinidand trembled; itsroot system
shredded beneath her weight. In her head, the cougar paced and clawed at her skull until she snapped at
him to leave her done. Easing back in along-body crawl, she shifted her elbows, then hips past her
footsteps where the traces of herself were left in phosphores-cent, sparkling pools among the grass.

AsWren caught sight of her, he quickened his pace.
"Wait—" she shouted. "Don't come any closer—"

Hedidn't hear her clearly. Heedless of the swirling lights, he waded knee-deep through to help her. And
sank up to hiswaist in the brash. "What the hell—"

Tsacursed under her breath. His pack seemed to drag him down in acloud of phosphorescence. Before
she could climb over to help him, hewas up to his chest in night-gray weeds that sparkled with greenish
lights. He threw out hisarmsto catch his armpits against the sagging clumps, but she could seethe
floating mats tear with every thrust of thewind.

Hiseyesrose dowly to hers. "l think,” he said, "I'm going down."
"Y our antigrav—"

"Just cut out. Thisisdead weight, dl theway." He sank an-other handspan, and his blunt fingerstightened
onthegrass. "l thought you just checked the settings.”

"l did."

"Theres something moving around my legs.”

"Eds. Sucker fish. | don't know."

"Can't you fed them?'

"A shadow. Nothing more. Don't straggle. Do you have an enbee?!
" 'Picker'sdill gotit. You?"

"Lost it on the bridge." Her ssomach tightened. She judged the distance between them and eased forward
another half meter. Bowdie appeared through the grass, and the brash mat shivered; Wren sank another
handspan. "Bowdie!" she shouted. " Stay back!™



The other merefroze. "What—"

"Stand dill," she shouted. Y our enbee—quickly. Throw it here.”
mWhat?

"Y our enbee!"

Wren jerked and sank abruptly up to hisneck in anew swirl of greenish light. "Don't move," she snapped
a him harshly. "Y oull tear the brash and tangle like agtick in apile of yarn."

Hedidn't nod, but his eyes, black and unreadable, stared back into her own. Behind him, Bowdie mpved
quickly back to amore solid clump, and hislong fingers searched his har-ness as his own heart began to
pound. Tsiacould fed the strength of it like the points of light in hisfield.

"Get theling," she directed.
Bowdie nodded and shouted behind him to Striker. " Get the line up herel”

"Goddam worm-spawned reavers,” Tsia cursed under her breath. Kurvan eased up beside Bowdieto a
precarious perch on athick mat of malow. He dumped his own pack in an awk-ward tangle, then tore
open the flap and yanked out a metaplas form.

"Stay back," Tsia snapped as he tried to approach. The grass mat shimmied. Her kneessank in. The
wind roared through, and, with asilent ripple and a cold, steady gaze, Wren disap-peared in the lake.

Tsalunged forward, heedless of the thin, tearing brash. Her arms plunged into the blackness; her face hit
the water. She groped wildly. There were swirls of green sparks of light, but they did not lighten the
blackness. She grabbed hair, pulled and tore at nothing and redlized it was only rootsin her hands.

Kurvan scrambled across with arod pieced together from the config gear and spread himself out on the
other sde of the sinkhole.

"Hurry," she snapped, her aams deep in the water.

Kurvan gave her acold look. "For Daya's sake, he's got an enbee. He can breathe aswell asyou.”
"He gave histo me on the platform, and | logt it in the sea—"

"Shit"

"Givemeyourshere I'll giveit to himwhen | reach him.”

"Haven't got it," he returned, stabbing down with therod. "Logt it in the lake."

"Where's Bowdie's?"

"Said helost it back at the bridge." He stared down asif he could see through the water. " Can you fed
him?*

"No, but he'sright below us."

"Daya," she cursed under her breath. How long had Wren been down? The water swirled and sparked
and fought benesth her hands.

"Get an e-wrap,” she shouted at Bowdie. " Spread it out— and get an enbee from Nitpicker or Striker."



Striker started searching her harness, while Doetzier and Bowdie yanked the config gear from the packs.
Thefirst e-wrap they unfolded ripped itself from their hands and blew away across the meadow like
tissue paper. The second one they con-figured asthey sat onit, letting it mold itself to the contours of the
grass. Inthe dark, asit shifted its colors to the meadow, it wasinvisible to Tsa Quickly, Doetzier caught
the connected lengths of metaplasthat Striker dapped into hishands.

Tsahooked her feet in atangle and deliberately thrust her head and shoulders beneath the black surface
again. The dimy grass clung to her face like seaweed. Her hands stretched down. She could dmost fed
Wren beneath her. His heartbeat, his cold, steady thoughts. He was there. She knew it. She caught cloth
in her hand. A deeve—thefingersthat followed to clamp down on her arm could not be mistaken for
roots.

Tsalifted her head from the water. The grass wallowed be-neath her weight. Her lungs ached with
tension. How long had

Wren been down? Two minutes? Three? She could fed thetimein hislungs.

She writhed and twisted, and her body rolled back abit on the mat. Her face came free. Wren, feding
her pull, began to kick against the water. Ingtantly, curls of phosphor sparks whipped around his body.
The root mats swirled around hisfeet. They tangled and tightened until they trapped hisfreearm in thick
and rotting debris. Desperately she finned a message againgt the back of hishand: Passa nyey. Don't
fight. Don't struggle. She could barely hold hisweight againgt the pull of his pack.

Kurvan shifted his position, probing down with the pole, and with his movements, T a's face dapped
water in aflare of green sparks. Shejerked her face out. "Stop it. Stop!™ she choked. "Y ou're driving him
under!”

"l dmogt had him," Kurvan snarled.
"I do have him," she returned savagely. "Get back. Ease back—Iet Doetzier through.”

Evenin the dark, she could fed the other mere by thosetiny dotsin hisfield. Lights of hope, she thought
as he shoved the configured e-wrap platform forward. Kurvan rolled away to the side. Two of the packs
antigravs were fixed to the corner of the e-wrap, and the flexible platform rested on the water and

weeds. She could fed thewhine of the power cells on the edges of the wrap. The sound cut through her
biogate like a sonic on full, and she could not stop the snarl that stretched across her face.

"Have you got an enbee?' she sngpped at Doetzier.

Hejerked it from hisharness and held it out over the water to Tsas stretched-out hand. But the wind
gusted, and Kurvan lost his balance. The mere fell against Doetzier and the enbee disappeared in the
brash.

"Shit!" Kurvan lunged after it, but missed.

"It'sgone," snagpped Doetzier, hauling at his shoulder. "Let it go. Give Feather ahand.”
Sheglared at Doetzier asif shedid not see him. "Hurry," she snarled.

"Doyou havehim?'

"Bardly, Hurry."

“Dont let go."



"Goddam it, then, hurry!"

"Give methe pole” he directed Kurvan. The other mere shoved the metaplas length across the grass. But
the grass mat rippled. Kurvan and Doetzier both fought for footing. Kurvan started sinking, and Doetzier
fell againgt him. Thetip of the pole caught in the weter. Silently, nestly, with aline of green light to show
the path of its passage, it did from Kurvan's hand like glass and sank beneath the surface, just out of
Doetzier'sreach. Violently, Kurvan cursed.

"I'm dipping." Tsds voice was matter-of-fact now. The hand clenching hers seemed to tighten. Just
before he died. The sense of Wren was no longer sharp in her gate. The chill tang, cold, like old metd,
was not as strong on her tongue. Shetried to reach his biofield, but she could fed only acold
delib-eration not to move. A steady determination that faded with every breath shelet out of her lungs.
"Do something,” she cried out. "I'mlosing him!"

Doetzier looked up, met her eyes, saw the bared teeth and the wildness that stretched taut across her
face. "The antigrav isn't strong enough. He hasto get rid of the pack.”

"He's carrying the scame—the med gear, not just the breaker gear.”
"It'stoo heavy. He'sgot to drop it.”

"| told him not to move." And he could not hear her anyway, said some back, callous part of her brain.
He was dready dmost unconscious. The filmed messages she pressed againgt his skin created no
response. The only thing left in hisbrain was afro-zen certainty that if he moved, he would makeit
worse.

"If hegtaysasheis," Doetzier snapped, "if he kegps the pack, we can't bring him up through the grass.
We have no way to cut the growth. My flexor doesn't work againgt it. Does yours?"

"Of course not.”
"We can't tear it or wefdl in oursdves—"

"For Dayas sake, don't tear it," she snapped back. "Those roots are the only thing other than my fingers
holding him near the surface. If he sinks beneath the mat, he won't come up again. There are edlsdown
there. And sucker fish. HE's out of air. He hasto come up nowl"

Doetzier clenched one hand in ahdf fist asif he could strike some sense into her acrossthe short
expanse. "He has'—his voice was cold and clear—"to get rid of the pack. Signd him with your hands.”

"Goddam you," she screamed. "He's unconscious.™
"Youreaguide" he snarled in return. "Reach him through your gate. Force him to think again. To fight."

Tsaglared a him, at Bowdie, at Kurvan. At Nitpicker, who eased up from behind the other three. Her
eyeswerewild. "Wheresthelineg?'

"Striker's digging it out. We configured the e-wrap firgt."
"Then give me the deeve of your blunter.”

Hedid not hesitate. He shrugged out of the jacket and twisted one deeve around his hand. He threw the
other acrossto her. She barely had time to wrap it once around her hand before she started to sink
forward. Shetwisted her head to stare down into the water. Gray water. Green sparks. The stench of



rotting weeds and roots. Her eyesturned to Doetzier's. Her voice, when she spoke, had a curious,
pleading sound. "Don't let me go."

He nodded. She hesditated, then lunged forward and down, and into the depths of the swamp.

Swirling, circling sparks... Her right arm caught with awrench as the blunter jerked taut between them.
Then she sank down by Wren'sbody. As her feet hit his chest, she hauled up on hisweight and kicked
her legs around him. Roots caught on her neck and she flinched at their touch. She could see nothing but
glinting, greenish sparksthat lit the bubbles of her move-ments. She could fed only wirdike strands that
matted like wet string in thewind.

Shetore at Wren's pack. The brash caught in her fingerslike old pasta, and in her frustration, she
screamed through her biogate. A violent surge answered like awave that rolled through her mind. Claws
seemed to grab at her flesh. And then her hand caught a sedl. Instantly, she stripped it open and jerked it
from hislimp shoulder. Like claws, her fingersraged at the straps. Water and weeds swirled in her face.
Fish bumped her legs and back. She could fedl the pressure of the water. Or wasit that of her heart?

Rukawastearing at her thoughts. She was swvimming—no, she wasfighting with Wren's pack. Itsweight
pulled back, then sank dowly down in the grass, pulling amass of brash af-ter it like adow, greenlit
whirlpool. Theroot mat tore.

Rotted grasswas in TsSids nose, weeds across her eyes. Ruka screamed in her head and leaped across
the flooded creek to race toward her through the grass. She thought she saw starsin the sky. No—that
was phosphor in the water. She was still looking down.

Doetzier hauled her up till her arm flopped over the edge of the e-wrap platform and tilted the raft in the
water. He could not lift her further, her legs wrapped stubbornly around Wren'swaist.

"Striker," he cursed, "I need help.”

It was Nitpicker who crawled out and dug her fingersinto Tsas shirt. Together, they hauled up the
guide. As Tads shoulders cleared the raft, the top of Wren's head broke the surface in a soft wash of
greenlight.

"Let go," Doetzier snagpped at TSa. "L et go, so we can bring him up.”

Can't let go, she snarled back in her head. Won't. She strug-gled weakly in his grip. The antigravs whined
into breakdown, and the energy field pulsed in the water.

"L et go—Feather," he snapped, "give him up.”
"You'll drop him!" she cried out as hishandstried to pry off her legs.

"Goddammit!" He shoved her back, and shelost her grip. Then Doetzier got Wren by the shoulders and
hauled up so that the other mere's face was clear. Water washed over the raft's edge.

"Pull usback," he shouted. "Hurry!"

Bowdie and Kurvan hauled. Doetzier didn't try to lift Wren's dead weight. He merely held Wren's head
and neck above the surface. Wren's body was dragged along it until they were on more solid brash. TS,
trembling, scrambled off the platform; her mind, till caught up by the cougar, shivered with angry

catspesk.
She stared across at Wren. Limp roots clung to hisface like leeches. His sharp, birdlike chin hung open;



his eydids were closed, but she could fed atiny light in her gate. She screamed at the catsin her mind to
shut up. Ruka growled audibly to her side. She glared at the cat, and the cub was silent. With the wind,
no one else even noticed.

"No pulse," reported Striker, reaching around Doetzier to fedl the other mere's neck.

"It'sthere.” Tsadid not recognize her own voice, it was so harsh.

Striker looked up. "I feel nothing.”

"It'sthere”

"He was down for over four minutes, Tsa. Even if the medlinesfed his body the codes for oh-two—"

"He'sdive" shesnarled. "I can fed himinmy gate. No thumping,” she snapped as Doetzier made to bare
Wren's chest.

Striker did not bother to nod. Shetilted back his head and, while Doetzier held him, scooped the water
from hismouth. A moment later, she began to breethe for him aswell as hersdlf.

Tsahung on that breathing. Ruka crouched in the grass, and unconscioudy, Tsareached back for the
reassurance of the cat. She connected with his body, and the cougar shifted closer. "Damn you, Wren,"
she whispered. "Bregathe."

"I'vegot apulse,” Doetzier said sharply.

Striker automaticaly turned her faceto fed if Wren breathed on his own, and didn't even redlize how
futile that gesture was in the roar of thewind. A second later, shejerked to the side just as Wren
vomited. He coughed, convulsed, retched, and coughed again. The woman sat back on her knees. She
looked up and nodded at Tsia. She did not need to speak.

Tsas hands trembled as she clenched them to her temples. Abruptly Wren curled onto his kneesand
gpat. His hand, when he reached for the water to clean hislips and mouth, held atiny tremor:

Helooked up, and Doetzier steadied him against the wind.

He squinted. The strands of grassthat clung to Tsasweather cloth made her look like abeggar. Wren
tried to grin. Doetzier helped him to hisfeet, and he grasped aclump of tallgrassin hishands asif to
Seady himsdf.

Tsastood dowly. The cub had not Ieft her shadow, and she had to push him away to get him to move
back in the grass. Her gate was still wide open. Her heart seemed to besat in two rhythms, and neither
was dow. The cat, who flicked histail, growled constantly in her mind, and his feet seemed to pad across
her thoughts so that she could not concentrate.

Doetzier looked at the water. "The frame that Kurvan dropped,” he asked Tsa. "Wasit close enough to
fishout?'

She shook her head.
"And Wren's pack?'
"It sank. It'sfar below the grass mat now."

She caught Kurvan's dark expression as he watched her from the side. Doetzier eyed her in silence. She



could fed the hodtility in his gaze, and it made her edge away. "It had antigravs," Doetzier said softly.
"Wren said they cut out just before he went down. | didn't think to try them.”

He did not nod.

"I was more concerned with getting Wren," she sngpped, "than checking on his gear.”

He shrugged and turned away to collapse the makeshift raft.

Tsadared a him and got to her feet. "Damn you," she breathed. "Damn you dl to hdl." She did not even
know who she cursed.
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It took them twenty minutes to break down the gear and get back out of the brash. No one mentioned
the scame that was lost with Wren's breaker and the pack. Hisgear... The enbees... Uneasiness grew
with every step Tsatook down the muddy trail. The skimmer crash... Theantigravs... Sincethe
moment the meres|anded on the platform at dawn, they had been pared down, she realized suddenly.
Twelve meres—thirteen, counting TsSa—and now there were seven |eft. Jandon had taken five shooters;
the ocean had taken Tucker. Nitpicker aimost went down in the lake. Kurvan would have gone off on
the bridge. Of the two packs that were | €eft, one carried only configuration gear, the other Kurvan's
scannet. No manual corns were |eft in the packs. No e-gear or wide-range weapons. Only one
handscanner on Bowdi€'s belt, his parlas, and the flexors on the hips of the other meres. It waslike
surgery where, in apredefined pattern, the pieces were cut away, so that all that was|eft were the bones
and thebiofidds.

She paused and stared at the dick, gray water that till sat like harmless puddles. When she looked back
at the other meres, only Doetzier met her eyes. Thetightness of her jaw made her shudder till she
welcomed the chill of her skin. It was three hours before dawn.

Kurvan saw her pause, and pushed past the other mere to catch up with her on thetrail. He motioned
with his chin back at Wren. "1 thought you said you couldn't sense a human through your gate.”

She didn't answer for amoment. "'I've known Wren for alongtime,” shesad finaly. "I'm familiar with his
energy.”

"So you knew hewas dive."
"He was a shadow, like any other. Like you."

"And like me," the man retorted sharply, hisvoice gathering and projecting the fury that hisbiofield hid,
"heamogt died because of your inaction.”

Tgadared a him. "What?'

"Y ou may not have meant to push him down when you grabbed for him, but it would have been ahdll of
alot better to let mefinish bringing him up with the pole." He nodded at her expression. I had him," he
repested coldly. ™Y ou pushed him down. | could have brought him up long before he lost
consciousness—if you hadn't made me lose my grip with the pole.”

She dared at him in disbelief. "It was you—not I—who pushed him down. | had him. | dug my fingers
into hishand asif he was my own brother."



"And you aso amost drowned himin place. Just like Tucker. And"—Kurvan's voice was harsh
now—"perhaps, Nitpicker, too, before Bowdie swam down to help you—back in the lake?"!

She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. A snarl grew in her throat. Ahead, in the forest,
Ruka paused and turned back.

Kurvan eyed her asif she were aparasite that had crawled out from aporein- his skin. It had been a
long time since any-one had looked at her with such revulsion, and she took an in-voluntary step back at
the vehemence of his expression. "Makes me wonder," he said with acold, deliberate tone, "why these
things occur only when you arethereto... help. Do you redly lead usto the freepick stake? Or do you
work to keep us here? Away from the biochips, and awvay from the manual corns?’

He eyed her for another moment, then brushed past dong thetrail. She stared after him without moving.
Therewasasnarling in her ears, and she could hear it resonating in her bones: It was her own throat that
made those sounds. She shut her lips abruptly, but she could not move from her stance. It was not until
Doetzier reached her frozen form that she redl-ized the wind had carried Kurvan's words to the other
mere as clearly asif they'd been spoken in his ears. Doetzier shot her asinglelook, then spat deliberately
to the sde. She could only glare at him till he passed.

"Goddam digger-spawned worm of adith carcass," she cursed. At that moment, she didn't know which
she hated more: Kurvan for thinking it of her, Doetzier for believing, or hersdlf, for blaming neither one.

She shoved her way up to athin stand of topoff cedar, while Nitpicker and the others dogged past. She
could fed the cub dinking through the brush to meet her, and she welcomed him with ahedonigtic rage.
The odors of the meresfilled her nose and made her fingers clench. She almost writhed with the focus
that Ruka sent to her brain. Then she redlized what she was doing.

"Daya," she breathed. The violence of her anger shocked her, and she pressed her hands againgt the tree
and stared at them asif they belonged to someone el se. These were the fin-gersthat held such instinct for
self-preservation—such desper-ation when the fear hit her hard. Y et these were the same limbs that
carried death indde their bones. And with Rukathere... She shook her head againgt the bark of the tree
until thewood ground against her skin. She knew, if she pushed, the cub would track Kurvan down and
kill him.

"Ah, Daya," she whispered. "What have | become?’

A thick hand touched her shoulder, and she whirled, spin-ning into a crouch. One hand stretched before
her, and the other hand drew her flexor before her eyes focused and she recognized the stocky shape of
Wren.

The other mere held his ground. He met her feral gaze with alook that seemed to boreitsway into her
center like ascrew turning, chewing itsway through the wals and layers of shielding she had built around
her heart. The shadows of the whipping trees moved over hisface like demons.

"Jit paka'ka chi," he said ddliberately, in the old tongue of the meres. Y ou gave me my tomorrow. My
life"

She stared at him for amoment. Then threw her head back and laughed. The sound was harsh; and
Ruka, crouched on a spur of rock to the left, snarled in response. Wren's eyes flick-ered. If he saw the
faint outline of the cougar pressed against the stone, he said nothing.

"That'srich, Wren," she said findly, choking on her hbitter-ness asthe rain droveitself into her mouth. " Jit
paka 'ka chi."



IITS'a_ll

"Tda?' shecutin. "Feather?' She spat. ™Y ou can't say it, can you? Y ou can obligate me with your life,
but you can't say you trust me. All these years, and you can't even cal me'avya.' Not friend, not trusted
one. Nothing."

He regarded her coldly from his sharp-chinned mask. "Are those the words you need to hear?’
"Everyone needs words, Wren."

"Thosewords?

"Words of importance. Words of ..."

"Love?" Hisvoice wasrich with derision.

Tsiaclenched her hands at her sides.

Wren was silent for amoment, but the sense of his biofield was cold and hard. "Do you look for lovein
me or seek it in yoursdf?'

Tsadared at him. "Did you hear Kurvan? Hethinks | de-liberately pushed you down in the swamp. He
thinks| tried to drown you."

"Something pushed me down," hereturned. "It wasn't the hand that held me."

Tsacursed violently. "If it wasn't, you didn't say anything to them to defend me. Doetzier and
Kurvan—even Bowdie thinks I'm responsible for the whole thing.”

He shrugged.

"The antigrav—isthat it? | checked it just beforeit went out, so you don't trust that | didn't push you
down. Jit paka'ka chi," she sad bitterly, asif it wasacurse.

"Do your actions change what you are?' he asked softly.

"Dammit, Wren—"

"Youreaguide, Tsa."

"That doesn't mean I'm not human.”

"Doentit? Youreasdien asan Ixia, and that will dways be between us"
"Why?' shecried out.

He studied her for amoment. "Y ou don't even know who you are—what you'll do for yourself—Iet
aonewhat you can do for others.”

She stared at him. "So | can expect no trust. No love or loy-alty. Isthat what you have to say?"

"Trugt, love, loydty—what are they?' he snapped back harshly. "There's never been any loveinthislife,
Feather. Y ou lose too much to love anything but yoursdlf. Or you love too much to give any onething
meaning. Do you need the words? Then here, | name you avya. Friendship, loyaty—you have whatever
| cangive"



"Avya," she sharled. "How many bonds do you mock with that term?”
"I mock nothing but the thing between us which you force me to name.”
She shook her head mutely.

"Thereisnotrust, TSa-guide. No such thing at dl. Therés only knowledgein thislife. And that
knowledgeisthat you'l lose something important when the one you trust hasfailed. Perhapsit will be
your hand or leg. Maybe your credit or con-trol. And maybe it's your life. Knowing that isfatalism, not
trust." He stepped forward and gripped her arm, jerking her wrist up to the rain. His scarred, bruta hand
looked like aclub next to her bruised, dender fingers.

She twisted againgt his strength, but he gripped her more tightly. Histhin lipslooked crud. "Look a me.
Look at you. Y ou know this hand—it'syours. Look at it," he snapped as sheglared up a him. "Do/
know how much sirength isin your flesh? No," he answered his own question.

Violently, shewrenched her hand away, but he yanked her back and forced it up so that she had to stare
at her own clawlike fingers. On the stone behind her, Ruka legped to the rain-flattened grass and dunk
closer, behind ashrub.

"Do | know at which point the hand or will in you will bresk?' he demanded. "I can't know that. Striker
can't. Kur-van can't—not until you do break. And the breakpoint is something only you can know. If you
find out where that breakpoint is, it means you've gone to the limit of yoursalf and found the edge of your
fear and determination. Y ou've found the edge of your will. It means you've shattered your illusons and
idealsand dl your rigid walls, and shot out into the void of Truth. That you've pulled yoursdf back for the
first timein your life to see yoursdlf clearly. And it meansthat, for that truth, someone el se has probably
paid the price."

He released her hand. She refused to rub the circulation back in. Instead, with hatred in her eyes, she
reveled in the ache that flooded back with her blood. His cold gaze narrowed. The wind whipped her
faceto awhite blur, and the rain dripped from the claw marks on her cheek.

"Isthat what you would cal trust, Feather? Avya?' he said ddiberately. "Blind belief in awill you cannot
judge? Dumb acceptance of a strength you cannot test?' He snorted. ™Y ou can't build trust. Y ou can't
earn it, and you can't force it to oc-cur. It doesn't exist where you seek it. Do you understand? Why did
you help me? Do you know? What you search for in us, what you sought with the risk you took for me,
is some-thing that doesn't even exist outsde yoursdf.”

Her fingernails curled into her palms. "I didn't do it for trust, Wren. | didn't divein just to gain your
respect. Nor to fulfill acontract, or because it was expected.” Her voice was low, shaking with anger,
shaking with emotionsthat filled her body and trembled against the walls of bone and flesh that held them
in.

Heraised histhick, scarred hand to her face and touched the claw marksthat ran from templeto jaw. "
Awya, | know."

Hands clenched a her sdes, she said harshly, "There was no choicein it for me. | could not et you die."

Helooked at her for along moment, then, deliberately, dapped her so hard that she spun half around and
staggered againgt the tree. Ruka legped from the brush. Wren threw out his hand and roared. Tsas gate
seemed frozen. It was not her, she thought blindly. It was not her who turned to stonein fear. It wasthe
cat, caught in amoment in which the prey turned and the predator became the game. She could fed
Ruka's heartbeat. Hard, fast against her ribs. She could fed thethick fingers of Wren's hand against her



cheek—the marks glowed red, then faded to awhite more pale than the scars on her chilled skin.

A sound haf snarl, haf cry escaped her throat. She was il caught like the cat, crouched against the bole
of thetree. Wren glared at her. Somewhere in the back of her mind, some odd, objective part of her
brain noted that it was the first time she had ever seen him angry.

"You gave memy life" he snarled coldly, "and you expect gratitude—and atrust that does not exist. A
loyalty that you mistake. Y ou pxpect meto be other than | am. Are you blind? Can't you see
clearly—fed theviolencein my hands? Can't you smell the blood on my skin?'Y ou ask meto trust you—
when | know your past? | look at you and see mysdlf instead—Ilike mirrorslined up in my skull. In that
violence, we are bound, Feather-guide; in that blood, we are lovers. Look at you. Look at your crouch.
Y our eyes. Theway your hands curl like the claws of the cat that even now isafraid to face me. Y our
mind isfilled with the edge of life. With the blood that poundsin your head and clouds your thoughts so
that my words are like birds besting against your face. Trust? Bah. It'saheart that you seek. Perhapsthe
onethat you lost." He made asavage gesture. "Don't look for love here, Feather. | bring you no such
gifts”

She stared a him. Her throat seemed torn open al the way down to her gut. Her somach clenched. Her
voice, when she spoke, was as harsh ashis. "I hear you, Wren." She shoved hersdaf away from the tree.
"I believe you." She focused on her gate and forced Rukato dink back through the shrubs. The
unblinking gaze of the cat never wavered, and she had to shake her head to see Wren through her own
cold eyes.

He smiled without humor, and the expression pulled hisfaceinto lines as sharp asaknife. "lllusons are
far more dangerousthan hate," he said softly. " The one can be mistaken; the other can only be seen for
what itis"

"Y ou trust no one, not even me."
IINOII

"You need it, Wren—the love, the trust. Hide it behind whatever words you want; but you need it just as
much asme."

"The need to trust is not important to me," he said flatly.
"Itisto me" Her voice broke on the last words.

Wren's eyes seemed to flatten—to lose the last vestiges of expression they had held before. It was asif a
mask of glassdid down over his gaze. His anger was gone. His rage might never have existed. She
gtared at him and reached out through her gate. His bioenergy was a most nonexistent; hisvoice was
distant as the gray-black tops of the mountains. "I know you, Feather—Tsia—of Ciordan. Guide of the
mere guild. Dance-fighter from the desert where | first saw you wak the flames of your trade. | know
you," herepeated. "I don't haveto trust you."

Wind blasted through the trees and lifted hishair asif it could be torn from hisscap. The scarson Tsas
cheek pulled tightly white againgt her skin. She dropped her hand to her side. Her voice was cold with a
chill that seemed to pierce her teeth. "The one thing you do not know," she said dowly, "iswho or what |
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Tsiajogged blindly toward the head of thetrail. She did not speak to Striker, or Doetzier. She did not



glance a Kurvan. Her brain wasfilled with catspeak, and she could not get the claws out of her skull.
She barely noticed the kilometers they moved. The storm, now steady, gave time no meaning at al. Her
neck was greased with rain.

Doetzier and Kurvan traded their packs off to Bowdie and Striker; Nitpicker and Wren took their turn
after that. Wren si-lently gave Tsa his dimchim pouch when they paused for abresk on thetrail, and she
took two chimsfor hersdlf, then tossed haf the rest to Ruka. She didn't speak to the other meres; she
could fed them like death on thetrail. The nose of the cub seemed to flare with their scents. Hiseyes
seemed to watch from behind. One of them was blackjack, shetold her-sdf with a chill. One of them
was desth.

Twice, she pointed out placesfor the meresto ease around. Thefirst time, the sharp musk scent of the
shapers rose from the path just ahead, and she froze. Behind her, the other meres automatically illed
their steps. This scent was not through Rukas nose, but had come to her from her own. The shapers
were close. Rukas senses flooded over the faint detail of the heartbeats she sought, and she had to shush
himwith asnarl.

Faint... Suggish... Asif they dept. Asif they waited. She stared to the Sde of the pocket of lifetill the
rain rippled *rossthetrail. A flicker of movement caught her eye. One edge shifted; the water dripped
across. Had she blinked, she would have missed it. Had she looked Straight at it, she would have thought
it was her mind, not redlity, that did the rain from the trail.

She soothed Ruka so that he withdrew from his perch in the stones. Then, infinitesirnaly, she eased her
body back. No more vibrations on thetrail to kick them out of their hole. No sudden movesto make
them eager to follow. She was as care-ful with her feet as she waswith her eyes, refusing to stare at their
backs, asif they could fed the heat of her gaze through their dozing watchfulness. A moment later, she
led the meres around the trail where Ruka had aready gone, and where the scent of the cat lingered like
paint on the rocks.

The second time she smelled the musk, it was through Ruka's nose, not hers. That time, the scent came
from aplace offtrail, to the right, and Ruka, his gold eyes gleaming, re-garded the pocket asif hewerea
pointer whose line could be followed by Tsa's thoughts. She acknowledged the shapers and eased the
meres on past.

When Rukajoined her again, she could fed the hunger in hisbdly grow. "Go," shetold him then. "Go
hunt on your own. Don't wait here with me."

He growled in return. She motioned sharply, asif to scare him away, but he knew her now, and the
motion merely made his eyes sharpen, asif she hersdf might become hismed. Shelaughed at him and
snarled back through the gate, then tossed the pouch with the rest of Wren's dimchimsinto the rocks.
She did not have to see the paw that snagged the bundle beforeit hit the ground; she could fed him tear it
open and gulp the contents so clearly that her own throat convul sed.

An hour before dawn. Doetzier and Kurvan took their packs back; Tsadill stalked at the head of the
trail. Ruka, the low hum of his growling ever-present in her mind, climbed and legped and padded so that
Tsasfeet did not seemtofed thetrail, but rather jumped from stone to stone and crisscrossed through
the forest behind hersdlf. She grew amost used to the feding of doublevision.

They climbed through the last cut and paused where the trail opened out onto the top of acliff. Thiswas
the part of thetrail she knew well, even in the dark. The wind, which curled and eddied aong the rock
wall, tugged at their balance as much as the mud that had sucked at their feet. Where the cliff dropped
away, the rocks shot down like arrows and ended in atumble of broken columns.



Tsapadded out to the edge of thewall, knowing it had no undercut. From behind, Kurvan yelled a
warning, but she waved him off. Instead, she poised on therim and rolled her shoulderstill the tension left
her arms. Gingerly, Kurvan stepped up beside her and looked down.

He gestured at their feet. "How did you know the edge was safe?"

She cocked her head to hear hiswords in the wind. He was like acougar just before it pounced, his
voice low while hisbiofied crouched to attack. "I know thiswall," she said flatly. "It'sas solid asit istall
a thispoint."

His voice sharpened ddliberately. "If you know thistrail so well, how could you not know therewas a
lake beneath the grass back in the meadow?"

"It wasnight, and | can't wear darkeyes."
"Yes, but youreaguide."

She twisted to face him, and her rain-pale face was thin and sharp. The white scars on her cheek seemed
to channd therain to her lips, and she licked them amost unconscioudy. "I'm aguide,” she agreed with a
soft snarl, "not agod. The middle part of thistraill—I never hiked it before. Only the beginning and ends.
With the node down, | had no way of knowing what was under the grass.”

"Asaguide" he snapped back, "your responsibility isto fed what isthere.

"l can't sensethings as clearly in a storm—no guide can. There'stoo much movement. What | sensed in
the meadow-lake," she corrected, "was life that made sense for the move-ment of thewind.”

"Y ou said there were edl's, sucker fish. If you could fed them, how could you think it was grasdand?’

Rukasfur had bristled with Kurvan'stone, and his hostility became Tsas aggression. She had to clamp
her lipsto keep them from snarling. " Just what are you getting at?' she asked dowly, fighting with her
throat to make the human sounds.

"Seemslike you fed only what you want to fed through your so-called biogate. Y ou come out with
barely a scratch each time there is an accident; but Wren and Tucker? Nit-picker? It's dways someone
elsewho paysfor your mistakes. And with the scame gone down with Wren's pack, how could we fix a
more... fatal accident?’

Shetook a step forward, Kurvan took a step back, and Nitpicker materiaized from the wind. The pilot
gave Kurvan ameaningful glance, and he withdrew without aword, though he cast acold ook at Tsas
hand, which clenched the hilt of her flexor. Nitpicker did not watch him go. She merely stood in his place
and looked out from the cliff asif she did not notice theflash of Tsaseyes.

Tsastruggled with her breathing. Her eyes seemed blinded by the movement of the woman's clothesin
the wind. Shewasfocused like a hunter, she redized. She wastaking in Rukaswill asif it was her own.
It was like the heat of afire: dl-consuming, al-surrounding. She shuddered visibly, and Nit-picker noted
it out of the corner of her eye. The pilot's darkeyes caught movement the same way that Tsiadid through
her gate, and the shudder that Tsafought to control was as ob-vious to Nitpicker as the wind that
rippled through Tsas hair. The pilot had seen the guide like this before—when firehad caled TSaas
strongly as her gate. When she had been drawn to the flames as strongly as she was sucked in by the
catswho crawled in her mind. How did she redly think anymore? How far could Tsa be trusted?
Nitpicker shot aglance at TS asthroat, and tightened her lips at the bruising. The blackness of her finger
marks was as dark asthe whiteness of the claw marks on Tsasface. The swollen flesh asthick asthe



anger that seeped from Tsias muscles. The pilot balanced like Tsaagaingt thewind and tried to feel the
currents asif they were heat instead of chill air.

"I suppose thisseemslikefire, not rain, to you," she shouted.
Tsanodded.
"Stll craveit?'

She shook her head. She knew what Nitpicker asked, and the pilot seemed intent, but not intent on her.
"I'm ten years out of my gate," she answered, expanding her gate to search where Nitpicker focused.
"Only new guides have aphysica need to dancein theflames"

"You don't need thefireat dl?'

"Not need, no," shereturned. "But desire, yes. The heat on my flesh... Thesmel of ashin my swest..."
"Thenit'sthe biogate, not the firepit, that calls you now?"

Sowly, Tsanodded. "I can fed the cats asfar away as that mountaintop.” She gestured with her chin.
"Strong gate. Too strong, perhaps?”

Tsaturned her head and met Nitpicker's eyes, and her gaze had a wildness beneath the dark blue that
was not fury, but ea-gerness. "Y ou and the others," she said softly, "you'reright not to trust me. A tarn
cancdl metoitjust aseasly as| could cdl that same cat to me.”

"Y our mutation was not supposed to stay so wild, Feather. Y ou were supposed to become controlled.
To be ableto control your gate like you do your ghostsin the node.”

"l did. | can."
"Y et you say they cdl you, too?"

Tsaclosed her eyes. "Aseasily and strongly asthe node calls you through your temple link." Cat feet
skittered across her skull, and she rubbed at her temples, then threw back her head and screamed the
cry of the cougar into the wind. Behind the two women, the other meres leaned against the wall of rock
and watched.

Nitpicker eyed her for amoment. "Y ou've lost yoursdlf, Feather. Y ou've given yoursdf up to your gate."

When Tsiaopened her eyes, they glinted. "My hands don't shake; my thoughts are clear. I'm not
controlled by this" she said flatly. "There's only mysdf inside me; and the gate—it's a door, not avoid.”

"l look at you and see acat clawing itsway out of the hu-man skin which surroundsit.”
Tgaslip curled. "Y ou're the one who doesn't see me clearly, if you see only the gatein my mind.”

"l see more than your gate, TSa. | see aguide so lost she knows only thetrail she treads, not the life she
wishesfor her-sdlf. | see a Feather so buffeted by the wind that she has no path of her own. | seeyou
accepting your biogate asif it was your only view of theworld."

"I'maguide. | can't help but see through the gate.”

"Seethrough it or live through it?* Nitpicker sudied TsSafor along moment. "If you were threstened—if



you were told the gate would be taken away, what would you do to save it? How far would you go to
protect yoursdlf at the expense of those around you?"

Tsdseyesnarrowed. "Y ou think 1'd betray you to save my-sdf? That 1'd trade your life for my gate?”
She nodded dowly. "That'swhat you think has gone on here, isn't it? Y ou think I've been working against
you."

"Haveyou?'
Taasjaw tightened. "There's something you're ill not saying, Van'e."

"Look a you," Nitpicker returned harshly. "Y our eyesarewild. Y our fingers curl like claws. Y ou look
like astormwitch, not aguide. | can seeyou dancing inthisasif it were fire, not wind that whipped your
hair. Asif your blood burned the same way as your anger. | see death in your footsteps, Tsa-guide. | see
it when you're threatened—when you're angry. And | see it when you connect with the cats." She eyed
Tsawith acold look. "Y ou never left the cub behind, did you?'Y ou drew him herewith us, and al along
thistrail, he'sbeen clouding your mind so that you can't even remember that you're human.”

Tsacould not answer, but the expression in her eyes was enough for Nitpicker to tighten her lipsin fury.

"So. I'mright." She stared out into the valley blindly until she saw the points of light that marked the
freepick stake. "Zyas dammit," she sworefindly. "No cats as scouts; no ob-ligations; no caling by the
humans: that's the Landing Pact that the cats themsd ves negotiated. But here you are, taking advantage
of acub who's been engineered to link with you if you want it. And you want that badly. Don't deny it,
Feather. It'sin your eyes." She cursed again under her breath. ™Y ou disobeyed my orders. The platform
stunt was one thing; thisis something ese. Here, you're ddliberately breaking the Landing Pact that you of
al people should honor. Seemtakeit,” shesaid in disgust. "There's somekind of irony in the fact thet
we're protecting you from the guides, while the guides protect the cats from you. Neither you nor the cats
obey the Pact that everyone e seiskeeping.”

"Hewantsthislink as much as| do—maybe more," TSare-turned harshly. "I can tagteit in hisfield.
Every time| send him away, he just refusesto go.”

"Do you redly expect him to withdraw from what is as strong to his nature as hunting? He's been
engineered, Feather, to link with you as a scout. He has no choicein this. You do. And if you let this
continue, he could bond with you for life. He could become as much adave to your gate asyou are to
the ID dot that protects you from the guides."

"Van'd," shesad softly, "I can't hate him enough to drive him away. He saved my lifeinthelake. And if
he hadn't done so, | wouldn't have known to come back to help you. He—not I—is the reason that
you'redive, too."

"Perhaps.” Nitpicker turned back to the freepick's valey. "When | was trapped in the mud, there was
someone el se nearby. Someone who ripped the enbee from my face. Y ou were there. Y ou bear the
marksto proveit. Y ou were with Tucker when he died—it was your idea that drowned him. Y ou amost
dropped Doetzier on that stretch of rock. Y ou did drop Kurvan on the bridge—it was Bowdie, not you,
who caught him and kept him from falling. Y ou led Wren right into the water."

"l didn't know it was alake—}"

Nitpicker cut her off coldly. "1 accepted Wren's word about Tucker. | gave you the benefit of the doubt
about mysdlf. But Kurvan—we saw it, Feather. It was deliberate—your letting go—asif you just threw
him away to therocks."



"Daya, how can you say this?'Y ou know me—"
"Ay, | know you."

Tsadared at her. "Y ou provoke me, then defend me. Y ou joke with me, then push me. We've never
been close, but at least we could work together. Now there's something elsein your mind. Something

you're not saying.”

"I want truth, Feather-guide.” Her eyesflicked to the swollen ring of Tsias neck. "I want to know what
you seein your gate—if you obey the cats of thisworld, or if you follow an-other voice. Something
foreign perhgps? Or dien?' Shewatched TSaclosdy.

"l don't understand.”
"l want to fed for mysdlf thetruth of what you tell me."
"I don't know how to give you that."

Nitpicker said softly, "But you do know how to choose, don't you? Between an ethic and the desire that
floods you through your gate? Striker will fight to the desth to defend alifer'srights, even if she hates
what the lifer tands for. What ethicsin you are stronger than your desirefor the cats?!

Tsaseyes narrowed. The pilot's questions probed like ascalpel for the rotted tissue of a pressure
bruise.

Nitpicker watched her carefully. "How far are you con-trolled by your gate?' she demanded softly.
"How much are you directed by the guide guild you claim to have left? Or directed by something €lse?"

"| left the guides when the guides|eft me. | owe them noth-ing.”

"I've heard that aten-year guide should be able to pinpoint the organic circuit of an antigrav in the clutter
of ashiptech'slab.”

"You know my link," Tsareturned with vehemence. "And it's to the cats, not to abacterium. | have no
such resolution.”

"Y ou don't have to be so linked to fed such detail. All gates should have the potentid of that sengtivity.
Linked to the fe-lines or linked with the fish, you should be ableto fed abiochip within adozen meters”

TSadared at her for along moment. "I thought you under-stood,” she said dowly. "I thought you knew."
"Knew what?'

She glanced at the other meres, but they were to the side, not downwind. "1 was taken from the guide
guild," shesaid, "before | wastrained to my gate. | never learned how to useit." Her hands clenched with
growing frustration. She couldn't blame Nitpicker for her distrust, but she could not help her an-ger.
"Everything | know," she said in alow, vehement voice, "I've learned by mysdf or through Forrest, and
I've got dmost no resolution outsde the link to the cats.”

Nitpicker regarded her strangely for amoment. "When you detected the shapers, what did you fed ?"
"l smdled them firg—I didn't feel them.”

"And once you knew they were there?’



"| isolated them through the gate.”
The other woman nodded.
"It wasn't easy,” T9asad flatly.

Nitpicker stared out over the black valey till shelocated the faint lights from the freepick stake in the
distance. "Y our sster worksin customs, doesn't she?'

TSadared a her. "What does that have to do with any-thing?”"

"Customs," Nitpicker repeated. "That's auseful trade. Lot of contact with aliens. Lot of credit inthe
graycae.”

"Not for her. Shel's as straight asthey come.”
"No interesting stories? No smdll dip-bysfor alittle extra credit?'
Tsaeyed her warily. "Traderstried it, but Shjams—she never hit."

"Lot of ingpectorsgo to the grayscale," sheremarked. "They say hooking in with blackjack isaticket to
Paradise. In-formation about a biochip shipment would pretty much pay your way to Paradise and
back."

Tsafdt acoldness spread throughout her middle. " So through Shjams, | could be linked to the Ixiaor
blackjack. | could be azek mysdf.”

"Y ou'd do most anything for her, wouldn't you?"
"She'smy sdter, for Dayas sske—"

Nitpicker glanced at the valey floor. The shadows didn't lengthen; they merely darkened asthe sky
stretched black fin-gers where once the clouds had been gray. "It's two hours be-fore dawn. We should
be moving on.”

Tdadidn't shift. "My gate, my resolution, my sister up at the docking hammers— If everything pointsto
me, every ac-cident, every death, why do you think 1'd guide you rightly at all—to the freepick stake or
anywhere ds=?"

"We have seven or eight kays|eft to go,” the pilot said coldly. "'If thereis one more mishgp—even adip
in the mud— between here and the stake, I'll know then what to think of you."

She motioned sharply, and the flesh tightened dong Tsidsjaw. Without aword, Tsaturned and gestured
to the other meres. They fell into line behind her. Kurvan, Doetzier, then Wren like a shadow. Nitpicker
with that cold, intdligent anger till tightening her field like aknot. Striker with her blunter sedled tight in
therain, and Bowdie at the end. They were awinding snake of suspicion that followed her down thetrail.
A line of tenson that stretched like atrip wire waiting for her misstep.

IS

Tsamoved down thetrail, her eyes seeing automaticaly through Rukas eyes, and her mind logt in the
thoughts that cir-cled like loose river wood in an eddy. "I should be ableto fed acircuit or fed a
biochip..." Her voice was sarcagtic, and she glanced back at the meres. "Biochips at thirty paces..." A
sweep of rain sung her face in points. Her eyes widened ab-ruptly. Points of water. Points of light?



Sowly, then more deliberately, she began to jog through the mud, and behind her, Kurvan cursed and
picked up his pace. Doetzier, then the others sped up, till their feet dipped and did with their speed.

Tsadgretched her gate to fed them. It was easer when their pulseswere up—asif the way they
expended energy bright-ened the pattern of each biofield. Wren, in the back, was still the easiest for her
to distinguish: cold and distant and quick asice cracking across a pond. Nitpicker: cool, not cold, and
wary and sharp, like chilled needles. Striker like sand, without form or shape, but fluid and moving each
minute. Bowdie with his galows humor riding his eager, light-spotted field, and the haunted gaze so
hidden behind his darkeyes. He loved a chal-lenge amost as much as she did, but the heat of hisfield
was nothing compared to the hot sense of Kurvan's. Eager, hunting, watching... And then there wasthe
last one: Doetzier, whose cold, watchful eyeswere like daggersin her back. Whaose field was pricked
with pointsof light. Liketiny gars. Likeliving things.

Tsahad to force hersdlf to remain facing forward. Shelet hersdlf be drawn through the biogate into
Rukas mind until the colors she saw seemed to shift, and movement became more acute. The rhythmic
pounding of the booted feet matched the pulse she felt in veins that were not her own. She could see
them clearly now—the way they kept their distance from each other. She could watch from the corners
of her double-vison eyesthe way each fighter breathed. She could smell the scents of men and women,
and reach out for the points of light.

She came dmost blindly to the first of the three rocky dropsthat led to the freepick stake. Shetook a
deep bresath, then stepped out over the edge. When she hit the wide, flat top of the column, her ankles
jarred, and shock traveled all the way up to her knees. A second jump, more reckless, shivered up
through her thighs and renewed the throb of the claw marks benesth the graft on her leg.

The cougar did not hesitate to follow. Histawny shape flashed by so quickly that Tsajerked and banged
her knee againgt a protruding stone. She stifled her curse with ataut grimace. Should she not have
admired his grace? he seemed to say. TSaopened her mouth to retort, then stopped hersalf abruptly.
She jumped the rest of the way with her knees tucked and bent for the shock of the ground. And Ruka,
his golden eyes glaring at her figure, dunk to the side and disappeared in the brush.

His hunter eyes, which watched the meres, made her turn and watch them aswarily ashe. The
meres—one of them was blackjack. And it was Doetzier, she swore to hersalf, who wasthefina key.

On the marine platform, there had been that presence—that sense of being watched when she checked
the location of the cats. Someone had not wanted her here—or Tucker either.

Doetzier hit the ground while Kurvan made hisway awk-wardly down. As soon as Striker started her
climb, Tsaturned to thetrail. There was blackjack here. She would sweer it. A killer. Not amere
anymore, but amurderer.

Tentatively, sheimaged acommand through her temple links and fdlt it echo away. The one ghost she
maintained—she found its trace again. The image of the made-up man who went about hisbusiness. A
man obliviousto the fact that his fase world was no more than the webs of the node. Like tap-ping into a
holo on adreambar channd, or catching a thread of someone else's conversation, the ghost man was not
solid, but he was active. Active on an ID dot that Tsia had given up more than ten yearsago. Anold ID
dot and an image that clung to the node like honey to aspoon... Shewondered for amoment, as she
watched Bowdie descend, what would hap-pen if she made the ghost an active trace. And if she did o,
would her old ID become fully active once again? How long would it be before the guide guild caught on
that Tsaof Giordan, not Festher of the meres, was still on the node and active? Therain thickened asif
in answer, and TSaclosed down gently on thetraceline and let it settle quietly in her mind.



The dawn did not lighten the sky with color, but only cracked it with afaint gray light at the edge of the
black ho-rizon. Tsia quickened her pace and urged Rukato move faster and ahead where his shape
would be lessvigble to the limited range of the darkeyes.

She reached the second rocky drop and caught sight of the freepick stake, haf akay away. Thelights
were on and visiblein the squat, brown-gray huts that surrounded the skimmer tar-mac. Like adiamond
with dightly rounded edges, the stake was perhaps two hundred meters across and six hundred me-ters
long. Down the middle, in along, clear stretch of tarmac, were the landing pad and maintenance deck.
The main fregpick structure was a clumsy hub with short, stubby arms. To the northwest was arow of
congruction huts. Farther down were four vehicle cradles and three skimmers that squaited like flieson
the deck. On the other side of the hub, three rows of cylin-drica storage unitslooked like rows of
checkers. The north-west end of the landing pad was bare and flooded with puddles.

Across the tarmac were two more rows of huts and a cluster of vats, larger than those on the marine
gtation. Near the mid-dle of the landing pad, behind one of the rows of huts, a mas-sive pit yawned like
an open mouth in the ground: the reclamation area. When it wasfinished, it would be amaze of tunnds
and pipdinesand wellsthat would carry and processthe tailings until they were completely biodegraded.
And it would al work, Tsathought, because of one set of chips. One piece of biotechnology for which
someonewould kill.

Haf akay, she thought soberly, and she would know for sure. Seven meres, shut off from the node. ..
The blackjack who walked among the meres could not let them reach the stake—the meres would never
live to use the com inside the hub. Time and their footsteps pushed them forward while blackjack smply
waited, like cats on a dliff, for the meresto step under their claws.

She paused at the top of the stony steps and glanced back aong the line. Doetzier was till first behind
her, then Kurvan just behind him. She waited for thefirst mere, and as he came abreast of her, heraised
his eyebrowsin question.

"I haveto talk with you," she murmured. Hetilted his head to see her better through the steady rain, and
she gestured at the rocks asiif to give him directions down, but said as quickly as she could, "You're
carrying the biochips.”

Hedid not start. He gave no guilty glances or hard looks. It would have been fatuous, she supposed, if
he had, but some-how, she expected something other than the blank response of silence.

"Did you hear me?" she demanded urgently. Kurvan moved up into hearing range, and she gave Doetzier
an angry look be-forefdling slent. Thetal mere said nothing, but started down without her.

Kurvan waited while Doetzier climbed. Hislean face looked dmost gaunt in the darkness, asif hisbones
had become more prominent by the hour, and the handsomeness he once pro-jected had retreated in
exhaugtion. "My gabilizersare shot," he said as Doetzier made it to the hafway mark. " Give me ahand,
will you?'

She nodded and extended her grip. Hetook it and leaned out to lever himself down to gain apurchase
on the next dick boul-der. With her feet braced and the wind steady, she felt no un-bearable strain. Then
hisantigrav shut down. Hisweight and that of his pack camefull on her arm. He dipped. Hisfingers
wrenched at her hand. She was yanked off her feet—full-length at the edge. Her legs dipped sdeways
and back. Heavily, shefell with abrutal thud that smashed her ribsto the rock, and her flexor broke free
of her harness. Kurvan'sfingersdid from her rain-dick skin. She stared at hisface asit fell away inthe
gloom. His eyes—black eyes—bored into hers; then he twisted away to fall.

"Falling!" she shouited.



Kurvan hit Doetzier like a sack of rock. He knocked the other mere off the stone, and both men tumbled
to the bottom in atangle of blunt shapes. Doetzier hit first, and the thud of his pack across stone was
amost asloud asthe cracking sound Tsas flexor made asit struck the rock beside them. A hand flung
out likeasmal whiteflag; the dark bulk of Kurvan's body crushed it dmost ingtantly.

Tsawas dready scrambling down. She leaped, then grabbed a hold; sh'thered across wet rock, then
swung off her hands. Something tawny blurred her vison, and her hands were, for asecond, yellow-gold
and furred. She shook her head and jumped recklessly to the ground, staggering with her momen-tum
before she found her feet. What stopped her then was the energy surge and instantaneous shaft of pain
that hit her biogate like aflood wall. There was an outraged scream, then silence.

For a second only, she froze. She was not aware that she clutched her forearm asif to bresk it; only
vaguely did she hear the shouting from above. Beside her, before he faded into the haf-light of dawn,
Rukas eyesregistered the figures that clambered down behind. Tsas own gaze was glued to the two
meres. Kurvan shifted, and asif she broke free of someinvis-ible hold, she lunged forward and yanked
him up. Someone cursed. Sted fingers seized her arm from behind.

Shewrenched free. "He's not hurt,” she snarled. "It's Doetzier."

Stll, the stedl hand hauled her back. A tawny shape flashed to the Side. Her eyes ditted. Her mouth
twisted with the snarl she could not contain. The cat responded, and gathered hisweight, and Tsa's
biogate flashed wide. "Noi" she shouted. Her mind seemed to freeze. Ruka flattened out. Nitpicker's
eyesflickered, but she did not take her gaze from the mere on the ground.

"He's broken," she shouted at Nitpicker's face. Some part of her brain registered the idiotic words. But
the mere did not re-lease her arm, and the pilot's wiry fingers dug teadily into her flesh.

"Let goof me" T9asnarled.
"Shut up, Feather." Her voice was harsh, cutting.

Blue eyes bored into black. There was awarning there. A coldnessthat radiated out from Nitpicker's
biofield likeice forming and freezing the air between them. Tsa shuddered and tried to pull away, but the
other woman tightened her grip, and some part of Tsas brain was amazed at the strength in that dim

body.

"Stay." Nitpicker spoke asif giving acommand to adog, and the anger flashed in Tsd's eyes before she
felt the message in those fingers. Pressing, tapping on her arm... Speaking to her skin.

Her lips clamped shut. The pressure tightened. Words. A message. Wait. Obey. And three words that
made her freeze in place and stare a the narrow, lined face. Gepa'i cha'k. Vaka'kha. To take from the
hunter the hunt. To provoke the hunter to expose himslf to the arrow of hisenemy.

Nitpicker tightened her grip one moretime, then let go and turned to Kurvan. "What happened?* she
snapped.

He dabbed gingerly at the scrape that bloodied his cheek. "My antigrav went out, and | dipped beforel
could get a pur-chase on the stone. Feather took the full weight on her arm.” He gestured toward
Doetzier, who sat, propped up, now againgt aboulder. "I knocked him off when | fell, then landed right
ontop of him. If it hadn't been for him, | would have broken my neck.”

Nitpicker caught Striker's attention. "How is he?"

"Hisarmiscracked."



The pilot nodded. "Patch it," she ordered.

Bowdie overheard her words. "We can cadt it, but that's about it,” he said. He did not hide his glance
toward T9a. "Welost the scame in the meadow. And with the medlines down, he can't even block the
pain. Hell haveto walk to the stake asis.”

Nitpicker nodded, and Bowdie turned to help Striker with amedpack. Quickly, they wrapped Doetzier's
arm with the thin brown roll of the metaplas cast materid. Doetzier cried out once as his arm was shifted
and bone ends grated. A sharp, hot smell rose, then subsided. The cast molded itself tightly and shrank.
Doetzier hissed thistime and paled, and Bowdie gripped his shoulders. A moment later, only afaint
lingering scent spoke of the newness of the cast.

Nitpicker's face was emotionless as she turned to T9a. She said nothing, just looked Tsiaup and down,
and then turned away. The steady rain washed Tsas forehead, and shefelt the chill like asnake, curling
into her kin.

Nitpicker knew.

The sabotage. The death. The accidents. Thefalls. That ook on the pilot's face—Tsa should be afraid.
There should befear eating a her guts asif the guide guild had found her—as if she were betting her
biogate againg the certainty of the sunrise. There should not be this eagerness swelling up in her
stom-ach. She motioned toward the freepick stake. Her voice wastight. "Half akay."

The pilot nodded, her expression still cold, and Kurvan gave Tsaasharp look before turning away to
help Doetzier to hisfeet. Striker repacked the medkit and did not meet TSids eyes. Instead, she hefted
Doetzier's pack and set it on her shoulders. Doetzier, who had been eased out of it, turned hisdrawn
faceto Tsgato give her along and thoughtful look.

"Half akay," she repeated quietly. She picked up her flexor from whereit lay between two rocks, and
turned it over in her hands. Sheflicked it experimentdly, but the wegpon did not respond: it was as
broken as Doetzier'sarm.

Without aword, she tucked it in her harness and turned back to thetrail. Bowdiefel in line behind her,
Kurvan behind him. Wren, then Doetzier, then the pilot and Striker. It was no co-incidence that Doetzier
was at the rear. Nitpicker knew.

Tsadogged through the mud-deep grass. No one talked in the rain. One more rock drop. Wren and
Nitpicker helped Doetzier down. Another quarter kay. Dawn was upon them, yet the gloom hung on like
aleech. The brush thickened asit grew back into the areas cleared by the freepicks; the heavy clouds cut
out any early daylight that thought to shine through the gray.

Ahead, like tiny mountains, the rock-gray huts of the free-pick stake resolved themselves from darkness.
Edges became sharp againgt the billowing, blowing trees. Windows and door-frames, outlined by the
glowing edges of therr filter fidlds, floated in the dawn like massive eyes and mouths, just waking and
waiting for breskfast. Day was upon them in ashroud of rain and shadow.

Tsano longer worried that Ruka might be seen. The brush was so thick that not even adarkeye could
pierceit. Shedid not bother to look for his shape; her gate was as open as she could make it, and he
was as much apart of her astherain that soaked her skin. She hunted now, and the cougar knew it. He
could taste her determination through the gate, and his fe-line mind was eager for the taste of blood and
flesh.

When they reached the road that led to the freepick area, TSia paused to locate the gray-green metaplas



stake that marked the fregpick boundary. She and Kurvan opened its top to expose the com pand of its
beacon, but only its manua links were active. She waited while he triggered the manua com and notified
the freepicks that they were on the way in. After aminute, he finished up and closed the marker beacon.
Tsagave him aspeculative look asthey made their way down the road: he had said nothing about them
being on foot.

He shrugged coldly when she asked about it. "l don't give out what doesn't need to be known. Especialy
to guides”

Her lipstightened. Sheturned her back on his expression, and let Rukawatch him instead.

When they came to the edge of the tarmac where the road widened, TS ia paused, and the other meres
gathered in aragged line. Nitpicker touched her arm. Anything? the woman finned.

Tsareturned anegative pressure.

They waited in slence while TS a eyed the rain-gray surface. Up close, the tarmac was not completely
smooth, asif it was s0 old that the earth had moved benegth it or it had not been flattened to begin with.
The chemica and bacteria vats, when she looked closely, showed cracks at their seams and meld marks
on their support legs. On the other side of the tarmac, the hub itself was adingy gray—athick, uneven
primer color, not adeliberate hue. Even that shade could not hide the fact that, although the freepick
stake was new, the pitting and scor-ing along a quarter of the prefab panels spoke of decades of use.
Freepicks never wasted credit on construction details.

Anything on your scanner? she finned on Bowdiesarm.
Hisfingers pressed back his negative.

She did not move forward. Her skin prickled, asif ahunter crouched close by, but she could see no Sign
of weapon—or even freepick—waiting there to meet them. On her other sde, Nitpicker shifted, and she
felt the hard line of the pilot's flexor press againgt her arm. She could smell the scent of the other woman
on the weapon. Unobtrusively, shetook it, then subtly she removed the custom wrap on her own hilt and
dipped it over the other. Quietly, she passed her broken weapon back to Nitpicker's hands.

She eyed the tarmac again. She could fed the eagerness of someone's pulse. When she went first out on
the tarmac, to-ward the main hub of the stake, her heart was beating quickly, and her breath was short
and shdlow.

She did not go swiftly or directly across. Instead, she paused and turned and darted afew stepsthisway,
then that. Sheig-nored the massive vats to the right; she gave only a bare glance to the open pit to the
left. Asif shewere an animd, sniffing and testing the clearing, she advanced in hesitant spurts. She
breathed shallowly to take in the scents, but it was Rukas nose that interpreted the odors she sent to him
through her gate. The hub—the main complex in which the fregpicks worked—uwith its doorway faint and
blue-glowing in the dark, beckoned like a hand, and Ruka knew she would enter. He snarled low in her
gate.

Wait, shereturned in her mind. Stay hidden. And wait.

She did not touch the hut as she edged toward the filter-field door. Scanners were triggered by
proximity, but aslong as she didn't touch the actual sensors, the bioshield in her blunter would project the
scan signasfor her heartbeat and body heat asthat of asimple biological, not that of ahuman. She
amiled faintly. With Ruka hel ping to guide her, her actions were ani-ma enough to convince even the
most discerning nodie that it was abeast who advanced, not amere.



Shetook the flexor from her belt. Keeping it at her side, she tapped the access on the door panel so that
her arrival was an-nounced. The door field cleared automatically to trangparency, and she could seethét,
athough the door was open, the foyer insde was empty; the three halways that led out of the
en-tranceway were dim. That was not unusua, shetold hersalf. Even agrounded stake didn't waste
power. She spared the hals only aglance before she stepped inside. But she forgot to close down her
biogate as she stepped through the door, and the tingling sense of the filter field made Rukajump in the
brush. Tdajerked with hisreaction, then flushed in the warmth of the foyer.

Idiot, she snapped at hersdlf.

She paused ingde, and behind her, the door opagued again. She waited, her fingersloose and relaxed on
the weapon, and her eyes and ears dert. But only a single freepick appeared, with athickset body and a
balding pate, and if there was any-thing but caution in his manner or voice, she could not senseit in him.
The danger that made the cougar growl and her skin crawl on her back—it was here and not here, and
she could only wait for itsaction.

She greeted him carefully, and added, " Guild contract BL L -tau-two-Six."
"Tau, Sx-eight, double-XN," he returned. "Contract confir-mation?"

Shetold him the code, and he nodded. For amoment, he studied her as closely as she watched him. She
knew what he saw: a short-haired mere with rain-wet hair, who poised on the balls of her feet. A woman
with crow's-feet so completely overshadowed by the scars on her cheek that only the deep blue of her
eyeswas noticed. Asfor what she saw, he was a freepick—no mistake about that. The smell of mining
oilsand bacteriawasthick on his clothes and his body. The light brown jumpsuit he wore had been
through so many scrubsthat it was actudly thin, while hisface was heavy and beginning to dide off in
folds of flesh. His skin was coarse with the large pores of aman who spent much of histime with dirt. His
hands were thickly scarred, as though they had been cut and scraped so many times they could no longer
remember how to make skin, and hisfingernails, like Wren's, were so thick that they seemed like plates
of cartilage, not nails. She glanced at hisface and met his amber eyes steadily. They were clear and
sharp, at odds with the deliberate—amost drawling—tempo of hisvoice.

"Decker got your cal-in confirmation from the beacon,” he said obliquely, "but the landing pad didn't
activate.

"We came overland. Cdled you manualy from marker on the road.”
Heraised his eyebrows, then nodded toward the outside. ™Y ou came through that?"

Shefollowed his gesture, then glanced down at the puddle of rainwater still forming at her feet. She gave
him atwigted grin. "Through that."

Helooked more sharply at her face, then hair. "Guide."
Sheraised her eyebrowsin aslent question.

He shrugged. "Short hair. No darkeyes, and you stand.... differently.” He made asmall gesture over his
shoulder. "Grunts are dready down in the tubes, working on the tun-nels. The rest of us have three
bacts—bacteria biologicds, to you—"

"I'm familiar with theterm.”

He nodded. "—to set up before we can comein and talk. Y ou want to bring your meresin now?"



Therewas no surgein her biogate as he mentioned the meres—no heightened sense of danger in his
odor. She nod-ded. "WEell start contract as soon asyou like, but we need to use your scame right away."

He tapped out amessage on the com. "Thought you meres carried scames wherever you went."
She shrugged and motioned with her chin at the pand. "How long has the node been down?'

"Since dawn. Been using manua cornsto keep in touch with the grunts.” He pointed down the right
corridor. "Just turn in there. Putsyou in the rec room—it's our main hall. All our med gear ison the left
bank of pands, dong with our manua corns.”

"Well need amanua map—some kind of overlay—for the layout of thisplace.”

"Not much to see. There'sthe warren, the storerooms, and the labs for each type of bact.”

"Quarters?'

"In the second hut. Minawill show you, once you've checked in with Laz."

"Laz—not you—is supervisor for this stake?' She did not hide her faint surprise.

He eyed her thoughtfully. "I should be flattered—I think. Laz programs our corers. I'm supervisor here.”
"Ah. Y ou have a sensor net?'

"Uh-huh. But our nodie won't be able to get it active again until the node comes back up.”

"Why not? Manua scans should still beworking.”

"Had an accident a couple days ago. Fried part of the net and one of our grunt-techswith it. Node
maintenance wasn't finished with the repair before it shut down again. So, no scans.”

"Y ou have skimmers and tracs?"

"Fivetracs. All inthe warren." He paused for asecond. "Y ou ask alot of questionsfor aguide.” He
watched her care-fully, but she merely waited. "Three" he said findly. "Out on M-deck—the
maintenance deck, to you."

Her blue eyesglinted. "I'll bring the othersin.”

"I'll be down in the warren. Call me—Bishop—on two-four if you need anything you cant find. Laz is
finishing up right now. He and Minawill meet you in the rec room in about half an hour." Hemade a
forma gesture. "Y ou're on-contract as of now."

"On-contract,” Tsaacknowledged.

She recrossed the tarmac warily and rejoined the other meres. "Seemsclear,” she said in alow voiceto
Nitpicker. The pilot's eyes glinted at the unspoken implication. "But," she added, "they had an accident a
few days ago. Damaged the sensor net.”

From beside the pilot, Doetzier's eyes narrowed. "Anyone hurt?"
"One grunt-tech. Dead.”

His eyes shuttered, and he seemed to withdraw, but his biofied flared with energy. Tsacould dmost
hear him think-ing. Puppets, she thought as shelooked at the meres. And the puppet master was



somewhere nearby, arranging his sticks and strings. She shook hersdlf, then led Wren, Bowdie, and
Kurvan across, while the other three waited behind. With only one manua scanner to work with, it took
Bowdie twenty minutes to declare the rec room clean.

"No wespons,”" he said, as he closed his handscanner down and tucked it back in his harness.

Tgaeyed him blankly for amoment. There was something in thisroom, some scent that caught at her
attention. Feline? Marine? It was an odor she ought to recognize, but it was so faint that it refused to
trigger her memory. Bowdie gestured again toward the door, and she nodded dowly, then went back for
the others.

Each time through thefilter fidld, Ruka cringed, and Tsafound hersdf flinching as she never had before.
Her skin d-most crawled with thetingling field, and shefindly redized that it was the cougar's muscles
bunching and twitching that trandated to her asthe shivers. It was not until thefifth time through that the
cougar began to get used to the sensation. Tsatried to shut out the flinching, but found it most
impossible. Ruka seemed to insert himsalf deeper into her mind each time she opened her gate.

The rec room doubled as a staging areaand mesting hall.

There were three tables at one end, and a stack of massive crates at the other. Color barsin the painted
designs delineated different sport courts, the grav plates set into both floors and ceilings dternated with
the mag plates and barsin snaking di-amond patterns. Two doorways led to the outer loading bays; two
more led to the warren and labs. The wall behind the ta-bleswas a bank of panels, screens, and manual
equipment. Three screenswere active, the others blank. Doetzier was d-ready seated by the scame. His
arm, gtill cast in the thin sheet of hardened metaplas, glowed under the medica gear's scans as Striker
activated it manudly.

Tdag, jittery, shrugged away from Wren and paced toward the outer doors. That scent—it was ill here,
inthisroom. And it was cat, she realized, not cougar. When Rukatook in the odor through her biogate,
he snarled and bristled until she rubbed her own neck to smooth down her hairs. Cat, but not cougar—a
lo-cal creature? She didn't think so. She tried to concentrate, but exhaustion hit like afist, and doruptly,
she leaned againgt the wall. Even Striker's face, angular and flat as she moved across to speak with
Nitpicker, looked drawn so tight that the skin was stretched like a drum across her cheekbones. Wren's
tanned face |ooked sdlow in the light. Where Bowdi€e's bent legs had seemed to carry the weight of the
world, hisface now looked astired.

Wren, standing near her, pulled a pouch from his harness and popped afew nolo seedsin his mouth.
"Get rid of the cub yet?" he murmured, spitting ahusk sharply into the hisser bin on thewadll.

"No."
"Better do it soon. Nitpicker will catch on sooner or later—"

"She dready knows." Tsiaglanced over at Kurvan and Bowdie where they unpacked the two packs that
had survived the hike. She motioned with her chin. "Didn't come out of thiswith much, did we?"

"Uhun.”
"But maybe more than we were supposed to?"
Wren chewed thoughtfully on aseed. ""Been wondering about that myself.”

She opened her mouth to say more, but then remembered the deke in his medkit. She glanced toward
the outside doors. "' Someone coming.”



"That your senses or the cub's?"

"The cub's”

He got to hisfeet and loosened hisflexor in hisbelt. "At least hes some use.”
"Three humans" she murmured. Two men and awoman.”

Wren caught Nitpicker's attention, and the pilot broke off her murmured conversation with Striker. Wren
nodded toward the outer wall. "' Feather saysthere are three freepicks coming in,” he said softly.

Nitpicker glanced at TS a. "Are the scanners back up?'

Tsiashook her head. Two more freepicks entered from aside corridor, and the scentsin the room
shifted subtly. Her nogtrilsflared.

The pilot's eyes narrowed. "Y ou read it off the cub?’

"Yes" shesaid ddiberately, her voice low enough that Striker could not hear. "And yes, he's il here.
Outside near the tarmac.” Nitpicker opened her mouth to say something, but Tsacut her off. "Without
him, I'd know nothing of what hap-pens outsde—"

Tsafdl dlent asthe outer doors cracked, throwing light out into the gray rain, and three freepicks
entered. The cargo doors had no filter fields, and the rain blew back in awhirl before the heavy dab
closed but did not latch. One of the freepicks paused in midstep and reached back to yank it shut. Then
the three of them shrugged out of their ponchos and shook off their boots. Air swirled. The foreign cat
scent grew sharper, and the other smell—the solventlike thread—-grew more dis-tinct. Unconscioudly,
Tsamoved back astep behind Nitpicker and eyed the freepicks warily.

Thetdlest of the three was aman so skinny that Tsia could amost fed his nervous tension smothering the
other two biofields. He seemed even taler with the cream-colored stripes stretching up the sides of his
jumpsuit, and the cream-blond hair on his head. His dark, quick eyes seemed to dart like Wren'sfrom
mereto mere.

The woman beside him was average size, with arounded figure that spoke of both shape and muscle,
and aset of lipsthat should have been full, but were pressed together so tightly that they appeared asa
thin line. She and the other fregpicks wore the same off-white jJumpsuit that the tall man did.

Thethird man was built like Kurvan. Fairly tal and broad, he had unnaturdly white hair, withicy blue
eyesand asguare jaw. His eyebrows were amost solid across his forehead, and the only thing that
saved them from giving him abrutal 1ook was the amount of whitein the color that tinged on blue.

Thefocusin thetall man's biogate fascinated TS g, and she stared at him for amoment before she redlized
her muscles had tensed. Wasit Ruka, not hersalf, whose curiosity held her so tightly? She closed the link
to the cat until she could fed the cougar only dimly and could hear his snarlslike faint wind. Her
shoulderstwitched. Shetried to ignore the sensation. "Stay out of my mind," she muttered. "And let me
do my job."

She stared deliberately at the other two freepicks who had entered the room from the other side, through
one of the hal-way doors. One, a medium-built woman, was black-haired, with dark skin, and eyesthe
color of amber. The other was a narrow-hipped man with the pale skin of atunneler and skinny
shoulders. Hisarms, long and gtiff, hung from his shoulders like pieces of wood. Like the woman, he
smelled of rock and dust even across the room.



Theair in the room shifted, and TSasmelled cat again. She snapped at Rukathrough her gate to move
away from the door; his scent had clouded the smdllsin the room, and she could not distinguish the
odors. The cougar snarled in return and dunk across the tarmac.

Tsabecamedill. It was not Rukawhose scent tickled her nose. It was that eusive, foreign scent, the one
she had smelled when she first entered the room. The heavy one, that spoke of something new—and the
one she had sensed on the marine plat-form at yesterday's dawn. The feline smell mixed with the faint
turpentinic odor of mucus and packing gels, and she cocked her head unconscioudy to separate the
scents. Was her memory con-fused by the biogate? The mucus smell seemed to match the scent that
Kurvan had had on his hands when they touched on the bridge, but it was not an odor from
Risthmus—of that, she was now sure.

The woman with the thin lips greeted Nitpicker. "That's Laz"—she indicated the tall, tense man—"and
Decker." She pointed to the man with the whitened hair. She used her chin to point at the fregpicks who
seated themselves by the door to the warren. "Narbon over there, and Wicht. Wicht is the one with the
arms. They're both grunts, but they've got as high atech rating asthe rest of us. They can settle your gear
whilewetak."

Taaslipstwitched. If there was one word to describe the lanky man, it was "arms.”

"I'm Mina, and—" The freepick's sharp, acerbic voice broke off at the expression on Striker'sface. The
freepick gave the mere asharp look. "What isit?

Striker shrugged, but the closed, shuttered mask that came down over her face did not quite hide her
disgust. Nitpicker glanced at the other mere, and Mina demanded, "Do you have aproblem | should
know about?'

"No," Striker said digtinctly.

Nitpicker started to speak, but Minadidn't look at her. "Y ou don't like me, isthat it?' she said flatly to
Striker.

Nitpicker stepped in front of the other woman. ™Y ou don't pay usfor our likes and didikes—"

"No," Minareturned sharply. "We pay you for your skills. It's your job to work here, and defend usif
necessary—fight for our stake and diefor usif you have to—whether you like us or not. That's your
contract. And if you don't do that job one hundred percent to our satisfaction, I'll personally take you
before your own guild, sue you for breach of contract, and crush you into dust through your own guild
laws"

"That'sjust like alifer—to destroy what you can't control.” Striker's voice was quiet, but it somehow
filled the room and echoed in the sudden silence. "Why bother to communicate to solve a problem when
you can crush the differences between us?' She nodded a Minas expression. "Did you get that atti-tude
from your great-great-grandfather? Or did you develop it on your own?”

For amoment, Mina could only stand speechless.
"Striker," Nitpicker said softly, "go back and help Doetzier."

The freepick's brown eyes narrowed. Nitpicker nodded to-ward the panels. "Want our nodie to give you
ahand?' she asked ddliberately as Mina started to speak.

The woman's eyes flashed. She stared at Striker's back. It was Laz who, after awary look at Mina,
responded, "Won't you be busy setting up your gear?'



"Welost most of our gear ontheway here," Nitpicker an-swered flatly. "It'll be aday of two before we
get replace-ments.”

Decker shifted, asif he would speak, but Minanodded shortly. Her voice was till sharp with anger as
shecut in, "Laz will get you set up with what we have. I'm the bact-stabber here, and I've got three vats
to balance by dusk, so | can't help you till tomorrow."

Wren raised his eyebrows. "Bact-stabber?’

"I make up the bacts—bacteria, to you—and shoot them into the core samples and tailings with atool
that lookslike aknife. Laz coined the phrase. It obvioudy fitsme," she said nadtily. Sheturned to
Decker. "I'll beinlab three-B. Let Bishop know, will you?" She brushed past the others and stalked to
the other sde of the room.

Wren watched her stop and spesk briefly with the two freepicks at the other doorway. "Ming," he
murmured. "Know what that name means?'

Tsashook her head.
"Earth child."
Tsadtifled acough. " ‘Bact-stabber' fit alot better.”

Decker'slipstwitched again, asif he heard them, and Wren turned cold, black-colored eyesto the man.
Hisblunt hands fingered hisflexor unobtrusively. Decker didn't seem to notice; his gaze wason
Nitpicker. Laz continued to look around the room asif weighing the presence of the meres against some
schedule heheldin hismind.

"What can you do right away?" Laz asked. His voice was curt, his message clear: It would be more
trouble to accept help than do without it at al.

Nitpicker was watching Decker, but she answered, "We can begin setting up a scannet, but it won't be
active until we get therest of our gear replaced.”

"Y ou were supposed to arrive with al of it ready to go," the man retorted.
Shedhrugged. Things comeup.”
"Things go down," Wren muttered.

Nitpicker shot him asharp look, but Tsia shuddered at that moment, and both meres flicked their gazes
to her. Outside, Ruka had nosed up to the filter field, and his nose, too closeto thefield, had been jolted.
Tsarubbed at her own nogtrils, then began to pace unconscioudly.

"Guides" Decker snorted with disdain.
Laz's gaze sharpened. "We didn't contract for aguide.”

Nitpicker gave him aspeculative look. ™Y ou got one any-way." She shrugged at hislook. "Merc guild
picks up the tab whenever ther skillsaren't used.”

Laz twisted and eyed Tsaso minutely that she halted in her tracks and turned her head to watch him as
steadily as he gazed at her. " Sorry," he said shortly, as he redized he was staring. Then, abruptly, he
asked, "Can you cdl your link to you?"



Tsaseyesnarrowed. "Why do you ask?"
He shrugged. "1 dways wanted to know that about guides.”

She stared at him afew seconds more. The energy of hisbiofield projected moreintensely than Wren's,
and it distracted her attention from hiswords. "Somelinks," she said finaly, "cdl you to them, not the
other way around.”

He nodded shortly. Then, asif he had filed that information away to use some other time, he turned back
to Nitpicker. "Which of you are the nodies?'

Nitpicker pointed at Kurvan, then indicated TSa "He'sthe nodie. She'saterrain artist, but might be
some help anyway."

"All right." He began to walk toward Kurvan, beckoning for Tsato follow. Obediently, shefdl into step
and stopped beside Doetzier. There was no sign that he was setting up the system to program the
biochips he carried, and she frowned dightly and gave his screens a sharp look. He glanced up at her
ex-pression, then turned ddliberately back to hiswork. In the meantime, Laz gestured at the pandls. "It's
likeajam. Can't get anything on the node, but I'd swear it isn't down com-pletely.”

Tsanodded absently. "I've had flashes of the node through my templelinksal day."

"Exactly." He glanced at Doetzier and noted that one of the screens had become inactive once again.
"Y ou done with that?' he asked curtly.

Doetzier opened his mouth to answer, but Laz was dready |eaning across and punching in sequences
manually. Teawatched Doetzier like acat. She could till fed the points of light in hisbiofield. It waslike
learning to see the color red, she thought. Once she figured out how to digtinguish thetiny lightsfrom a
generd biofidd, it was as obvious as laze beamsin the dark. Not like that turpentine scent, which she
amelled again. Or the foreign cat smdl that clung to thisroom. She glanced & Laz, then &t the other
freepicks. Kurvan's hands, and the smell of sponge mucus on Decker or Minaor Laz...

Something in Tsas gate sharpened her eyes. Tension seemed to grow in the room. She fingered her
flexor and did it unobtrusively from her harness. Laz didn't notice. She cast aglance at Decker, where he
gtill spoke with Nitpicker. Deck-er's hands—their muscles were taut even though they hung a his Sides.
The cat clawsin her head seemed to sharpen. Kur-van... Decker... The turpentinic scents that
matched... Her body balanced itself on the balls of her feet. More freepicks approached from outside.
Her shouldersitched, and her scalp prickled.

"Kurvan," Doetzier caled over his shoulder, alittle too sharply. " Are you finished with the manud link?!

Therewas no answer, and Doetzier glanced back. He stilled. TS a, jJumpy asacat, haf whirled before
shelooked, her flexor pulled from her harnessin asingle fluid motion. Ingtantly, alaze cut acrossthe
deeve of her arm, burning the air and her blunter with a crackling, hissng sound. Shefroze.

Decker had alaze on Nitpicker. The two freepicks—or blackjack—at the inner door had shoved Mina
asde, and their laze weapons were trained, one on Bow/die, and the other one on Striker and Doetzier.
A second later, three freepicks burst in from the outside. In the sudden silence, the rain dripped from
wegther cloth in doppy splatsto thefloor.

"Zeks," Teawhispered, unaware that she had spoken.

They motioned for Striker to move away from Doetzier, and the woman dowly complied. They gestured
for Bowdieto join Tsaand Doetzier, and with hislipsthinly pressed together, thetal, bowlegged mere



dowly moved asthey directed. His biofield was almost as hot as Kurvan's, and the sparks of his energy
fdtliketiny sars, asif hewasfiring himsdf up to fight.

"Feather, step away." Kurvan's voice was soft. One of his pams was closed; the other wasloosg, asif it
held aweapon they could not see. Doetzier's biofield snapped into awall so thick that through it she
could bardly sense hislifeforce. She hesitated. Without glancing back, she stepped forward, asif it were
she Kurvan wanted, not Bowdie or Doetzier.

Kurvan smiled. It was not anice expression, and Tsashiv-ered. A chill seemed to emanate from his
body. Hisleft pam opened, and in it was a shape she recognized: abreaker. Itsdight curvature was
dotted around the edges with tiny bumps, and she raised her eyesto hisface.

"Ever seen something like this, Feather? No?'

Cat claws sharpened themsalves on her scalp. Her fingers clenched like apaw over her flexor, and her
hand did into her custom grip. Kurvan's breaker followed her movement. She stilled.

"This" hesaid, indicating the disk in hispam, "is adistance-focused bregker. The three-oh-nine—this
mode here—is effec-tive on people, biologicas, even certain types of equipment up to eight meters
away." He shrugged hisright hand, and a short, collapsible laze did down Msdeeveinto Mshand. He
snapped it out so that both halves clicked together. Its point began warm-ing up the instant its power bar
connected with its projector. "And this'—he gestured with the laser gun—"isnot alaze like you carry, or
adirtsde parlaslike Bowdi€'s, but a zek parlas—a blackjack weapon. Y ou might not have seen one
before. | don't expect you've been skyside'—he smiled unpleasantly—"and they aren't licensed for
landside use. That's because they don't distinguish between humans and biologicas. I'm telling you thisso
that you understand that thislittle toy"—he hefted it in his palm—"will burn you no matter what heartbesat
your bioshield projects.”

Tsawatched him while the shivers grew in her muscles. Part fear, part eagerness, they set her heartto a
fast, hard rhythm against her ribs. She barely understood, in some back part of her mind, that shewas
taking that pulse from Ruka. ™Y ou want the biochips," she forced hersdlf to say. Behind her, shefelt,
more than heard, Doetzier and Bowdie shift.

"Of course.” He gestured with the laze. "Now, move away from the others.”

"You can lazethem if you want," TSasaid flatly. "It'sal the sameto me. Asfor the chips, they're not
here, but off-site. And without the node to locate their IDs, your scanswill never read them."

Bowdie clenched hisfigts. "I should have killed you, Feather, when | had the chance—"
From the side, Nitpicker cursed and glared at the guide. "Goddammit, Bowdie, shut her up!”
"Quiet," Decker snarled.

Kurvan eyed Nitpicker, then Tsawith disdain. "Pathetically predictable. You," hesaid to Tsa, "have
never touched achip in your life. Decker told me an hour ago by beacon that the chips were being
carried by someone in this group, and I've watched you, Tsa-guide. The chips haven't once been in your
hands."

Hetook ahalf step forward, and her heart beat harder against her ribs. She wondered that he didn't hear
it—it was deafening her with itsloudness, and the closer the laze came, the harder it seemed to pound.
Two of the other fregpicks—no, blackjack, she corrected with narrowed eyes—moved up to stand on
ether Sde. Laz edged away from the points of their wegpons. Hislong-fingered hands twitched



nervoudy. One of the zeksjerked hislaze up, and Laz, without being touched, crumpled avkwardly and
soundlesdy to the floor, where he wrapped his arms around his body and tried to huddle into a ball.

Doetzier did not glance down. "Feether'stelling the truth," he said calmly. "Couldn't you tell—when you
broke my arm— that | no longer had the chips?’

Mina stared from one mere to the other. "Why did he break yo—"

"Shut up,” snapped one of the zeks. Minasubsided, but her eyesflashed, and Tsa could dmost fed the
glintsof fury that darkened her gaze.

Kurvan eyed Tsa. "So he gave them to you, and you hid them off-gte.”

The cat feet clawed at her brain, and her shrug was dmost awrithe. "I took them while you, Wren, and
Striker checked out the hub room. The chips are out beyond the edge of the tarmac.”

"l see. And I'm now supposed to negotiate with you to find out where they are?"

She shrugged again. "It's up to you. They're shielded. If you haven't found them by now, you'll never find
them on your own."

He regarded her for amoment, then smiled at Bowdie and Doetzier. "It seems" he said softly, "I have no
further usefor you." Heindicated Tsawith atiny motion of hislaze. " Step away please.” Sowly, she
obeyed. He raised the laze and pointed the blue-glowing end at the two meres behind her. Then hefired.

Bowdie and Striker and Doetizer flung themsalvesto the Sde; Tsathrew hersdf in front of Doetzier. The
beam missed them all. For an ingtant, it clung to the panel behind her. The Szzle burned only air.
Nitpicker had lunged, then cried out as Decker's particle laze, with its greener, hotter beam, caught her
across the shoulder. Wren got only ahalf step. He froze with the point of another blue-tipped laze aimed
right at hisface.

Tsarolled to ahdf crouch, and Doetzier got dowly to hisfeet. Bowdie was half kneding and haf
standing under the point of another laze. The room, with its frozen figures and overbright tableau, waslike
aframefrom an old flick. Ten blackjack, six meres, two freepicks... Only their tension moved. Only
eyesflicked from sdeto side.

Minaseemed to sart asif from adream. A low cry broke from her throat, and she scambled to her feet
to run from the room. She took two steps before the butt of aflexor struck her cheek and threw her
back againgt the wall. Crouching like an animal, one hand to her face and the other clenched a her side,
she stared up at the zeks. After amoment, the man reached down and hauled her by the arm. He shoved
her toward the other meres.

"Weapons on thefloor,” Kurvan directed. ™Y ou know the drill."

Sowly, flexors dropped. The short hilts of rasersfollowed. A parlasfrom Bowdi€'s harness, its greenish
barrd distinct among the flexors, lay beneath Nitpicker'simage-guided dart gun. Kurvan watched the
weapons drop with satisfaction. He eyed Minafor amoment, then met Striker's black gaze with a
chdlenge in the depths of hisown. "Should give you some sat-isfaction,” he murmured, "to watch alifer
die"

"Descendant of alifer,” Striker corrected harshly.

"Doesit matter?' Kurvan prodded deliberately. "It didn't seem to on thetrail, when you were lecturing so
thoroughly on the evils of the gangs.”



Striker eyed him like acat. "Everything matters” shere-turned. Her voice was soft with threst.
"Everything isimpor-tant. That'swhat the lifersforgot. And that'swhat | now livefor."

"Or diefor?' Hesmiled nadtily. "Move." He gestured curtly. "That way."

Nitpicker got another blow to her temple; Wren got one to hiskidneys. The scent of burning fabric clung
to the air and choked in Tsas nose. Cat scent, sponge scent... Kurvan and Decker matched. Memories
triggered: the odors were from offworld. When the Ixia team up with blackjack... Thefdine snarling
that surged through her biogate dmost deafened her ears.

"That one," Kurvan pointed at Doetzier. "That one and those two." He indicated Wren and Bowdie and
Striker. " Scan them. Not her—" He shook his head as one of them grabbed Tdasarm. " She's the guide;
shewon't have them—her tech rating istoo low."

Decker gestured at Nitpicker. "What about the pilot?!
"Too highaprafile”

A cat crawled closein Tsas gate, and aheavier, larger fe-line seemed to pressin on her mind. She
glanced ingtinctively toward the outer doors, then forced her eyes forward. One door was shut tight
againgt the storm, where the first three miners had come in; but the other was cracked—unlatched. The
line of sodden gray that edged aong the doorframe was broken for an instant. A tawny shape flicked
past. Tsadid not look again. She opened her gate as wide as she could, and the creeping paws that
curled around her mind became a double set of feet. Rukas—all four of them—Iarge and wide on the
ground, soggy with the water; and the others—different, bigger, and only two, with off-white claws
tucked into dien wrists and €-bow joints. Tsiabunked. Her mind's eye blurred. Her hands clenched like
claws. No one but Nitpicker noticed.

"The case" Kurvan said camly to Doetzier. "Bring it out.”

Doetzier did not move. Nor did the others. No one spoke. Nitpicker seemed to tense. The snarl that
grew in Tsasthroat became audible. One of the zeks jerked hisflexor to dam her in theribs, but her
bal ance was poised, and her musclestaut with the reflexes of the cougar. There was asingle blur of
mo-tion. The flexor dammed in. Her hand caught the spiked point and yanked it to the Side as her foot
snapped through his knee. The cracking sound was completely drowned by the shriek that broke from
the man'sthroat. TSawas aready leaping away.

Nitpicker threw hersalf toward one blackjack; Wren dove at another. Bowdie and Striker split asalaze
burned the air be-tween them. Blue-white beams seared cloth and flesh, but if there were screams, Tsa
didn't hear them. She pounced on a zek as hislaze pierced her blunter. The heat of the beam, bro-ken up
by the stedlth cloth, blistered her side as it passed under her arm, but her sweat had aready beaded. She
didn't even gasp.

On the other side of the group, Doetzier jJumped behind azek as abeam burned acrossthefloor ina
sparking arc. The blackjack woman screamed; the beam caught her across thein-ner thigh and hip.
Kurvan, cursing, tackled Doetzier over the other zek who fell in the way. Like frenzied beadts, the three
crashed to the floor in the middle of the wegpons pile. Kurvan lost his grip on the bresker. The disk, the
flexors, the rasers— everything went spinning across the floor.

A blackjack grabbed Tsa, and she screamed. The sound was inhuman. For an ingtant, the man froze.
Shejerked free and backhanded him as hard as she could. Her other hand hooked a vicious punch back
across histemple. Hisfoot came down on aflexor; he staggered back. She grabbed hislaze beforeit fell.
The beam flashed up in her grip; his hand lunged forward to retake it and was burned acrossthe wrist in



asmoking, fat-popping line of blackened flesh.

Tsalunged back to her feet. And into the arms of a zek whose mouth spewed harsh, foul air and whose
eyeswere aswild and bestid as hers. Like asack of rags, she was flung to the ground in a perfect rolling
hiplock. Thelaze flew out of her grip, but she clenched her handsingtinctively as shetum-bled. The
blackjack, caught by his collar, came down in aflip, his shoulders hitting the floor with asmack, and his
head tucked to keep from cracking back.

Therewas no sound in her ears. There was no snarling in her throat. Her mind was suddenly, coldly,
slent with the sense of her hands like paws, tearing at the man who drove hisfist into her ribs, her gut,
her hip—-whatever he could reach. Sherolled, her hands up in front of her face. Her elbows smashed
hisjaw. A flexor cut across her calf, searing through her boot, and she yowled as the heat caught her
flesh for the barest in-stant. Her knee wrenched, and ingtinctively she twisted with it until shejammeditin
his groin. His eyeswidened. She did not wait for the rest of his reaction. Instead, her hands stabbed
vi-cioudy into his gut with stiffened fingers. Sheleft him curled and retching on the floor as she scrambled
back to her feet.

A surge of energy hit her biogate, and someone cried out horribly. The breaker, she recognized. She
glared like acor-nered cat. Her eyes could not distinguish bodies; only move-ment in the room. Her
tongue did not taste swest, but the scent of burning flesh. Someone jerked her back by the collar, and
shetwisted and ducked right into the hot beam of alaze. The beam missed and flashed on her hip, and in
afraction of a sec-ond burned away the westher cloth asif it were silk. She gasped. Whitefire burst in
her mind asthe air crisped next to her skin.

Thelazeflashed again. Indtinctively, like the tensing of nerves before acat actudly leaps, she saw the
movement in her gate. She lunged before she thought; her hands struck down in along curve. Something
hard dapped her palms. Bones—like brittle glass. Skin—hot and sweating. She jerked; they snapped.
The laze flew out and darkened as it inactivated with the loss of the blackjack's grip.

Tsascrambled for theflexor that lay on the floor. It was hers—Nitpicker's; the colors of the custom hilt
seemed to sear themsalvesinto her eyes. Behind her, awoman lunged for the round, flat disk of the
breaker. The breaker found the black-jack's hand. The jack twisted as shefdll. Thedisk came up. Tsa
flung herself back toward the door. Her shoulder hit and flung it open; her flexor flew out into therain.
But the edge of the sonic blast tingled across her outflung arm, missing by a bregth.

Decker, from the side, heard the door and whipped around. The hot point of hislaze flashed. A burning
blow staggered Tsia so that she crumpled back into therain. Her eyes widened. He fired again, and
inginctively the sweat welled up from her pores. The beam of light hit and seared through her blunter,
coming out the other side, but missing flesh as she twisted. Decker ran forward. Smoke clouded her face.
Her throat mem-branes closed asif she danced in afirepit. The beam hit again, but thistime it exploded
through her body hike a shock wave. She could not cry out. Her shoulders, then her head hit the ground
likerags. Theforce of the blast threw her clear of the door and Ieft it dowly swinging shut so that her
body lay like abroken doll, while the rain best against her face, and her blunter smoldered and burned.
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Decker ran toward her, shoving through the door, then saw the red edge of fire that glowed in thewide
hole in her jacket. In the gray gloom, the flame charred her shirt to blackness and curled across her kin.
He cast asingle glance at her face. Her neck was twisted on the tarmac. Her eyes were open to the
morning rain. He turned his back on her body. He never saw the tawny shadow that clung to the side of
the hub.



"You, and you, over there," he snapped at Wren and Bowdie. Another blackjack picked up the flexor
that Wren had kicked away. Wren dipped a supporting arm around Bowdi€'s torso, but the woman
named Narbon yanked him away by the arm, shoving him hard across the room. Both meres eyeswere
cold with lethd intent.

Kurvan cursed as he saw Tsids body in the doorway that Decker held open. "Goddammit!" He gestured
sharply. Decker shrugged and stepped back inside, his hand keeping the door from shutting.

Doetzier eyed the blackjack without expression. The cast on hisarm was blackened in two spotsfrom a
laze that had fired right againgt it. Hisleft cheek was darkening with abruise, and the swelling had aready
half closed hisleft eye. Bowdie was shoved into place behind him, supported by Nitpicker on one side.
Theman'sleft hand pressed againg his ribs where blood seeped through hisfingers. The pilot wasin no
better shape: her face was pinched with pain, but her eyes burned as they followed Kurvan's movements.

Wren merely watched with that cold, speculative gaze as the pile of wegpons on the far table grew. On
the other Sde of Laz, Minawas bresthing harshly—trying to keep herself from screaming—while Striker,
infront of her, lay on the floor, raised up on one ebow with her left leg clutched in one hand. Thirty
seconds—perhaps more—ypassed with no noise but Mi-na's breathing and a murmured discussion
between Kurvan and Decker. Then the sound of feet marched in one of the corri-dors, and Bishop, the
heavyset freepick, was shoved into the room in front of another blackjack. Bishop glanced at Laz, then
Mina. Hetook in Doetzier's arm and Bowdi€e's bloody fingers. He eyed the body that lay outsdein the
rain, then turned to face Kurvan with atightened jaw and set expresson in hiseyes. "The scannet this
morning," he said dowly. "And Hanson two days ago—her death was not an accident.”

"No," Decker said from the sde. "And naither isthis."

One of the blackjacks hit Bishop in the kidney, then the gut with the butt of her flexor. With strangled cry,
the man went to hisknees. They dragged him over and dumped him beside Laz.

Decker motioned sharply at Nitpicker and Bowdie, and the two meres separated dowly. "No finning," he
snapped. "Lace your fingerstogether and place your hands on your heads. All of you," he snarled as
Bowdie raised only one hand.

Sowly, hisface whitening as his muscles stretched across his abdomen, Bowdie complied. He hissed
only once a the pain. The skin across his cheeks was stretched o tight that the bumps on his nose were
white.

Narbon glanced toward Kurvan, who nodded. The woman motioned sharply at the four mereswho
stood together. " Scan them," she ordered her zeks.

Thetiny hum of the handscannersfilled the silence thickly. A moment passed, then another, and then the
scantech testing Doetzier looked up. "Got them," he said shortly. "Here. In the harness. Probably in the

power strip.”

Narbon aimost smiled. She motioned for them to strip the drab harness from Doetzier, and they did so
roughly. Doetzier did not resst. The scanners began to trigger their gear off, but she stopped them before
Kurvan could. "Dothem dl,” shesadflatly. "l want them dl clear.”

She moved up and took Doetzier's harness, tossing it to Kurvan. Before Kurvan had unsealed more than
two seams, the other scantech stopped and turned around. "Wait a minute.”

"What?' Narbon said sharply.



"Got another one" he said. "Looksliveto me."

Kurvan's eyes narrowed and he looked at the first scantech. ™Y ou said the biochips were in the harness,”
he said flatly. The other man shrugged. "They scanned out.”

The second tech looked back at hisreadings. "I've got an-other set on the scans,” heinssted. Hejerked
an e-wrap from Bowdie's age-splotched harness and tossed it to Narbon. War-ily, the woman
unwrapped the package. The thin, small square unfolded and was dropped to the floor. What was |eft
was athin, gold-toned case.

Nitpicker looked at Doetzier, then Bowdie. Both men stayed silent, but their muscles were tense, and
Bowdi€e's haunted eyesflickered asif he were watching a grave open and stretch out to swalow his
body. Kurvan gave them both along look, then looked down at the power strip taken from Doetzier. He
dit the long strip open with the edge of hisfingernail. Insde, like abar of gold in aweb of westher cloth,
another flat case was visible. He eased the case out of the packing, web and opened it carefully. Inside
the box, therow of tiny chipslay quietly like eggs. He looked up dowly.

Narbon opened the case in her hand; inside was a second set. She held them out for him to see.
"Two sets." Hiseyesflicked from Doetzier to Bowdie and back. "Which oneisred ?'

One of the scantechs examined the two cases. "These areredl," he said of the onesthat came from
Bowdie. "They scan out clear."

"Verify," Kurvan said shortly.
The other man took areading, then nodded. "I agree." He handed the case to Kurvan.

The blackjack eyed the dim gold case. The amile that grew across his cheeks was dmost dreamlike. He
closed the case and rubbed it between his pams. Then he did it into the pocket of hisblunter. Heran his
fingers on the other flat box and watched Doetzier with an dmost absent expresson. "And these?!

"Decoys," Narbon said dowly, reading the handscanner over the man's shoulder. "Good ones. Worth
fifty, maybe sixty thousand credits on their own."

"Decoys," Kurvan repeated. "To draw us out. And the real onesto dip into the stake while we were then
distracted." He eyed Doetzier's flat expression. "Y ou didn't know about the real ones ether, did you?
Youwereasmuch inthedark asl."

Doetzier did not bother to answer.

"Two sets of biochips, and we losejust onejack." Kurvan closed the box and tucked it into his other
pocket. He surveyed the silent group, counting the fregpicks. "Isthisdl of them outsde the tunnels?* he
asked the woman beside him.

"Asfar aswe know." Narbon jerked her head to indicate the outside. "Four of the grunts made arun for
it. We got them back, and JAvatzan is out hunting for anyone we missed.” She nodded at his expression.
"A bioshield can fool ascanner, but not that one's nose.”

"And the onesin the tunnds?"

"Cut off behind arockfal and locked out of the node by their links. Even after we take the jam off the
node, it'll take them aweek to dig out.”



He nodded.

"Kill them now?" Narbon asked in alow voice. "Weve got the chips. We can st the full jam on the node
anytime. And with the whole net down, it will be three or four hours be-fore anyone checks on this stake,
and by then, you'll bealight-jump away."

"No," hereturned, still sudying the meres. "Their IDs are flagged in the node banks the moment they die.
It'seasier to hide atraceline for aghost than the ED of acorpse. And if one of them isa Shield, hell be
linked differently than the rest of them—connected somehow to his backup. It'll take me awhileto figure
out how they're doing it—how to block it or work around it.”

"So kegp them divetill weleave.
He nodded. Till then, yes."

Nitpicker's black-colored eyes burned with hiswords. Her jaw was white, and her weight was till
poised on the balls of her feet without seeming to bethere at al. Kurvan smiled at her like ashark.
"You're clever," he said softly. "And danger-ous." He motioned amost imperceptibly with hischin. A zek
stepped forward. Hislong arms swung the butt of hisflexor in asingle, chopping motion. The pilot
crumpled to the floor.

"Take ahint," Kurvan told the others. He walked away with Narbon.

The sickening thud echoed into Tsas brain with the drum-ming of the rain. Her biogate was thick with
the sense of the cats, and she could not focus through her eyes. Shetried to think, but her brain whirled
with Kurvan's soft words and the snarls that bounced from one side of her skull to the other. Her throat
moved convulsively. Shefdlt the siweat soak her skin be-neath her shirt and redlized that there wasfire
heating the flesh over her ribs.

Fear cut through the din of snarls, and she moved her head afraction. A wave of rdlief flooded her with
an amost nauseerlike response. Onefinger, then another twitched. She had seen the laze, the flash of
light. Then her chest had exploded with fire. She moved her arm, dowly—ashift, an edging motion of
mere millimeters. She didn't flinch from the flamesthat circled the hole in her blunter. Her mind was il
not focused, and im-ages whirled with the tiny crackling that burned on her blunter. Fire... Memories
flooded over her thoughts as the pain began to recede. She saw her first view of thefirepit. Glistening
bod-ies, swaying in the orange light. And her mother's hair, auburn and glinting asif it, too, were made of
flames...

Her body automatically sweated to form avapor barrier against thelick of fire. Like adrop of water ina
hot pan, her sweat did not evaporate, but beaded and hissed beneath the flames. She could fed its
stickiness washed with the cleansing rain. Her mind saw not the circle of fire on her chest, but the heat
likewaves of color... Theworld blurred. She blinked. Rukas hair brushed across her chin. Smoke scent
filled her mouth, and she redlized that she was smdlling hersdlf through the cougar's nose, not her own.
Ruka, she whispered through her gate. It was the voice of blackjack that answered.

"... meto stay behind?' Narbon'slow voice floated out into the rain. The woman was somewhere near
the doorway, out of Tsids sight. "Use the hisser on them once you've got avay?'

"God, no," Kurvan returned sharply, hisvoice equaly low. "Each deke has achemica signature. It could
be traced back to the sdller, and then tracked forward to us."

"How long do you want to wait before the node logs their deaths?!



"JAvatzan wants at least one hour; | prefer to havetwo or three..."

The cougar growled. Tsatried to blink. Even with the light, she could barely see. The narrow yellow
rectangle of the partly open door was surrounded by drab, gray morning. The chill that came through
from the tarmac made her fed asif shelay onice. Her nervestingled: it was neither weariness nor pain.

Sheamdled cat.

Ruka bristled. The cat scent, alien and dangerous, was strong and close. Ruka snarled, and Tsafelt her
hair, wet asit was, prickle and rise on her neck. She reached through her gate, but she couldn't connect
with the foreign mind, except to send amenta snarl. Whatever feline crept on the edge of her senses, it
was not one with whom she could speak.

Ruka backed away, and Tdamade atiny sound. There was a sharpening in her gate—asif ahunter saw
its prey. She froze. She closed herself down, stilled her thoughts, quieted her bresthing. She was nothing,
she thought. She was the downed branch that lay on the tarmac. She was the shrub that stretched its
roots toward the hub. Her heartbeat wasinggnif-icant. Her mind was primitive and thin...

Shewaited.

Rain dripped into her ears. Sound widened and dulled with the water blocking the candls, but she did not
move,

Findly, like areaver that tentatively peeks from its dike, she tested the fed of her gate. The scent of cat
was still strong, but no longer as sharp as a blade, and Ruka had stopped growling. Had the threet
subsided? Or was it merely waiting, like a pa-tient adder, for her to give hersdf away?

The wind softened as she waited, and Narbon's voice floated again to her ears. ... keep them? Weve
got no stasistubes, and | can't spend my time watching them. 1've got to clear our traces from the scannet
and get rid of al the weapons.”

"There's got to be a secure storeroom or an empty chemical vat.”

"All the vats arefull, and the storerooms have control pads—there's no guarantee that they couldn't
jury-rig afix to the node from there." The woman paused. "Thereisthe reclamation pit. It'stwenty
meters deep, and the walls are muddy, rough, and overhung like a dreambar drunk. Take out the pumps
and pull up the lift—you couldn't buy a better prison.”

"Pumps?’ Kurvan questioned.

"Between the rain and the seeps we haven't yet plugged, the water flows into the pit pretty fast. What
about the guide?"

"Use the hisser on her now, or leave her till you do the oth-ers. One ID dot—I can hidethat in an
accident log for awhile. Therest of them—uwill they dl fit inthe pit?"

"With room for afew moreif wefind them."

"Good. By thetimethe pit fills enough to float them, welll be donein here. And if they drown aswere
leaving, they'll just save usthe effort..."

Thewords burned in Tsas nerves. Shetried to keep from twitching, but the returning avarenesswas
like afirethat seared her flesh from theinsde out, not at dl Like the gentle heet of her disintegrating
blunter. Her fingers, then her fore-arms, then her shoulders began to shiver.



Help me, she sent to the cub. Pull me fromthe light.

Words—images, she sent. Teeth in her blunter, pulling. Fangs caught in cloth and dragging her body Like
prey. Some-thing tested her shoulder, then the sharp canines bit down. Shefelt the pull of thefabric, the
sudden exposure of her midriff to the rain. Rough ground scraped beneeth her. Like chalk on stone, her
skin grated as Ruka dragged her on the tarmac. Inch by inch, through a puddle that, in spite of her swest,
chilled her even more; her waist, then her thighs, then her knees moved away from the doorway .

Thefirein her jacket was drowned out by rain, so that only wet smoke and sweat was | eft to sting in
Tsasnose. She could fed her chest now, and the heartbeat against her ribs. Her musclestingled and
shuddered asif thousands of tiny waves of nerve signaswashed back and forth.

"... they're smart, and they'll be desperate.” Narbon's un-easiness floated more faintly onthe air. "What if
they link back into the node through their temple links before we jam it completely? They could have
manua corns—and Ayaraonly knows whet the Shield has on him.”

"Once you're done searching him and everyone e se, they'd better have nothing but their blunters. Asfor
using the node, it would take ageniusto get through my webs" Kurvan re-plied. "1 locked them out
individudly. There's no way they can image the node before or after it's jammed. The only thing that
concerns meisthe water rising enough so that they could climb or swim out of the pit..."

Tsashifted, and bit her lip at the needles that shot up her arm. Sheforced herself to shove againgt the
ground. Her shoul-ders moved a handspan before her arms trembled and col-lapsed. Ruka growled and
pawed at her Sde. Her jacket smelled like ashes; the stedth cloth, seared in awide hole, ex-posed her
burned-through shirt and swest-flushed skin.

"... useanr-contolock their nervous system in place? Weve got that remote-con unit we used on
Interference. Could set it for abroadband projection. That would affect al of them through their temple
links. None of them would be able to move their headsto blink, let done swim or climb.”

"And anr-conisasgood asaguard,” Kurvan returned thoughtfully. "Not even an Ixiacan fight afield on
high with more than one or two muscles a atime. And humans can't do anything in an r-con field without
ashunt..."

It was easier thistime, to force her arm to her chest. Asif the blood began to circulate again, her fingers
shuddered. Her eyes began to focus while wind blew therain into her ears. Ruka crouched with hisown
earsflat, and his growling kept time to the thoughts that began to chum again in her head. Kurvan and
Narbon—they were close enough for Rukato hear. Could they see through the crack in the door that
Tsas body had moved? A stab of fear triggered her legsto gather and roll her to her side. She pushed
hersdlf to her knees, shuddered, and fdl limply forward.

"... how long to adjust the r-con to widebrand broadcast?’

"Ten minutes. Theré's something else. Asthe water rises, they'll get pretty chilled. That one, and that one
there, might go into shock. And with the weight of their boots and harnesses..."

"So they baob abit,” hereturned coldly. "Don't worry. They're tough; they won't drown that easily. Well
have plenty of timeto clear the stake. Just make sure you do the scannetsfirst.” Like troughs of
numbness with waves of pain, Kurvan's hushed voice washed over her. "And start clearing the logs
immediatdy..."

Tsapushed hersdlf back up on her arms. A massive ham-mer of pain pounded her chest, and her
muscles seemed to spasm... The groan that tried to force its way out between her clenched teeth was a



low keening sound. Shewas sore asif she'd been hit by askimmer at full speed. Shefingered the
char-crinkled edges of the holein her blunter. Her bioshield was gone; the pocket where it had been now
was nonexistent. Decker'slaze—it had hit her bioshield, she redlized; not her flesh at dl. It wasthe
bioshield disk that had taken the full brant of the particle beam. And when the shield had fried, it had
spiked and jolted her nerves. Her flesh was neither burned nor split; her muscles were just stunned.

She dragged hersdlf another meter toward the corner of the hut. Then her shoulders wobbled and she
dropped back to the tarmac. She stopped, her head hung between her arms. Spatters of rain splashed up
from the puddlesinto her wincing eyes. She shook her head dowly like acat. Eyes gleaming, Ruka got to
hisfeet and paced away. Tsa staggered up, haf-bent, to her feet, wobbled back down to her knees, and
forced hersdf up again. She took two steps after the cat. The skimmers, she thought. She had to stop
blackjack from using the ships. And she had to contact the node.

She made it several meters before shefell again. Thistime, some part of her brain noted almost proudly
that she did not hit the tarmac so hard. She was up again almost before her knees registered the shock.
The cougar looked back. Tsiamotioned him on. If the blackjack weapons could harm abio-logicd, they
could kill him aseadily asher.

Go now, shetold him through her gate. She built and pro-jected an image of shrub brush and the game
trallsin theleaves. You must leave. And get as far away as you can. She built another image, of a
mother cat and her cubs. Please—go back to the coast. Now!

Therewas a sound behind her, and shefroze. It wasthat other cat—that e usive scent rising through her
gate, not her nose. Abruptly, she shut hersdf off from her gate, then redlized that the visua shadow on the
other side of the tarmac was real—that the creature that moved near the shrub brush she had just
indicated to Rukawas large and hungry to her blurred eyes. Thefocus of itsinterest seeped through her
clamped-down biogate. A hunter, intent, and without her flexor Tsawas hel pless as a choicer before the
lifer boards. The cat-thing hes-itated as it came abreast of her, but its head was turned to the forest. She
closed hersdlf into a pocket of thought. With ahiss, it moved dowly into the brush.

Tsawaited scant seconds. Then, silently, she ran the other way until she sumbled around the corner of
the sprawling hub. The skimmer pad—what side was it on? She cursed as she tripped over a cracked
seam in the deck; then the scent of the skimmers hit her through the biogate.

"Ruka," she breathed. Shelooked back. The tawny shape of the cat wasinvisible, but she could fed him
aready dinking back acrossthe landing pad, ignoring her order to flee. She hesitated. There were no
shouts behind her, but something seemed to sharpen in her gate. Abruptly, she accepted his help.

In an instant, the metaplas skimmer scents were immediate and clear. Quickly, she turned to hef right,
eased around aline of vats and past the storage huts. The wide space that opened out was clear of
everything but the three deek shapes. T9abrokeinto arun.

A prickling of the hairsaong her neck... A widening of her eyes... The catspeak swelled in her head.
She snarled in return. The sharpness subsided, but remained like an eyein awindow, peering into her
mind, listening to the growls she pro-jected through her gate.

Sheran fagter asthefeding in her feet returned. She dmost barreled into the first skimmer before she
dowed down enough to fed for the maintenance hatch. There—along the sides. Her nails scrabbled
along the smooth sail dats. The line—where was it? Her nose was sharp, but her cat-fed eyes, blurred
through the gate, could not distinguish details. Franticaly, sheran her hands over the ship. She could fedl
its skin, pocked with the tiny marks of age, but the seams of the sail dots dis-guised the seams of the
hetch.



Hurry, Ruka snarled.

The hunter was close. She could fedl it. And the humans be-hind that hunter... She had no timetofinish
the thought. Her nailsfindly caught in the finger dots of the panel; shejerked the hatch off and reached
recklessly insde. She yanked the first thing that came to hand, and a heavy coil snaked out, dripping a
thin and viscous, brown-black fluid. She ripped the cable free and stabbed her hands back in, only to
tear her flesh on the sharp edges of the honeycomb board in which the datacubes were set.

The sudden pain sharpened her mind, and she stopped, star-ing at the distance to the forest. It wasa
hundred yards across the deck to the edge of the wind-whipped woods. How much could she carry
from here to there? And how much time was there before that feline hunter found her or blackjack
searched her out? She glanced down at Ruka, who stayed crouched be-nesth the landing leg, then back
at the trees. Ruka had dragged her on the deck; would he do the same with the tubing?

At her feet, he pawed at the coil.

Yes! The exultation rosein her throat like a scream.
Hetook it distastefully in histeeth.

To the forest, T9asent urgently, unableto hide her joy.

Hewas gone, the end of the coil dragging on the ground to his side, then between hislegslike aheavy
snake. Her blurred vision of the ship disappeared. Y anking, pounding... A sec-tion of the data
honeycomb cracked, and adozen dots broke, spilling the cubes out at her feet. She wrenched a a
sensor box and it came free; shethrew it asfar as she could toward the brush. Another besideiit, she
yanked out, ignoring the danger codes onitsside.

She fdt the presence of another cat—asmal feinethistime. A watercat watching curioudy from a
hollow initsfalen treg, itsnosefilled with forest smells: wet leaves, mud, shapers, and deer... Help me,
she urged through the gate. Hide the box that smells like this— She projected the scent that clung to
the metaplas cover. The watercat hesitated. Tsia caught its pause and projected, as strongly as she could,
an im-age that no creature, animal or not, could mistake: A vast ex-panse of ground that burned. The
sl of rot and death. The weakness that strikes and collapsesthelimbs... Avoid this, she sent. Help
me—

The catgpesk seemed to snarl louder. The watercat dunk out of its hollow. It could smell the box faintly
compared to Ruka—its nose was not as sendtive. It edged around the shaper den and took a moment to
find the case, hdf-buried in the mud. Then it mouthed the avkward shape, dropped it, and took it up
once again. A moment later, its feet padded sound-lesdy through the forest asit stole the sensor case
away. It would come back for the other, Tsaknew. The projection had caught it strongly. And Ruka. ..

She dropped to her knees and scrabbled on the tarmac to gather up the cubes. How many had shetorn
out? How many had she missed? She left blood on the rough surface and did not care; the rain would
dilute it soon. When Ruka appeared again at her side, she held the cubesin her cupped hands and
tucked them insde his gums, aong the edges of his mouth. He snarled at the sensation.

"I know it hurts" she pleaded, "but hold them in your mouth. Spit them out in the forest, asfar asyou can
oet.."

Hisjaws stretched and his lips curled with irritation. The rasp of histongue caught on the edges of her
torn fingers.



Hurry, shetold himin her mind. Go!

In asingle movement, he whirled and legped away. She Stared after him and felt the distance disappear
beneeth hisfeet. Exultation filled her again, and her lips stretched into afe-rd grin. It wasworking— He
was doing it for her— Shefelt the whip of leaves, the brush of grasses dong his shoulders as he shifted
through the brush at speed. Felt the sharp edges of the octagond shapes that bit into his gums—

There was avibration along the tarmac—a sound that trav-eled through metaplas beforeit did the air.
Quickly, she eased the pandl shut. Her sight was clear again without the cat. She opened her biogate to
fed Ruka'sfeet, and the sense of that hunter swept in... Closg, it searched for her with amenacing intent.
Puzzled, it paused, asif it expected feline thoughts and found something € se instead.

Her eyes darting from one side of the tarmac to the other, Tsaran, haf-crouched, to the second ship on
the deck. Thefegling was back in her arms and legs, and her muscles were stronger, but tension made
her shake so much that she couldn't grip the dots of the hatches. She cursed and pried at the bays. When
onefinaly came open, shetore at the cabling in-side. Ruka dunk back across the tarmac like a piece of
solid wind. He took the gear this time without snarling, and loped away. A watercat appeared warily,
edging up, then snatching asensor box Tsadid acrossthe deck toward hisforefeet. Two minutes, and
another watercat to help, and she clicked shut the bay and tried to catch her breath.

Daya, why was it so hard to breathe? She opened hersdlf to the cats and let the fierceness of her joy
amost choke her. That they did thisfor her—that they understood. .. She called Rukato return. There
was only one ship left to trip, and it would take two minutes—no more.

She did dong the second ship till she felt the dight outward taper of one of the aft vents. She could
amog smdl the hunter now in her mind. And there was something €l se in the wind, too—a scent dmost
asfamiliar as her own sweat smell. A scent that spoke of packing crates and flowers... Her nogtrils
flared; her tongue tasted the storm on her lips. She darted across the deck to the third skimmer—the
trangport—and halted abruptly as she reached the side. It was larger than the other skimmers, and the
maintenance bays were farther over-head. How— She hesitated, glanced back toward the other ships,
and judged the distance up to the bays. She prepared herself to jJump. Then the tarmac lights came on.

Ingtinctively, Tsaducked below the transport hull. Her eyesflinched and ditted against the brightness.
Half-crouched, she dodged around the landing leg, seeking some kind of shadow, and skidded to a hat
as her eyesregistered the point of blue-purple-white light that held itself on her chest. The woman who
held the laze was as fondlike for an ingtant as TS a.

Dak brown hair, green eyes. Even in the yelow light of the landing pad, Tsa could see the woman's
coloring against her space-tanned skin. Slender as TsSia, but shorter by an inch, the woman was dressed
in the same cream-and-brown freepick jumpsuit asthe other blackjacks. She stared at Tsiawith cold,
shocked eyes.

Tsacould not move. "Shjams," she breathed.
The other woman's eyes were dmost blank.
"Shjams" TSarepeated.

The green eyes seemed suddenly haunted. Tsa?"

Tsaseyesblurred, and she blinked to clear them. The brown hair she stared at was thinner and shorter,
but the same color as she had last seenit, Six years ago. But the green eyes, once o filled with sharp
thoughts and laughter, were now shuttered and shalow. The two women stared at each other. Thelights



cast them both in sharp relief. Therain that caught in Tsias hair dripped down the scars along her cheek;
therain that struck Shjams clung liketearsto her hair.

"You—" T9adill had not moved. "Here"
"Here"

Light glistened off the water on their clothes, their hair, their faces. In Tsas mind, the cat feet crawled
like worms, boring through her thoughts and making her shiver with the feding that this moment was not,
somehow, redl. The sllence was so thick it seemed to push away the rain. Shjams cleared her throat.
"So," she said uncertainly.

"S0," TSarepested.
"S0, how areyou?'

Tdadared at her for along moment. "Goddammit,” she breathed findly. "It's been Six years snce you've
seenme, and dl you can say ishow am |7

Shjams did not change expression, but Tsafet suddenly that she was looking a a mask.

"What are you doing here?' she asked dowly.

Shjamssvoice was strained. "Me?’

"Y ou. Shjams. My sister, who should be up at adocking hammer, not down at afreepick stake—"
"Y ou're the one who shouldn't be here," the other woman said harshly.

Tsadared at her. Shetook ahaf step forward, but the point of the laze did not waver. " Shjams, put the
laze avay."

"NO_"

"I'm not blackjack. I'm with the meres—" Her voice cut off abruptly: Shjamsdid not look surprised.
"Y ou know that."

"YS"
"You're one of them."
"YS"

Tsasface paled so that her skin looked amost like her scars. She reached back unconscioudy to steady
hersdf on the ship. ™Y ou came for the biochips.” It was not aquestion. ™Y ou helped them get the
biochips"

"YS"

Tsadared a Shjams. Her sister's green eyes, shuttered and shalow with some kind of inner mask,
stared back. TSiatried to sense Shjamssbiofield, but it was asif her person had been cut up in strips or
ghredded. Therewas only adark center, thick and pulsing with some rhythm that was not Shjams... A
blacknessthat ate a her heart so that she, herself, became hollow as an old grudge.

"Thelaze—put it down," she whispered.



"Please..." Shjamssvoice was not steady, and there was an anguish in her eyesthat rippled like a shock
wave through Tsas biogate. But the hand on the laze did not waver. "Please," she breathed. "Don't force
meto useit."

The shadows grew closer in Tsds gate. She took another half step forward. The point of the laze was
blue-white, with purpletints, and seemed tofill her sight with aburning, fiery light. Her gaze roseto the
face of the other woman. "Y ou would laze me. Me: TSa Your Sgter.”

Rain spattered the ground and ran againgt their feet. "Yes"
"Goddammit—"
"l will doit, Tsa"

Tsafdt asif some edge of her world had crumbled. Her lips curled, and her hands clenched at her sides.
All of asudden, an-ger flared up in her guts and burned in the acids of her ssomach. It bunded her eyes.
In her mind she saw her brothers faces, closed against the hurt, asthey redlized that Shjams would not
return their corns, would not accept their visits, would not return to see them. Her mother'sface, where
lines seemed to have etched and age seemed to have settled overnight the day Shjams disappeared...
Her father, who somehow seemed to shrink and draw in on himsdlf while he threw himsdlf into the
training of new guides. And her grandmother, whose blue eyes faded more with every year Shjams had
been gone...

"Six years" T9asad dowly. "Six years, and you finaly did come back.”
Shjams cleared her throat uneasily. ™Y ou didn't use to be so concerned with time."

"You cal morethan half adecade alittle bit of time? Daya, Shjams, it's been six years with no word from
you at dl. Sx years of wondering how you were. What you did. If you were sick or unhappy or just off
finding yoursdlf, asyou claimed. Wondering if we could possibly help. Y ou finaly did come back to
Risthmus. But not for your family." Her voice grew sharper with every word until it seemed to strike out
like claws. "No," shedmost snarled. "Six years, and you don't bother to seek your family at dl. You just
comefor aset of biochips. Y ou come back, not as the daughter of the guides

Bayzon and Ellyn; not as the woman who worked her own way through the certification boards, not asa
full ingpector from the only working docking hammer in orbit around thisworld. Y ou comeasacrimind.
Asazek. Asathief.”

Shjamstook a half step back.

Tsafollowed her. "Forget me—your sster. Forget your family. Just look a what you're doing. Do you
know what blackjack will do with those chips? Do you understand what can happen—to thisworld? To
any other world in human space?’

"They won't be used against our worlds."

"Who told you that?* Tsademanded. "And how could you possibly believe such athing eveniif you
heard it? The Shjams| knew wouldn't fal for such alie. How could you have changed so much—"

"It'syou who have changed, not |."

Tsathrew her head back and snarled, and Shjamsfroze. For amoment, neither one moved. "I have
changed,” Tsasadinadartlingly quiet voice. "I've begun to know mysdf again. But you—you'relikea
ball of water, spinning without a cen-ter."



"Y ou don't know what | am—"
"l can fed you," T9asnarled. "l canfed your intent like aknife aready cutting my throat."
"Then go," Shjamsamogt shrieked. "Go. Run. Get away from here. | won't laze you. Just go..."

Sowly, then more strongly, Tsashook her head. "Who turned you into this?* she asked, dmost gently.
"Who isusng you?'

"No one. No one—"

"Itisafriend? A lover who hasthis control over you?'

"No. Yes, but hes— No— No one uses me."

"Isit the one you ran away with?"

"| did not run away."

"Yes, you did," T9aretorted flatly. Y ou know that'sthe truth.”

"He's stronger than you,” Shjams said, dmost desperatdly. "Histruth is stronger—"

"He has no truth if he'smaking you live on lies. And he'susing you like adave as aweagpon againgt your
ownworld."

"No, it'snot that way at al—"
"Anyone who would kill to take this technology wouldn't care who it was used againgt.”
"You'rewrong!"

"Who wasit that told you the chips would not be used against thisworld or any other? Was it him?* She
stared at the fucker of emotion that crossed Shjamssface. "That'swhoitis, isn't it? Thislover who
somehow latched on to you and separated you from everything that used to be important to you. He's the
onewho told you that lieand al the others on which you have been living."

"It doesn't matter who told me—"}'

"Y ou'retrapped, isthat it? Youre afraid of his strength? Y ou're caught through him with the zeks and you
don't know how to get out?"

"| could have donethison my own."

"Y ou have—had—too much respect for life."

"1 4ill do!"

"Not since you took up with this blackjack."
Shjamssvoicewas|ow. ™Y ou have no right to judge him."

Tsajust looked a her. "Blood gives methat right. Blood gives me every right to look and weigh and
judge—and con-demn to the hottest, searing hell the zek who uses you to your own death.”

"Y ou haven't even met him."



"l don't need to. | see himin your eyes."
"Heloves mefor mysdlf. Hewould never use me—"

"Y ou're an ingpector, Shjams—or you were. Y ou are the only reason blackjack can get this cargo
through customs. Don't tell me this man hasn't asked you to dip the chips through customs.”

"It'snot like that!"
"Y ou aren't going to get the chipsthrough customs?!

Thetenson in Shjamsslipsturned them amost white. Tsahaf stretched out her hand. Her biogate
surged. Ruka growled asif she reached out to pet a shaper, and shefroze. The heat of the laze point
szzled in the rain and the faint smoke made her nogtrilsflare. She stared at Shjams asif she had never
seen her.

"Y ou are stedling biochipsthat could spell the end of you, of me, of your entire family. Of an entireworld.
And you blind yourself with alie so that you don't have to see your actionsin thelight. Asif, by ignoring
them, you can sanction what you do.”

Shjamssvoicewas|ow. "Y ou don't know what | do.”

"Do | not?Kipling said it best: "When your Daemon isin charge, do not try to think conscioudy. Dirift,
wait, and obey.' That's you, Shjams. Lot in the words of blackjack. Lost be-cause you can't find
yourself, and anything is better than fac-ing your demons a one—even a greater demon who usesyou till
you're nothing, and then sucks the marrow from the bones of your sdif.”

Shjams shook her head dowly. A man rounded the corner of the far hut behind her and brokeinto ajog
as he saw the two women. Shjams did not seem to notice. "Y ou can't judge me,” she said quietly. "And
you can't judge him till you know him. Till you meet himin person.”

"Through you, have | not met him aready?'

Shjamsflushed dowly. Theimage of Kurvan'slean, hand-some face flashed through Tdas mind, and she
took adishe-lieving step forward.

"Daya," she bresthed. "Is he here—now? At thisfreepick stake?"
Shjamsdid not answer.

Kurvan. Hisvisage blinded Tsato her sster. Kurvan. Who had smiled at her to make her drop him.
Kurvan, who had en-gineered her mistakes. Kurvan, who had made it seem asif shetried to drown
Wren. Who had used her like adog to keep himsalf safe. Her voice, when she spoke, was almost
drowned out by therain. "I've met him dready, haven't 17"

Decker, behind Shjams, was only fifty meters away. Her Sis-ter set her jaw. "They're coming.”
"l can see him—"

"Y ou understand what has to happen now?'

"I'm your sister, for god's sake!™

Tsatook another haf step forward. She had forgotten the laze. Shjams did not hesitate. The
white-purplelight fired into the ground. Tsajerked back like acat, one arm up in front of her face. The



blast of heat and gas made her choke, and auto-maticaly the smoke digphragm in her throat closed off.
Her back rammed into the landing leg. The smoke snakes blew away in the wind while the rain beet the
rest of itstendrilsdown. TSastared at her Sster.

"l don't know you likethis," she whispered.

"You never knew me."

"Werefamily. Evenif you're caught ina... astuation—"

"The only Stuation I'min," Shjams hissed, "isthis one be-tween you and me."

Tsahalf raised her hand, but Shjams stepped back again. Decker increased his pace.
"Don't move any more," Shjamssaid harshly. "1 won't give adamn if you die a my hands."

"Hisname—" Taaswhisper broke, and Shjams's eyes seemed suddenly haunted. "Isit Kurvan who has
donethisto you? Kurvan, who has stripped you of your heart? Of your sdf?

Shjamsdid not look over her shoulder a Decker as the man approached more warily. Her flat green
eyes bored into Tgds. She seemed to search for something, and Tsia could not move from her gaze.
Something flickered deep in the green, and TS a's gate gaped so wide that her mind reded. 1t waslike
looking at adog that had been hit too many times. Likefeding thefist strike again and again. The
catspeak snarled. Tsaslips curled more. Her own memoriesrose up. All the pain and longing—all the
humiliation Tsiahad suffered till shewon her own freedom... Ten years of work and yearning and death
that she had tasted with the meres. A decade of fighting to re-gain herself—it shone out of Tsasdark
blue eyeslike emotion too long trapped within a pressurized tube. And the flinch of an animal shone out
of Shjamss.

When Decker stepped forward and grabbed Tsias shoulders, jerking her to her knees, she did not resi<t.
Shejugt stared at the other woman and tried to project to her the memoriesthat flashed in her head:
Shjams and Tsiaon astorm-roughened dough, racing skeeters across the water. Samming into the
waves and flying off their creststill they hit the next swell that washed in. Two girls huddled together ina
cave, trading ghost stories as they tried to scare each other, until neither one could stand it, and they both
raced back to the sunshine. Tsastand-ing in front of Shjams asthe younger girl was picked on, and
biting out the wordsin her defense... Two young women, ly-ing in the grass and staring up & the stars
while they spoke of dreamsand goals...

Sowly, asif her mouth wasfull of distaste, Shjams spat to the Sde. Tsastared for amoment, then,
abruptly, closed her gate. Her face grew still; her eyes grew shuttered. Her jaw wastight as her figts.
Decker looked from oneto the other. He smelled like cat. So did Shjams. Tsas nogtrilsflared, and she
cursed the gate that overwhelmed her senses so that she couldn't even smell her sister over the scent of
finesin her mind.

Decker stepped away from Tsiaso he could point hislaze at her from a safer distance. "Where did you
find her?' he said to Shjams.

Thewoman jerked her chin. "Right here.”
"She get into any of the ships?"
“No."

Decker looked Tsaover and noted the burn hole he had placed in the blunter. " She give you any



trouble?’

"No."

Decker raised hiswhite eyebrows. "How did you do it?"

She said dowly, "For amoment, in the shadows, she thought | was her Sster.”

The zek raised his eyebrows. The two women looked smilar only in the set of their expressions. Where
Shjams had shoulder-length hair that curled even in the rain and wind, Tsids hair was straight and short.
Where Shjams had a clear, natural-olive complexion, Tdas skin, even tanned asit had be-come, was ill
much lighter in shade, and the claw marksthat had scarred her face twisted her expression into afera
mask so that even their noses could not be compared. Shjamswas bustier; TsSawastaller. Shjams had
green eyes, Tdahad blue. Decker looked from oneto the other. " *Always the shadow that reflects
yoursdlf,'" he quoted.

Thewoman shrugged.
Decker glanced at the gill-open hatch of the skimmer. "Y ou finish up here. I'll take her back to the hub.”
"Y ou know she'saguide.”

Decker said coldly, "Her gate will be of no use here. She's going in the reclamation pit with the others. In
lessthan an hour, there will be plenty of water in the pit, but there's no open passage to anything
nearby—nothing from which ama-rine anima can come.”

Shjams, staring gtill a Tda, frowned. "What doesthat have to do with her?”
"She'slinked to somekind of ed or fish. Kurvan confirmed it on the hike."

Hiswordshung intheair. T9aheld her breath while time spun out in along, thin web like an ancient
ghost from the node. There was no change in Shjams's expression as the woman turned away. A sound
escaped Tsasthroat, even through her tightly clamped lips. Decker dug hisfingersinto her shoulder and
hauled her up. He shoved her in front of him, then followed her across the tarmac. Tsa, her mind numb
asice and her thoughts as sharp as crystal, did not once ook back.

Shjams stared after her, then triggered the hatch and climbed up into the ship. Blindly, she went forward
and sank down in the pilot's chair. The soft molded itself to her hips and shoul-ders, and she cursed its
calm complacency.

"Shethought | was her sgter.”

Shjams stared at the blank set of flight screens asif they wereawall. She didn't fed the chill air that
circulated from the open hatch. She didn't notice the rain that swept into the cabin from the door. There
wasaharshnessintheair, asif someone bresthed with difficulty, and it took her amoment to redize it
was her own throat, so tight againgt the tears, that choked off the breath from her lungs.

"l was," shewhispered to hersaif. "l was."
20

Tsarolled back againgt the wet rock. Above, arough circle of gray light wasfilled with raindrops that
seemed to fal as dowly as snowflakes. The edges of the reclamation pit, out-lined with the silver light,
glistened from the groundwater. Faling rain splattered her neck and face. The water at her feet was



aready ankle-deep from the seeps that flooded through the cracked rock walls, and since the gray light
didn't reach dl the way to the bottom of the pit, and the sallow pit lighting wasfaint asalampina
warehouss, it looked asif she stood in an ebony poal.

From beside her, Doetzier spoke quietly. "Did you get to amanua com?' Hisvoice was so low that it
barely reached Tsas ears over the sound of the running, dripping water.

"No," shereturned, her voice equally low. They stood close together with the zeks overhead, at the top
of the dank hole. Like chickenswaiting for the knife, they stood and stared up at the gray sky circle. Five
meres, three freepicks... Nitpicker being lowered asthey watched. Nine people waiting to die. And that
hunter who crept on the edge of her mind till tested her gate with each breath.

She looked around the pit with distant eyes. Absently, she scratched the skin graft on her thigh. Around
her, the cored-out walls were rough with sharp, circular cuts. Four meters—that was dl the width there
was. Four meters; twenty minutes, and the water aready ankle-deep.

For amoment, she watched Nitpicker'slimp body brought down thelift by the zek with the long arms.
The blackjack and hisvictim dropped into the darker layer where neither sky nor pit lighting reached,
then back into the dirty, yellow-lit areaat the bottom.

"How far did you get?' Doetzier breathed the question with-out moving hislips, and Tsiadragged her
attention back to hiswords.

"The kimmers—"

Wren and the thickset Bishop caught Nitpicker asthe zek tossed her off his shoulder. Gently, they
lowered her limp body to abed of rock that stood knee-high above the growing pud-dle. Laz, histdl
frame huddled on arock, watched them work without moving. While Wren checked for Nitpicker's
pulse, the zek rose immediately back toward the rim. He had not brought down a weapon. Blackjack
wouldn't have hesitated to sacrifice him if they thought held be used againgt them. The ankle-deep pool
reflected hisrisng shape as atwisted, dancing body.

Tsalooked at Doetzier as his own water-image split and shook and put itsalf back together. The skin
wastight around his eyes, and she could fed in hisbiofield the control he ex-erted over hispain. The side
of hisface was egg-shaped, and the lump from the flexor red-blue with dead blood. Hisleft eye was il
half-shut from the swelling; his Up was split and fat. His shoulders were bent asif heweretired andin
pain, but his gaze was dert and seemed to snap with the energy that filled his biofield. His hands, hidden
in shadow, drammed againgt histrousers asif he waited, not for desth, but something... dse.

Tsaadmost glared a him. His very stance seemed to chal-lenge her to fed less old and weary. He poised
like arunner at the mark, but she felt every one of her forty-eight years as aweight on her shoulders,
dragging down on her arms. Forty-eight years, she thought. Half a century that somehow had never given
her the words or way in which to touch her sster. She waited for the familiar wash of bitterness, but it
didn't come. Only atang, asif shebit her lip and tasted blood.

She did not think about the biochips. She did not consider

Kurvan. The cold that radiated from the stone made her shiver, and she drew her burned blunter more
closdly around her ex-hausted body, then hunched againgt the rain and shoved her handsin her pockets.
The sharp edges of the safety cubes pressed against her fingers, and she glanced at Nitpicker. She ought
to give them back to the pilot now, she thought with irony. If blackjack had itsway, shed have no
chance to return the datacubes | ater.



Daya, she had no energy left to think. She should be plan-ning, thinking of how to escape, but she could
not seem to fo-cus. Her sigter's name was like a cry that echoed and split the thoughts in her mind. Even
above the background hum of the cats or over the snarling of the cougar, or around the splashing,
dripping sounds of the rainwater washing in, her sster's name was asharp knifein her skull. Shjams...

Doetzier'svoice was dtill low. "Did you get ingde to the corns?
Tgatried to focus. "No."
"Zyas, Feather." Hisvoice was sharper. "Did you do any-thing at dl?

Daya, it was hard to form the words. "1 yanked everything | could from the maintenance bays,” she
managed finaly. Somehow, it seemed like weeks had passed, not smply twenty-eight hours. And il it
rained, asif the sky shed the tearsthat Tsiacould not. She glanced at Bowdie. Poetic justice, she thought
with gallows humor. It rained so that she could drown her sorrowswith the very breeth in her lungs. A
fitting image—that she drowned in the tears of the world shetried to save.

"From what bays did you pull the gear?'

She could il see Shjams standing there, smelling of cat and packing crates; of the perfume she had used
when they wereyoung...

"Which bays?" he repeated urgently.
She dragged her thoughts back to the present. "The aft bays just behind thewing dots.”
"How much damage did you do? What did you pull out?"

"I don't know," she returned sharply. She closed her eyes and took a breath and lowered her voice
agan. "I'maguide, not ashiptech,” shewhispered finaly. "I just grabbed every-thing in reach—sensor
boxes, power strips, datacubes. | cracked afew honeycombs and tore out alength of pressure tubing.”

"And they didn't see the mess?'

"| closed the bays before they got there. Threw the gear in the forest.”

Doetzier swore quietly under his breath. "Blackjack will be able to scan out that gear inside ten minutes.”
"They'll find nothing before they lift."

He shook his head amost imperceptibly. "Every sensor box hasarepair cal sign built in. Y ou can trigger
itslocation through the scannet here at the hub. Datacubes too—they're no exception.”

"Grounded scannets have alimited range.”

"They're not aslimited as your throwing arm.”

"Y ou don't understand,” she said tiredly. "They will not find the gear.”
He actualy looked at her. "Y ou got it outside the scan range?"

She nodded dmost imperceptibly.

A ghost of asmile crossed hislips. "Trust aguide to hide the path benegath your feet," he quoted. "I they
cant lift off..." He seemed to Sraighten. "Did you get al three ships?’



"No—only two. They caught me at the transport.”

"Seem take them, that's the one they'll fly out on, too..." He thought for amoment. "If the transport was
out of commis-sion, we'd have agood chance of keeping the zeks contained long enough to get help—or
to recover the chips before they lift off,” he added, more to himsdlf than to her.

"Zyas, Doetzier, don't you ever give up?'
"Not whiletherés bregth in my family line."

"At least you could tell mewhat that is," she whispered sourly back. ™Y our family name, | mean—so |
can diewith my curiogty sated.”

He gave her awry grin. "Death isn't reason enough to give up the power of aname.”

Tsacould not smilein response. She shoved hersdlf away from thewall and paced the smdll pit likea
tiger, shouldering past the other meres asiif they were not there. In an hour, she and Doetzier would be
fighting to stay afloat in an r-con field, not scheming to get back the chips. One hour, maybe two, and the
zekswould, if the meres survived that long, kill them al likeratsin abucket. Her handsitched to climb up
the dick sides of the pit, but her mind could see no way out. If she could image the node, she could lower
the lift by command as soon as blackjack left. But in an r-con field, no one would be able to moveto use
aliftevenif it waslowered...

The water swirled above her ankles. Wren glanced at the water leve, then up a Tsa, while he held
Nitpicker's head as gently asachild's. He grinned coldly, but there was fury be-hind his expression.
"Well, Feether, at least you wereright about the rains.”

She stared at him for amoment, then turned back to the sone with gtiff fingers. One hour, her mind
repeated. Sheran her hands over the dick rock wall, ignoring the other meres. The mud ground like sand
on her fingers as she tested the pro-trusions. Too small, too dick to climb... One hour. Maybe two. That
ghogt line she had in the node—the old trace—could she make it active?

Her feet dipped on the rough, hidden rock and mud. She did not care. Like fingers reaching up, the
brown-black water splashed aong her calves. Like stones dropped into awell, the rain hit the
reflection-torn surface of the growing lake. Shjams. Blackjack. The biochips...

Bowdie, one hand till pressed to his side, watched her as she stopped against the rock beside Striker.
The water splashed off a protrusion over her head and splattered her eyebrows with droplets. Striker

had pulled the hood of her blunter up so that the water ran off the fabric in tiny, constant runnels. Tsa
turned her head to meet the other woman's eyes, and Striker shifted, bit her lip, and hissed out her

breath. The burn on her leg had cauterized itself asit was made; there was no blood, but the stench of the
woman's seared flesh was thick in Tsas nose. Striker'sface, taut and pale, seemed hollow around the
blackness of her eyes. She had not been alowed askin graft.

"All right?' T9aaskedinalow voice.

"Long as|'m bresthing,” Striker returned shortly.

Minalooked at Striker. "Y ou took that burn for me," she said, her acerbic voice forced and halting.
Striker glanced at her but didn't answer.

"Hewould havekilled me, and you stopped him."



"Itsmy job," the mere returned shortly.

Minas eyesflashed. "That'sright," she agreed. Her voice tightened with anger. "But there's some part of
you that agreeswith me, or you couldn't have taken that laze."

Striker laughed. Bishop murmured, "Mina, back off."

She turned on him roughly, but Striker cut in, "'l get paid, Mina, so you can have the beliefs you
want—no matter how | disagree with them. This burn"—she gestured at her leg—"isjust areminder of
how far some people will go to take control over others.”

The fregpick stared at her for amoment, then turned away. But the shivering that hit her shouldersdidn't
hide the shake of her anger. Bishop touched her shoulder, and she shook him off abruptly. He glanced at
Striker, then moved back to the wall as a shadow moved to the top of the pit.

Decker came hdfway down on thelift. In his hands he held asmal, red-black box. He used the
extension bars of the foot and hand pipes to shift his body close to thewall. Once there, he placed the
box on aledge two meters over Wren's head.

The meres, watching from the bottom of the pit, became very ill. Tsaeyed the box without speaking.
The chill that had settled in her boneswas offset only by thefire that began to burn in her gut. She knew
the shape of that box. She knew the touch of its burning field on her nerves. Knew the searing pain that
would strike with every muscle motion—from her lungs expanding, to the blink of her eyesand the
convulsive flare of her nodtrils. She saw that box and felt her eyes shutter and her expression go blank,
and her mind withdraw, deep in-side hersdlf, behind thewalls of will and surviva, where noth-ing and no
one could touch her. She did not move, except to lean hersalf with her shoulder against thewall so that
her weight was not balanced just on her feet. And then, dowly and steadily, asif she began to meditate,
she began to breathe.

Decker moved back up thelift, and Minagot to her feet. She stared after the zek and demanded, "What
isthat? What did you leave?"

Bowdie snapped at her, "Move back againgt the wall."

She ignored him and shaded her face with her hand. Deck-er'sfigure disappeared in a silhouette at the
rim of the pit. Thelift rose up after him until the thread of its shadow vanished.

"What isthat thing?" she shouted.

Tgafdt her lipsmove. "It'san r-con,” she said dmost ab-sently. And then the field turned on, and fire
swept through her body.
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Musclesfrozeinginctively like rock. Lungs held their breath in shock. The eydids, caught open, did not
dare blink asthe field from the r-con expanded into the pit. TSafelt the burn grip her nerves, from the
skin that held the roots of her hair to the toes that pressed for balance insde her boots. Her temple link
became awhip of dectrica pulsesthat flayed her nervous system. The movement of every muscle
burned. Theriseand fal of her chest with her breath was abath in fire that scorched her ribsand lungs.
Theingtinctive clench of her jaw was a punch from afist of acid.

No one screamed. No one cried out. Each larynx was caught in that sudden, searing pain. Thiswas not
like awash of heat from afirepit, nor the point pain of alaze. Thiswas a ubiqui-tous burning that struck
every cdl intheir bodies. The pulse that pushed the skin out in their throats—it was a drum of tor-ture.



The pumping of their hearts—it was acrushing pain. And still therain fell and the water seeped in, and
the pit pool rose toward their knees.

Tsahid within her mind from the burning of her body. She knew this pain. Her biogate was shut down
tight—the single scream from Ruka had made her jerk it closed. She could not draw strength from him,
or any other cat.

Don't move, her brain screamed. Don't shift aninch.
Turn your head, shetold hersaf. Move your feet, or die.

Sowly, carefully, ddiberately, she forced her eyesto shift to theleft. Her optic nerves shrieked in
response. She ignored them, though her body tried to sob. Blindly, she looked toward the r-con. With
the sdlow pit lights rippling over the gritty, inky water, the red-black box gleamed like ademon'sface on
the rain-black stone of the walls. Ova shadows danced with their reflections. Pale faces flickered black,
then flashed yedlow-white as the water shook and rippled at the meres feet. Mina, caught standing away
from the wall with one hand raised, started to lose her balance, and a hoarse cry ripped it-self from her
throat. Shefdl, jerked her armsinstinctively, and the cry became a scream. Her body, rigid as aboard,
struck the side of the pit. Her shoulderstook her weight againgt the rock wall as her head barely missed
griking stone. Like aladder, her body leaned in silence while the cords on her neck and jaw stood out,
and shedid not dare relax.

On the other side of the pit, Tsadid not take her eyes from the box. Her knowledge of pain did not
diminish the shocking burn in her muscles, nor did it protect her mind from the flashback that swept out of
her memories. Nerve whips, chains, and r-cons... She had felt them al. And redlity wasworse again
than memory had let her believe. She blinked and gtifled the scream in her throat. She swallowed
ddiberately and whimpered. The convulsive movement made her mind tear asif her own thoughts were
now made of claws. Sheforced her-sdlf to blink again. She knew what she had to do.

Nitpicker's body was a handspan from the surface of theris-ing pool. Laz, the only one near the pilot,
was dtill folded up in hislong-legged crouch. The other mereswere dl sanding. Even Striker had gotten
to her feet when she saw the r-con brought down. Striker was the only one who had braced her hand
againg the wall; the othersleaned on their shoulders.

"Laz..." Tdasvoicewas awithered hoarseness. Thefire from the r-con field seared away the sound
before she even finished it. She blanked her mind and forced her tongueto move again, "Laz..." This
time, she projected the sound with her guts, and the shock of the nerve burn in her torso cut her off.

"Get—her face—away—from—the—water."

Each word a shriek of torture on her lips and tongue. Each sound a searing flash of pain that licked her
jaw and settled in her chest. Doetzier forced hiseyesto turn toward Tsia, and he could not stifle the
sound that tore from hisown lips a the tiny movement.

Tsadid not look at him. She had moved her foot, and then her hand. The water pressed her thin trousers
againg her leg so that the chill reached her skinlikeice. Sheignored it like the bum that lanced up her
legs and lower back from the movement she dared to force. Her foot, an inch. And then one more...
Ddliberatdly, sheturned her head and et the waves of pain wash through her.

"Wren," she croaked. She could not see for amoment. The red-black face of the r-con seemed to have
burned its colorsinto her mind, and waves of light and darkness drowned her thoughts. A minute passed,
then five before her eyesight cleared. When it did, she could see Wren's face tight with hor-ror. His jaw
waswhite, hiseyesblind. His bruta hands hung limply at hisside. Againgt the muddy wall, his back was



hunched in some inner nightmare. And the mindlessfear that radiated from his body was papablein the
pit. Shedid not try to open her biogate to sense his biofield. The flashbacks that tore through hismind
froze his thoughts even more than the r-con that locked hisbody in place.

A shadow appeared in the water, and Tsiafelt more than saw the presence of the woman overhead. The
zek looked down, nodded to herself, then moved away.

Below, Minas breathing was shalow; Striker's wastight and controlled. Tsaforced her head to turn
aganin an infin-itesmalJy dow motion. The pain rubbed up in her mind. Thistime, shedid not black out.
She was beginning to remember now. The way to fight the r-con. The pain, she said, did not be-long to
her. Her mind was separate; her body could scream dl it wanted, but it had nothing to do with her. She
moved a step toward the r-con, thistimeinches all at once, and her ears heard someone gasp.

"Laz," she said again, and thistime her voice was stronger. " Get—her face—above—the water.”
She could fed him staring. She could fed hiseffort likeapushintheair.
"l—can't—" Hisvoice ended in ahorrible, grating, cutoff cry.

"You can," shereturned. She took another step. The water washed at her knees. " Shelll—drown if
you—don'. Look a me," she said harshly. The sounds broke from her lips, but she did not recognize her
voice. It wasraw and shattered, like an edge of glasstorn by ametd file. Her wordswere amost lost in
the spattering of the water streamersthat fell from the rim of the pit, but her voice went on, chewing,
grating & his con-sciousness.

"Y ou can—do this. One muscle st a atime. Reach down— Lift her head.”
Hetried to move, and hisarm jerked. "l—can't!" he screamed.

"Y ou have the kind of—focusit requires. | can—fed it in your field." Her words went on, but her eyes
saw only ther-con. "Thefire—isnothing," she said through gritted teeth. "The bum belongs to someone
dse..."

Her foot stubbed on arock, and her legs tightened suddenly into aflame. For amoment, while the water
ingdioudy crept higher, she could do nothing but stand and wait. If she screamed out, her ears did not
know it, though there was some kind of keening there. Carefully, hideoudy dow, shelifted her foot
above the cut rock and onto the tiny submerged ledge.

The pal e shadows of the meresin the corners of her sight were not real againgt the black walls. Her
world narrowed. Fo-cused. Became asingle goal: the red-black demon who hung on the rough rock
wall. The past, which had taught her to fight such pain, would carry her right to her degth.

Someone was sobbing with every breath, but with the claws of flame that tore at her chest, she couldn't
tell who it was. She was closer now. That was the only important thing. Closer now to the r-con. Two
meters away, two meters above. She could not reach it. The dick walls—the water and mud... She
couldn't climb even if she could close her hands on the rock.

She couldn't swing her harness fast enough to knock the box off the ledge, but she knew what she had to
do...

"Dayaforgiveme," she cried out.

She opened her biogate.



Ruka howled in her mind. The biogate pulsed with pain. All around her, like waves of wind that curled
and pressed at her face, the snarling of the cats grew to a crushing din. Even that foreign scent seemed
frozen by her pain.

Something sucked out of her mind like avacuum asthe catstried to close themselves off, but Rukaslink
held the gate open. Shetried to tighten the gate to anarrow channel, but the pain of her body wasin the
way. She could tdll hersdlf lies, she could pretend she didn't feel the burn, but she could not ignore every
one of the hillions of synapsesthat snapped and frayed in the searing field of the r-con.

Help me, she pleaded.
The catspeak surged and hissed.
Helpme...

Her mind screamed, and something seemed to respond. A wave of snarling washed in. Her body faded;
her thoughts crystallized. It was asif her pain were caught and absorbed by a thousand sponges that each
took aflame from her body. No one feline mind took the brunt of that fire, asal had done that searing
second before. And atide of catspeak spat and hissed asthey swept closer to her body.

A tawny head appeared at the rim of the pit.
The box...

Animage of the red-black demon... A rock batted from above... She built the pictures and projected
them asif Rukawould understand. The cub disappeared. She could fed him now, moving back to the
woods and digging in the mud. He grasped a stick in his mouth and began to drag it back. An-other cat
shape dipped across the tarmac, carrying abroken clump of bone. And another, from the other side,
dinking be-tween the huts.

Here, she directed. The sde of the rim from which they would have to bat their objects down into the pit.
They couldn't just shove them over the lip: the overhang protected the box.

Another step. Another fire that swept from toe to torso. An-other step, and she had to move between
Wren and Bishop. Wren's gaze, covered by the darkeyes, could not hide his blind horror as he relived
histimein the r-con, but Bishop stared at her asif she herself were the demon.

Ebony water swirled thigh-deep, but Tsa could not see the pool through which she waded in that eterndl,
dow-motion fire. She could not see the tendons that stood out from her neck like boards. The eyesthat
seemed ditted and sparking. Thefingers curled like acougar's claws, and the teeth that gleamed in the
rain. Therewas only onething in her pain-blinded sight: ared-black box on the wall.

"Laz—" Sheforced the word out between her teeth.
"|—have—nher," hereturned. Hisvoice waslittle more than arasped scream.

Therdief shefdt a hiswords was no wash of respite to her body. The fire that burned with every
heartbeat ate away at her throat. She cried out through the gate, and the cats overhead seemed to surge
like apack toward the pit. Rain patterns changed. Something hit the rock wall and dropped to splash at
her feet; and Tsia, her lipsasrigid as her bregth, felt the ripples wash againgt her legs. Her muscles
tightened along her arm and shoulder, and she screamed in the flash of pain. Above, awatercat batted a
gtick under the overhang. It hit Tsias shoul-ders before faling into the water, but thistime, she didn't jerk.
Ruka swatted a bone. The bone came closer. Another stick came closer till. The last stick hit the corner
of the box and knocked it to thelip of itsledge.



Tdamoved until she sood againgt thewal. Sowly, infini-tesmally dowly, she stretched out her asamsto
the pit wall. An-other stick fell against her face and neck, then splashed down to the floor. The next one
hit her face and lodged between her shoulder and the rock.

Waist-high in the water, she waited and breathed. Something would knock the box off. A stick, a
rain-soaked bone... Shedidn't care. Just that it would fall to her armsif she waited. It was the watercat
that finally did it—knocked the r-con down. Grating in atiny sound, it fell and hit her outstretched arms
and stopped, tilted like the stick, between her arm and the stone.

Her mind clouded with fire, TSastared at it without moving. She dared not shift her arm. If she dropped
the box, she would have to bend and search the pool underwater, then bring it up again to turn it off. And
without an enbee, she could never hold her breath long enough to moveto find the box. But she had it.
Here, in her arms. And she stared at it blankly.

Overhead, the watercats faded away until only Rukawas l€ft to pace the rim and cast his shadow below.
His eyes gleamed as he glared down into the pit; hisfur glistened with rain. And his musclestensed hers
with his pacing, TSascreamed at him to stop. He hissed, then crouched at the rim. Like avulture, his
head hung over.

Pain lessened with her lack of motion, until what was a sear-ing flame became asimplefire. She
regulated her breathing, and tried to cam her heart. Water pressed against her hip. She started to shift
her right arm, to move it toward the left, but Ruka hissed from overhead. Pulling hersdlf further into her
mind, she stretched her biogate.

Behind her, there was another presence. Wren and Bishop to the sides—it was not them. Someone else
moved behind her. A biofield that felt wary and eager, asif coldnessturned to heat and fear, anticipation.
A biofied she knew with adifferent flavor. It took her amoment, between the licks of flame, to re-dlize
that it was something missing, not changed, that made thefield fed strange. Shedid not turn her head, but
in the corner of her eye, ahand appeared that moved so dowly, it crawled like the growth of mold
toward her deeve.

Dostzier.

She could fed the strain in hismuscles. Her earsregistered sound. Her eyeswere still locked on the
r-con. Asthe water rose insdioudy, constantly toward her waistline, her body be-gan to sway with the
currentsin the pit. The box scraped againgt the wall. Shetried to push hersalf forward so that she leaned
againgt therock. Thefire exploded in her head. She could not even gasp.

Doetzier kept cregping forward. The water continued to rise. Thelightsin the pit disappeared into the
murky pool. Someone must have moved again, because she could hear the strangled scream. Had it been
an hour since she started across the pit? Had the fire burned that long in her nerves? She stared at the
box and felt her eyes blur until she saw it like atiny devil, crouching on her arm. Red and black, with
winking eyes, now that its controlswere visble. Her body shifted again, then trembled, and she redlized
that the cold had finally invaded. Each shiver sent a shaft of fire dong her legs and back, then radiated it
down her arms.

The cregping hand was at her elbow, and she could not fed relief. Thefingersdid dong her arm, asif
they took strength or balance from her body. The weathered hand looked gray against the drab shades
of her blunter. The wrinklesin the cloth forced Doetzier to lift his hand three times. But he touched the
box—that red-black demon—and crept toward the winking lights.

Sow, oh, god, so dowly, asif she burned by millimeters. Hisfingers did not close around the edges, and
sheamog snarled a him to take it from her arms. She shivered, violently thistime, and the scream shelet



with the motion out rang in her own earslike the squedl of meta on metal. Her eyeswent blind. And then
thelock of the r-con on their bodies disap-peared, and her muscles, pressing so hard againgt the rocksto
hold the box in place, smashed forward. Her cheek struck stone. Her legs gave way. She did down into
the weter.
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Chill fluid filled her nose and eyes as she straggled back to the surface. Her ears were deaf for amoment
with the water that clogged their canals. Her whole body trembled. Thefirewas il in her muscles, likea
sunburn that fades only dowly, and she worked her jaw for amoment before any sounds came out.

Doetzier till stood near the wall, but he leaned againgt it now, the r-con il in his hands. Bishop grasped
Tsaby her armpits and tried to drag her to her feet, but she shook him off. Shetried to take a step, but
fell against the bigger man. He caught her and searched her face. "Dear god,” he whispered, "what are
you made of ?"

Her lips moved, but, like Doetzier, she could not yet speak. Her hands reached up to the lapels of
Bishop'sjumpsuit for support. The odor of oil and dirt in his clothes ill cut through her nose, and her lips
bared back from her teeth. The freepick shuddered. Shetilted her head againgt his chest to stare up at
the edge of the pit. Rukas eyes no longer peered over the rim, The cats were gone from her gate, and
she could fed only Rukanow, retrested to the forest, and that hunter presence near him.

She glanced around. Wren's eyes were gill haunted with flashbacks, but he was breething harshly to
control hisfear. Nitpicker leaned heavily on Laz. Mina, who stood on the other side of the pit, Stared at
Tsalike Bishop, while Bowdie moved toward Doetzier and studied the box in hishands. Striker
watched in silence, her face an expressionless mask. Doetzier's tortured gaze met TS as.

Bishop stared down at Tsia, then across at Doetzier. "I had heard,” he said hoarsdly, "that there were
those—one in every ten thousand—who could withstand the effects of an r-con. Are you one of them?"

"l have asmall field warp insde my hedls, pelvic bones, and sternum.” Doetzier's voice cracked, and it
was a moment before he could continue. "It's shielded—can't be detected with norma scans. The warp
shunted part of the effects away from my body."

"l should work salvage more often,” said Bowdie, "to get some geer like that.”

"And you?' Bishop asked, looking down at Tsids pain-blanched face. "Y ou had awarp, too?'
"No." She pushed hersdf upright from his support. "But one learns.”

"Y ou can't do that your firg timein thefield.”

"No," she agreed shortly.

He stared at her. "How much time have you spent in r-cons?”

She closed her eyes, her arms sculling in the water to keep her balance. " Three months. Solid.”
"Dear god," he repeated. He stepped back from her asif she were somehow inhuman.
"Someone coming,” shesaid flatly.

Doetzier turned his head. It was adow movement, asif he had somehow aged in that hour—or the burn
gtill touched his muscles. He looked at Bowdie, then Laz. " Can you—get the r-con back up there?"



Bowdie nodded. " Give me your foot," he directed Laz. Thefregpick, his own muscles trembling, took
the r-con in shaking hands and looked up the wall to the ledge.

"Don't drop it," Doetzier snapped.

Laz tightened his grip on the box. He stepped up in Bow-di€'s linked hands, using his own to balance
himself againg therock. Histall, gangly form unfolded so that helooked like aspider climbing out Gf
water. When he set the box back on the ledge, Bowdie dmost dropped him back in the well. As quickly
asther burning muscles could move them, Tsiaand Doetzier waded—haf svam—away from Bishop
and back to the other side of the pit. Nitpicker eased hersdf down in the water, and Laz took her head in
hishands.

Overhead, aface appeared like a shadow againgt the gray sky. It remained there for only amoment, then
disappeared. Tsacould fed the satisfaction in the woman's biofield. She could smell the zek's sense of
urgency as the woman walked quickly back to the hut. TSids voice was gill hoarse as she murmured,
"She'sgone.”

Nitpicker cast Tsiaalook. She struggled to put her legs be-neath her and stand up on her own. Her face
paled, and one hand went to the back of her head. "Y ou said"—her voice was little more than a croak of
her own—"you could image the node. What about the lift? Can you drop it down?”

Tsashrugged, winced, and closed her eyesfor amoment as the burn surged, then faded in her muscles.
That was some-thing €l se that took time to remember—the long-term effects of ther-con. "1 have a
sngle ghost line active. Nothing on aregular trace.

"How isthat possible?' Laz demanded in alow voice. "The nodeis completely down."

"No," shereturned flatly. "Kurvan wanted you to think that. He locked each trace individudly. Us'—she
gestured a the meres—"he blocked through our mere IDs. Y ou, he locked out through your freepick
codes. Narbon or Decker probably fed him theinformationto doit.”

Minasnapped, and Tsaheard the tremble in her voice. "How do you know that?"
"Because| heard him explainit.”

"And the ghost line you have open?' That was from Doetzier.

She shrugged dowly. "Anold line. Kurvan overlooked it."

He regarded her for amoment in silence, and she could a-most hear histhoughts churning insde his
skull. But Minawaslooking a Tsawith afrown. "If your ID dot islocked, how could any ghost be
vidhle?'

"Later," Striker said sharply. "Let her work firs—to save your life," she said with irony. "Then you can
ask her ques-tions.”

Minagave Tdaastrange look, but subsided. Beside her, Laz's energy wastight, and that focus he had
used to keep the pilot's head out of the water distracted TSauntil she shut it out. It had gotten easier, she
redized, to shut off the biofields. Ruka's voice was so constant now in her head—like asmell to which
one became inured—that al she had to do was focus on his snarl. Or try to touch one of the other
cats—that watercat till watching, or that hunter on the edge of her gate.

Sowly, she tuned out everything. Then, asthe water began to chill her chest, sheimaged dong theold
ghost line. It was il thin, but the false man still moved in Ciordan. It took aminute to catch up the full



sense of the web in which he was woven. She formed and sent a command along the web, and the node
responded with asurge of biochemical energy. Shefdt theold ID dot go active. In an ingtant, warnings
triggered across the node. Sheignored them. If the guide guild was no-tified that she was aive, therewas
little she could do about it. She could either use the web to get out of the pit, or drown with the meresin
the water.

"The rocks and sticks that knocked the r-con off thewall," Laz started. "If you can call your link to help
youwiththat..."

"Thelift islocked through the node," Nitpicker interrupted. “No amount of pushing from any animal will
extend it over and down to us."

"What about linking our harnesses?" Striker suggested. Her voice was tight as she controlled the pain
fromtheburnin her leg.

"There's nothing over which to hook them.”

Mina said nothing, but she trembled enough that the water shivered around her. Bishop stroked her arm.
She shoved him off. "I'm not scared,” she sngpped inalow voice. "I'm angry.”

Bishop let her go. "All right.”

Tsaignored them. Imaging along aghost line waslike run-ning her fingersadong asingle strand of an old
spider's web. Extraneousimagesfdl away like dust. There was dmost no stickinessto the images she
was ableto find.

"Thin?' Doetzier murmured.
She barely nodded. "Thisweb is so starved for depth that if it turned Sdeways, I'd lose it dtogether.”

She created an imaged pathway for the ghost man to walk along. Created atask he had to do that
required him to link to the node. Then she waked her mind dong the link until she reached themain
traces. It took ten minutes to image her way to the mere node lines. Another minute to set up the codes.
Thin? she snorted in her mind. She worked so fast that the ghost man's web was as bare of image asa
winter treeisof leaves.

Did he wear acertain type of clothes? She didn't care. Did he stand in a certain room to image the codes
to the mersat? She didn't bother to defineit. Only onething filled her mind: thelink she created to hold
her to him, and to pass her on the node. And then the codes clicked in, and the ghost man set atrace
from the node to the freepick stake. A second later, the lift pipes extended over the rim of the pit.

"It'scoming,” Minacried out. "Youredoingit.”

"Keep quiet,” Striker snapped.

Nitpicker eyed thelift, then glanced at Tsa, who till wore the frown on her face. "Clear?"
"Canttdl."

Laz reached up asif to help thelift down, heedless of the self-guiding sensorsin the legs. Wren caught his
skinny arm and stopped him from pulling himsalf up before it cameto arest. "Not yet," Wren said
sharply.

"Weve got to get out of here—"



Wren's massive hands yanked him away so that he fell awk-wardly in the pool. "Not yet," he repested.
"Fether?'

She shook her head. "Nothing human but us.”
"Van'e?' he asked the pilot.
Sheglanced at Doetzier. "Y ou got anything you want to say?"

He shook his head, but his eyes were on Tsa. She caught his gaze and narrowed her eyesinto dits.
Nitpicker pulled her-self through the water. " Striker, you and Bowdie head for the main hub. Takethe
freepicks with you. They can get you in-side, show you where the gear is. Get the wegpons—anything
you can find—then meet us near the landing pad.” She closed her eyes and thought out the configuration
of the huts. "Third hut, closest to the pad; SE doorway.”

Bowdie and Striker nodded. Tdawasfirg up thelift, and the water ran off her like afountain for thefirst
four meters she rose. The moment her head was even with the rim of the pit, she stopped the controls,
looked from side to side with both eyes and gate, then moved up to leap to the deck in a cat-like crouch.
Below her, Wren, then Nitpicker rose. Bowdie was next, and his bowed legs made dark curves around
the center pipe of thelift, while hislong feet stuck out like flat-bottom boats.

One by one, asslent asthe hissaing rain, they moved to thelip of the pit. They crouched on the rim till
they were dl up top. Then Bowdie, Striker, and the three fregpicks sprinted for the hub. Bowdie and Laz
shortened their stride for the othersto keep up. Striker, limping and paling with every step, forced hersdalf
to run. Wren and the rest took off for the landing pad.

They had gotten twenty meterswhen TS aveered off.
"Where are you going?"' Nitpicker snapped.

"My flexor—" She could see the blued hilt lying in ashadow against the wall of the main hut. It had been
flung away when she had fallen earlier, and she had not seen it be-fore when sheran.

"Doetzier, gowith her."

Tsahad not waited for him. Shefdt the man's agreement dmost before Nitpicker finished speaking. In
her head, Ruka's snarl was one of approva at the mental sense of the weapon, and Tsawondered if the
cub somehow thought that the flexor trandated as a sort of human claw. Silently running, her feet like cat
paws on the tarmac, she made straight for it, stooped without stopping to pick it up, and sprinted back to
the group. Doetzier ran easily beside her. Hisbiofield still had that wary, watching fed, but TSa
understood it now. Anyone who trans-ported biochips must be on edge haf hislife.

Doetzier sprinted beside Tsia. Hislonger legs forced her to take one and ahaf stepsto his every one.
"Can you fed the chips?' he asked asthey rounded the edge of the hut and caught sight of Nitpicker and
Wren.

"No." She did the flexor into her harness straps.
"Stretch your gate."

Tsastumbled as her foot came down on aragged tarmac seam, regained her baance, and snarled. "I'm
doing thebest | can.”

"If you can't fed for the chips, try to fed for Kurvan—"



"l am—"

A minute later, they caught up near the third hut aong the landing pad, wherethey lined up dong thewall,
careful not to touch the sdeswith their bodies or clothes. There was a solid door, not afilter door,
around the corner. T9a, then Wren, moved to it. TSa pulled the flexor from her harness and flicked it into
anarrow, spikelike sword. They went in quickly, but the maintenance hut was empty of humans. Two
small corers, flex-ible piping, shelves of thrust modulators and regulators and pumps....

"Clear," T9amurmured.

Wren gestured, and Doetzier and Nitpicker dunk in. They closed the door and moved to the windows.
From there, they had aclear view of the skimmerson the far side of the tarmac. A single figure moved
benesth the largest ship, loading gear into a bay.

"Decker?" Nitpicker murmured.

Tsanodded. Her hand rose unconscioudly to the burned-through holein her blunter. She could not
mistake the move-ment of the man who had fired that |aze.

"So Kurvan and the others—at |east ten, maybe twel ve—are somewhere in the hub.” Nitpicker's voice
was thoughtful. "\What about the chips?’

"l can't tell from here”

"Can you handle Decker?"

Tdaseyesglinted.

"Wewant him dive" Doetzier said sharply.

Shecast himacold look. "I wouldn't haveit otherwise.”

Nitpicker chewed her lip. "Can you link usthrough your ghost line to the node?"

"l don't know... It'sthin.” It would take almost nothing to break it now. A thread of bare action without
the trappings of the sensor net to completeit and makeit red... That was atraceline that anyone could
look at and log as unredl. Once flagged as aghost ling, it was useless except on adreamer channdl.

"Try it. It could be twenty minutes before Bowdie and Striker get back to us, and we can't move without
weapons. Wren, help me scrounge something up out of this place. | want that transport grounded.” She
glanced at Tsasoberly. Then she reached across and touched her first two fingers, first to her own
gernum, thento T9as. "Kai-al nyeka," shesadin alow voice, usng the old tongue of the meres:
firedancer; onewho fightswith grace.

Tsalooked up into Nitpicker's black irises. The pressure of those fingerswaslight, but it seemed to
pressinside her chest and touch her heartbest.

"Youvegivenme derori ka'eo—the freedom victory. And—" Nitpicker took a breath. "Ma'ke ka'eo
—the desth vic-tory." Slowly, ddiberately, she said, " Je paka 'ka chi .

Tsadared deep into her eyes. She stretched her biogate and felt the steady coolness of Nitpicker'sfield.
Sowly, shein-clined her head. For an ingtant, the two fields seemed to merge, then split through her
biogate, and Nitpicker moved away.

Doetzier glanced at Tsasface. "That was hard for her,” he murmured.



Tdagared after the other woman. 'l know it."

He studied the landing pad carefully, watching the rain sheet across and the riversrun off in gray
dretches. "How did you know?" he asked quietly.

Shelooked at him. "About the biochips?'

He nodded,

"My biogate. They stood out oddly from your field."

He nodded again, dowly.

"Didn't you know they would?" she asked.

"| didn't think you had the resolution to distinguish them.”

"| digtinguished them right away; | just didn't recognize them for what they were. Without the biocodes
etched in, they were open. They fdt like bacteriain your body. Foating. | felt Bowdi€'s chipsthe same
way, though much morefaintly.”

"Jewd-like specklesin ablack background?!
Shelooked a him in surprise.
"I've worked with other guides before you."

"Nitpicker saysaguide can fed abacterium at thirty paces. Why didn't you think | would? Wasit what |
said back on the platform about my resolution?’

Doetzier looked at her for amoment. Hiswords were soft. ™Y our past is not that of anormal guide, isit,
Feather-nyefcz?'

There was something in histone of voice... Tadsgutstightened, and her eyes narrowed unconscioudy.
"What do you mean, Doetzier?'

"There are things you should understand about your gate that you don't; and there are other things you've
taught your-self that the guide guild has never known. Y our past is differ-ent from that of other guides.”

She watched him like a songbird does an encroaching snake, unaware that her lips were curled back
from her teeth. Anim-age rosein her head: the memory of abody whose throat wastorn by Tsas
hands. White hair and violet eyes, blank and taring in flaccid horror. Her past. Her crime.

Doetzier watched the expressons haunt her eyes. He said softly, "What would you do to be free of the
past?’

"Free?" Of the fear? she echoed unconscioudly.

"Y ou've been running for years—for adecade, Tsin-nyeka. Didn't you redize that, in your flight from
what you feared, you became that which you most hated?"

She stared at him, unable to guess what he meant.
"A victim." He answered for her.

"Y ou don't know that, Doetzier. Y ou don't know what | am."



"I know you, Feather-guide. Aswdl as| know my own ss-ter.”
Her throat tightened at the term, but her eyes glinted. "Then tell me my name, if you know it."

For an ingtant, something like compassion flickered in his gaze. But hiswords were like bullets of ice.
"You aretherogue gate, TSaMatsdlen. Theillega guide of the Ciordani guild.”

She stared at him asif she stared at a corpse, long-dead, that rose up to touch her face. Her throat
seemed to close; her breath cut off. The chill began in the bones of her toes and neck at the sametime.

"Daughter of the guides Bayzon Matsallen and Ellyn Jadietz," he went on. " Granddaughter of the guide
and First Dropper Caitriona. Descendant of the Sirian guide Nordon Kadya. Of Niamh, of Jacob, of
Ciaran—"

"Enough.” Wren's voice stilled them both as he stepped be-tween Tsiaand the other man.

Tsadid not move. Her eyes, like those of Ruka's, stared at Doetzier asif she waited for hiswordsto
burn through her chest like alaze. "Y ou're the Shield." Her voice was barely awhisper.

"Yes"
"Herefor me?'

"No."

"For the biochips?*

He nodded.

"So you're customs, too."

"Yes" Hisvoice wasflat, but his eyeswatched her closdly, asif he were judging her responsesto his
words. "l know about your sister.”

Shewas silent for amoment. "And now you know about me. My gate. The cats.” A wall inside her
seemed to break. Its bricks were fear, and its mortar anticipation. He knew her past; he knew about her
murder. And the meres, who had protected her, could no longer do that. The scent of the man was harsh
in her nose. Wren's hand flashed out to steady her.

Nitpicker'svoice cut across Doetzier's expression. "Her link," the woman said quietly, as she moved
back into the doorway, "is clear and fully licensed.”

Doetzier did not bother to look at the pilot; his gaze waslocked on Tsa "Her link," he said, "was stolen
fromthe art guild. Shekilled an artist to takeit." His eyesflicked to Wren's cold face. ™Y ou're not
surprised.”

Wren shrugged.

"You knew?'

"It didn't matter to me." His statement, quiet asit was, was dmost a challenge to the Shield.
"And you?' Doetzier turned to Nitpicker.

"Why should | carefor her past?' the pilot returned coldly. " She's been true to her guild. To my guild. |



owe her derori ka'eo. Ma'ke ka'eo.” The debt of honor between friends. She met hiseyes steadily. "As
do you," she added softly.

Hiseyes narrowed. "1 acknowledge no such debt.”
Tadseyesglinted. "Then what isit now that you want?'
"What isit that you need?' he returned softly.

"Are we bargaining now for something?' Inside her head, the cat feet crawled. ™Y ou want me to say that
| need my biogate?' Her voice dmost shook with the quietness of the fury that seemed to swamp her.

"Y ou could order awipe through the node in an instant, and when you were done de-stroying my gate
and erasing my sdf, | wouldn't even know I'd been aguide.”

"Theres dways something left," he said softly. "Even after athorough wipe. Have you looked in Striker's
eyes? Do you want to be the same? Wondering where you came from? What crime had stripped away
your person? Questioning with every reaction you had whether it was an old, unsurfaced habit or some
new, conscious desire that pushed your emotions and thoughts? How often do you think she asks hersdlf
if she's de-scended from the lifers herself? One image from me to the node, and you would be just like
that. But worse than a ghost; worse than a wipe—you'd be a naught forever."

Tgdsjaw tightened. "If you have the authority, then you also have the authority to negotiate alink.”

For amoment, hedid not answer. "A clear link," he said dowly. "Protected status. What would you give
inreturn?'

Tgaslipsthinned. "No giving here, Doetzier." Her voice was amost asnarl. "No half bargainsor
promiseswith me. A contract, lega and verified—that'swhat | want from you."

"On whet terms?”’

"| get the biochips back. You givemealink."

"Those biochips represent athreat to your world, not just to yoursdlf or your gate.”
"A link," sherepeated softly. "That'smy price."

"Not your sster?"

Tsasthroat tightened. "1 don't think my sister redlly ex-ists." Her voice was so low, he dmost didn't hear
it. "She'sgone from me. Giving up mysdf for her would not bring her back. It would only let her run
further and destroy me with her running. | want alink, Doetzier."

"Youreaguide," hereturned flatly. "Y ou can't bargain for alink. It'snot in your nature to allow
anyone—even your sister—to destroy your world through the use of the biochips.”

She grinned, but the expression stretched her lipslike asnarl. "The zeks are your respons bility, and your
workload is nothing to me. | want contract, Doetzier."

"l want the biochips back."
"In exchange for aprotected link."

"If you testify at thetrid for the blackjacks we takein,” he shot back.



She hegitated.
"Afraid to take achance?'
"Onwhat?"

"Onyoursdf,” hesaid ddiberately. "Or have you lived so long within your fear that you've forgotten what
it'sliketo befree?’

Her lipsthinned and curled back from her teeth. "Maybe," she returned. "Perhapsit isonly fear which
moves me."

"No." Hisvoice wasflat and he studied her for along mo-ment. "Fear lieson you like ablanket, but it
isn't afear for yoursdlf that you fed. It'sthe fear of what you'll find in your sister when you face her over
the chips. It'sthe fear that you'll someday |ook in the mirror and see your sister's victim eyes staring back
a you." He paused. "Shell haveto sand trid," he added softly. "Like dl the other blackjack."

Tsaforced her lipsto move. "And me?'

"Y ou were arogue gate before, Tsa-nyefaz, and you're arogue gate now. But | see no evil inyou. The
guilt you carry has never been justified away. Y ou know what you did, and you know why you did it."
He paused, and his eyesflickered with something akin to compasson. "And | might have done it mysdlf."

She gared a him, her hands still clenched. "A link, Doetzier."
Sowly, he nodded. "It isdone."
23

Likeawaterfdl that tumbled through her brain, the words came, over and over:... alegitimatelink a
legitimatelink... Her gutswere till tight, clenched like afist. Her lipswere till pressed together, asif she
had to hold in the exultant snarl that threstened to burst free of her throat.

Doetzier moved up to the window and eyed the landing pad carefully. "Have you gotten through on the
nodeto link us back up?'

"No." She shook her head. "And my ghost lineistill so thin that it could bresk at any moment. | did
locate our ID dots—up skyside, in our skimmer. To the node, we don't ap-pear to have left orbit at all.
Scannet never registered our land-ing, let alone our crash. Kurvan did astight ajob as any three nodies
put together: our DO dots are so buried in hiswebsthat evenif | had twenty hoursinstead of twenty
minutes, | doubt that 1'd get through.”

She could fed Rukato her right, distant and gliding through the forest as he approached the ship from the
south. Theland-ing pad, ill gray and rippling with the water that ran acrossits surface, looked likea
long lake, on which asilver cricket sat. The three huts on the one side and the two huts on the other were
like guardians of agate. The main hut—the hub— was behind the structure where Tsiaand the other
mereswaited. Decker |eft the ship and walked toward one of the far huts, disappearing insde. A moment
later, the last ghost linein Tsias head went blank.

"Thejam on the node," she murmured to Doetzier. "It just went on full. I lost my ghost line.”
He shrugged. "If we can't useit, neither can they. We'redl on manud corns.”

"But if they jammed it, they're getting ready to lift.”



"I know. We can't wait any longer to move on the trans-port.”
Tsaglanced toward Nitpicker. "Van'el," she caled softly.
"I heard," the pilot responded. "Wren, help me with this stuff.”

Wren took some gear from her hands and distributed it in the pockets of hisblunter. The pilot pulled at
her blunter, winc-ing at the burn on her shoulder. With amuttered curse, she moved to the doorway.
"Where's Decker?'

"Middlehut,” TSareturned, "par sde of the complex. Just went in."
"Anyonewith him?*

"Noone." Shedid not say that it was not her own eyes and ears which told her that, but Ruka's senses
ingtead.

Nitpicker nodded. "Tsia, you have the flexor: keep Decker off our backs and in case he's got acom,
make sure he doesn't see us. Wren, Doetzier, you're with me. Once we're done at the ship, well head for
themain hub."

"You don' think the chipsarein the ship?' TSaasked.

"Kurvan wouldn't alow them out of hissight,” the pilot re-turned shortly. "Nor would he put them on
board before he himself isready to go. If he's not at the ship, helll be at the hub, and we can catch him
there before he leaves.”

Tsanodded and eyed the hut where Decker had disap-peared. Her mind snarled through her gate, and
Ruka's ready answer was quick. When she stepped out in the shelter of the eaves, the other meres
stepped out with her. Doetzier touched her arm, and she looked at him with glinting eyes. He pressed
something cold and flat into her hand. She looked down at his bioshield, then up again with afrown.

Henodded. "Yoursisfried."
"But you—without this..."
"I'm aware of therisks."

She nodded shortly, then tucked it in her lower blunter pocket. With the hole as big as her hand burned
all theway through in the center, the jacket closed only at the bottom and hung open across her chest.
The shield should have been placed over her heart cavity, but the pouches there were crisped. She
touched the shield again and glanced at Doetzier. His biofield was till wary, but there was something else
there now. A confidence. An eagernessthat verged on certainty.

"I will get them back,” she said quietly.
"l believeyou." He started to turn away.
"Doetzier—" she began.

He haf turned back. He regarded her for amoment asif he was watching her from adistance. "My
name," he said softly, "is Ghoboza. Fleming Leshe Ghobhoza Mikhall Avyani Jantzanu Doetzier.”

Tsadared at him for amoment. Then she nodded dowly and turned away to fed for Decker's presence.



Decker was dtill far enough away that she could not sense him hersdlf, but Rukas earslistened to his
cursing insde the fregpick hut. Warily, she eyed the deck. Then, dowly, lithely, she ran. She no longer
felt her bruises; she paid no attention to exhaustion. Golden eyes gleamed from the forest, and some-thing
else—hlack eyes? colored ditsin the gloom?—gleamed from inside her mind. Shetried to reach the
dtrange cat in her gate, to fed itsenergy through her biolink, but that other feline was cold and irritated
and foreign to her mind.

She picked up speed till she sprinted. She could hear the others behind her, skidding through the puddies
in her steps. When they reached the transport ship, al four automatically dropped into the shadows of the
landing legs. For amoment, TSapoised on the balls of her fet, listening through her gate. Aheed, ill in
the hut... She motioned an all-clear, and the meres opened two of the maintenance bays.

She stayed at the nose of the skimmer, one hand on the craft and the other out to therain, her eyeson
the freepick hut. Decker—till ahead. Still unaware of her presence.

Behind her, the other meresworked quickly. One minute passed. Then two. The door from the hut
opened. Decker had hishood up and hishead down in the rain, and Tsahissed at the meresto warn
them. Silently, they closed the bays and pressed themselves to the ship. TSabegan to run toward the
zek, sprinting Sllently asacat. She could fed him now—nhis energy, cold as Wren's, but cardless. Rukas
nostrils flared, and she tasted that other cat in her gate. Human scent and packing crates. And something
dse...

Shedrew her flexor as she veered toward the gap between huts, rather than running straight at him.
Decker, upwind with his head bowed, did not see her until she came dmost even with hisfeet. Then he
caught sght of her inthe corner of hiseye. Startled, helet out acry, then jumped into arun after her. He
drew hislaze, and the hot point of the beam sparked in the air. He did not try to fire; he was il too far
away, but Tsacould hear the rain sputtering asit struck thetip of the weapon and exploded in tiny,
white-szzling bals.

She dodged the corner of thelast hut in theline, and her nogtrilsflared. Shaper scent—and upwind. Ruka
crouched in the forest before her, and the cougar's scent mixed with mud and the sharp musk of the other
beasts. Shapers... Neurotox-ins and blood-breakers and the speed at which they worked... Tsa
skidded to astop and whirled to face the blackjack.

"Don't move." Decker hated before her. His voice, breath-less from his sudden sprint, washarsh evenin
the wind. She started to shift subtly backward, but a beam from hislaze siz-zled toward her legs, only to
bend into the tarmac at her feet. She jerked back, and he fired again, the beam cutting across her arm.
The blunter sizzled, but the beam bent away like a curveball. She backed away another step. The forest
gpattered her with heavy water drops, and Decker followed her with menace.

"Thebioshidd," he hissed. 'Takeit out. Tossit here"

Tsaslips curled up from her teeth, and she bared them in asilent snarl. Ruka's golden eyesfollowed
Decker'smove-ments asif it were the cougar who hunted the zek, not Tsa. No, she sent to the cub. He's
mine. Say back.

"The shidd," herepesated. "Giveit here, and I'll let you live."

She grinned, but the expression showed the fanged promise of a cat, not the humor of ahuman. "Aslong
as| havethe shidd," she said, backing away another step, "your laze isworth less than its energy pack.”
Sheflicked her wrist so that the flexor snagpped into along thin, tapering point. She could fed Ruka
behind her, dinking to the side. Decker had eyesfor no one but her, and he could not see, with the
wind-motion of the brush, the tawny movement of cougar.



"Y ou think that shield will save you?'Y ou think you can hide in the woods?' He sngpped his own flexor
out of hisbdlt.

Tsastepped to the left and pressed back until her shoulders and hipsfelt the bending, wind-whipped
brush. She could smdll the water on the leaves. Her nostrils were clogged with the odors of mud, the
broken twigs, the sharp musk scent of the shapers... Decker watched her dip between the shrubs; he
moved like a snaketo follow. Tsiahad opened her gate, and her mind was clouded with the sounds from
Ruka's ears and the scent of the shapersto her left. A tentacled hunger seemed to creep into her mind;
the sense of danger grew. Then Decker closed in arush.

Their flexors met with jarring force. Taa's wegpon snapped into a hook; Decker's whipped wickedly
back. At the same time, the beam from hislaze curled before her face and burned the air she breathed.
She staggered ingtinctively, and he flashed forward to strike at her chest. Thewind caught his clothes and
whipped them in grotesgque shapes, she flicked her flexor into athin blade and stabbed at the core of his
energy.

Her blade passed between his arm and side. He overreached and drove his blade across her shoulder,
then tried to hook it back. Ingtantly, she dammed her elbow in his gut and snapped her weaponto a
curved blade, but the blackjack jerked his own hilt down. Something smashed into her collarbone. She
gasped at the brutal blow. Something tawny flashed in her eyes. Decker cried out. TSialegped toward
the musk scent.

Ruka—she screamed in her gate. Stay away!

The cougar did not listen. His claws raked the blackjack's back, and one paw reached around to
Decker's face and hooked into the man's nose, jerking back his head asif the zek were an k. Witha
harsh scream, Decker flipped the beam of hislaze over his shoulder. There was aflash of light, the bitter
burn of hair and flesh.

Pain seared Tsas mind through the gate. A burning, crush-ing fire flared dong nervesthat she reflected.
She could not see through the flood of catspeak and clawsinsde her skull, and only Ruka's yow! echoed
in her ears. There was something in her hand—the blackjack's arm, hisflesh squeezed between her
fingers. Hisflexor was gone; his laze beamed across her chest and curved away like astring before afan.
Sheleaned down asif in adream, and Decker's face twisted in dow mo-tion. She grabbed soft, fatty,
tentacled flesh and yanked it up asif tearing aplant from the soil. Decker's laze was an infinite line of
light, flaring out in along, dow circle, moving toward her chest. Her own arm moved like honey, while
the shaper's scent crawled into her nose like lice. Something whipped in le-thargic curves around the
pam of her hand. The tentacles touched and began to close. Venom glands compressed. The blue-white
laze arced in alanguid line that her eyes seemed to follow blindly. She felt, more than saw, the shaper's
fangs open; the fluid sac scents were sharp in her nose. The toxinswere an acrid odor, the salivaa
ydlow-white. Long teeth seemed to grow in size. Her arm released in alingering snap. Venomous fangs
bit down. On Decker's chin. And the scream that, muffled by the fleshy body, was torn from histhroat
with hisbregth hung in the air for what seemed like an hour while TSacontinued, in that eternaly
dow-motion leap, to jump the shaper's den with the rest of her awkward momentum.

The chameleon clung to Decker's face for seconds before dropping back into the brush. Thelazefell to
the mud, whereits point Sizzled and popped. Decker clutched at his chin and stared at Tsia, but hisjaw
was dready tingling, and hislipswere going numb. He staggered back, then turned and ran to-ward the
huts.

Tsadid not follow. Her mind was filled with Rukal's pain, and she screamed at the cougar through her
gate. Stand still. Let me find you!



She twisted in the brush, searching for the cat with both her mind and her eyes. She couidn't see him, but
shefdt him close by, and she staggered in hisdirection. When shefound him, shefdll to her kneesand
took his paw in her hand. Hejerked ingtinctively back. She snapped at him through her gate, and with a
snarl, he dlowed her to hold it. "Ah, Daya..." She searched her harnessfor her medkit before cursing as
shere-membered she'd lost it before.

Come, shetold him. We'll find something at the huts.

Heyowled, alow, hair-raising sound, and she could only send him ablanket of will to smother it through
the gate. Then, painfully, with both of them limping, they eased out to the edge of the forest.

Tsasmind, haf-blinded by Ruka, waslocked in a single thought: the biochips—where were they? She
eased across the edge of the tarmac like the cat who dunk beside her. Their nostrilswrinkling, their
shoulders hunched, they crept to the nearest hut and dipped inside. Tsid's hands shook as she broke
open the medkit on thewall and tore it gpart to find the salves and skin patches. Manualy, she loaded
feline biocodes—old codes from old memories—into the medscanner. It took time— minutes—for the
scanner to shift the chemica structure of the salve; it took three times aslong to shift the molecular build
of the graft. And then it took her will to convince Rukato let her dissolve hisfur from around the burn
and clean the areafor trestment.

Shetried to fed for asense of time, but couldn't seem to fo-cus. Not until the salve began to dull the
cub'spain did her mind begin to clear.

She didn't bother to clean up the medkit mess. She just thrust the scattered parts of the kit into aclumsy
pile and fol-lowed Rukaback out, snapping a him not to worry at the graft that itched and crawled on
his flesh. Her hand throbbed with the dulled pain he sent through the gate. But it was haf asmuch asit
had been; and in days, if he didn't tear it off first, the graft would fall off by itself. Hed have only ascar to
speak of the burn.

The heat in her hand seemed to focus her thoughts as she rounded a hut and caught sight of the landing
pad. Points of heet, points of light—so faint in her gate—were they closer now than before?

She could see dl three skimmers, sillent and waliting, till standing on the deck. There was no movement
beneath the largest ship; the meres, if they had not been caught, must have finished and returned to the
hub. Relief tightened her gutslike afist. Her hand trembled againgt her forehead. The chipswere il
here—and her Sster aso. Neither could leave the freepick stake until the Shields arrived. Shjams could
not abandon her again. Asfor the zeks...

Her mind began to churn again, but dowly. How many blackjack were at the hub, hidden within the
warren? And where could shefind her Sster among those jacks? Her mus-clestrembled, and it was not
chill, but an exhaustion she could not givein to. Her hands clenched spasmodically on her flexor as she
wiped it dong her side.

The points of light—she could dmost fed them. Closer— they had to be closer than the hub.

How much time had passed? She moved aong the huts un-til she found Decker on the gray-washed
tarmac, at the door to one of the storerooms. His outstretched hand, the bent body.... Helay against the
door asif to open it when he lost the use of his hands. She passed him, ignoring his strangled breathing
and the swelling of hisskin.

Sheran acrossthe landing pad. Her eyeswere ditted, not from rain, but from Ruka, and she didn't notice
the way she clung to one hand as she ran. Behind her, the cougar limped across like ashadow. The pain
that blinded him pushed him away, but the biogate pulled like aleash.



Fifteen seconds, and she was a the skimmer hatch. The points of light—her eagerness grew, hot, asif
she sucked it through her gate. Three, four more seconds, and the hatch did open.

And Kurvan turned around.

Tsafroze. The narrowing of Kurvan's eyes, thetightening of hisjaw—those were the only reactions that
showed the zek's surprise. His smile was dow and bestific. Some part of her brain wondered how wide

that smile would beif he knew that Decker lay out on the tarmac with the fang marks of a shaper degp in
hisface. Her lips moved, but nothing came out.

"I should have known immediately,” he said softly. "That you were dtill dive.”

Her hand tightened its grip on the flexor. He eyed her with an amost satisfied expression, and she knew,
suddenly, that he wanted to kill her as much as she wanted his death.

"How could you know?" she managed.

Carefully, he moved toward the hatch. "When an ID dot goesinactive, the nodelinesit carries are placed
on hold. But when an 1D dot goes dead, the effects ripple out through the node. Ghosts, schedules,
contracts... Little plans and appoint-ments—they dl wink out. It'slike anearly invisible wave that strips
you out of the node. | forgot that. | was so sure that you were drowned in the pit that | did not check to
-y

He stepped closer, and she could see the pulse beet in histhroat. " The skimmer crash—how did you fix
it?"

"Mixed sgnalsfrom the node, plusasmall projector that overwhelmed the links of the nav sensors and
power cou-plings. I'd set up the node webs months ago for a crash se-quence, but | couldn't install the
overload projector until we landed on the platform—yprojector power supplies only last afew hours."

"And the deke in Wren's medkit—you put it in his pack when you were checking the gear on the
platform.”

He smiled. A wash of rain swept past. He edged closer.

Tsafdt hisfocusgrow. "Thefdl on the bridge—you could have died yoursdf. Why did you risk it?"

"Y ou think you're the only one with antigrav on your har-ness?"

Her lipstightened. "And Wren's pack—the loss of hisanti-grav?'

"A remotetrigger. Indalled at the marine station while you were playing hero to that Landing Pact cub.”

"Why?' shedmost snarled. "Ayaras Eyes, Kurvan, why bother with accidents at al? Why didn't you
wait and kill us here at the stake as you planned to do with those of uswho are left?"

"Because brute force dways attracts more attention. My job was just to dow down the team. Eliminate
as many of you as possible. Get the shooters away with Jandon so we had a better chance of taking over
here"

"Jandon could have come back. We could have called him to help us."

"His ship would have fried its own controlsthe first time he tried to land.” He shifted closer again. "You
just don't get it, do you? We've had our people in place for months, working as gruntsin the tubes, hiding
gear in rock pockets where the freepicks would never look. For the last two weeks, our buyer has been



gtting up a the hammers, waiting for asignal that we had the chips and were ready to move out of this
sysem."

"Thelxia..."
He nodded.

"But if you wereonly to dow usdown... Daya," she breathed. "Y ou didn't know about the chips at dl,
did you? Y ou couldn't have—not if you gtill went after Doetzier.”

He glanced behind her, but Ruka did not growl, and she could not tear her eyesfrom Kurvan'sface. "We
knew about the dummy chips. We knew the Shields were setting up asting." He shrugged at her
expression. "Weve got credit and other... incentives to encourage peopleto help us. But we didn't know
about thered chipstill dawn."

"Damn..."

He watched her closaly ashe said, "I received a coded mes-sage from Decker on the beacon this
morning—you didn't even notice. HEd heard from our mother ship. One of our con-tacts had findly
traced a set of webs held been working on for weeks. And what he found was a programmer with a high
tech rating, assigned to the same team that | was supposed to dow down.”

"Bowdie..."

"His contract with you was only aghost. He wasto stay only a day—not six weeks—till the chipswere
set with their codes. The chips were here—with him the whole time. Under my noselike my chin." He
shrugged. "1 wouldn't have both-ered trying to kill anyone had | known that someone was a-ready
carrying therea chips. | would have waited, as you say, till we reached the stake and | had backup to
take you out. Asit was, my job was to thin down the team so we could replace some of you with more
of us. Make the job go smoother when the real chipscamein.”

"And Tucker?'

Kurvan's hand moved casudly to the butt of hislaze. "He was careless. | locked the lift and et thewind
and the bloom do my work for me. If he was the Shield, better for me to have him out of theway. If he
was one of you, he was just one less mere to work on.”

The pulse pounded in her bruised throat. "1 should have known right from the start that it was you.”
Hesmiled again, dowly. "How s0?"

"You sad, on the platform, that 1'd be better at the canyon scans than you. Y ou wanted me off this team.
And then you said that you weren't half as good at trees and other biologicasas|. I'm aguide, Kurvan,
but you've been working biological tracesfor over twenty years—twice aslong asl. It wasastu-pid
thing to say."

"And now your knowledgeistoo late to make any differ-ence.”

Sowly, asif he were an anima and she was trying not to provoke him, she backed away and unhooked
the straps of her flexor.

The blackjack noted the brown and green handle and smiled adow expression. "That's no good,” he
said softly. "It's bro-ken. Itsbiochips arefried.”



Shetightened her grip onitshilt. "How do you know?"

Hefollowed like a snake. "Because I'm the one who brokeit. When | fell on Doetzier. Remember? |
brokeit like | snapped hisarm. And do you know? I'm going to enjoy crush-ing you the sasme way |
broke your ster.”

Her jaw tightened. "I'm stronger than shewas."

"I don't doubt it. She was easy. Soft. Like butter in afrying pan.”
"Shewas a person,” she snapped.

"Shewas avictim, not a human being. She had no sdf-worth at all.”

Hewas pushing her ddliberately, but her anger iced her heartbeat asif her blood had not the energy to
compare to what shefelt. " Saf-worth can be built or destroyed—"

"You think / am her destroyer? She put hersdf in my power." He stepped forward again, and Tsia could
fed the con-fidencein hisfield. "Oh, | made afew suggestions,” he said. 'Took aninterest in her career,
told her how smart shewas. Showered her for ayear with what she thought of aslove. But intheend, |
merely took her for what she had to give."

"Daya," she breethed. "And you admit it."
"Why not?'
Shedared at him.

Henodded asif surprised at her reaction. "I am conscious of what | do, Feather-guide. Y our
sster—she's useful tome, so | use her.”

"But you're destroying her. If you loved her—"

"Love?' Kurvan snorted. "Loveisaset of actionsthat gives one power over another. Just because | bind
her or crush her the sametime as| use her—that does not negate her skills. A blackjack like me can
work for adecade just to get asingle hook into a customs inspector. Here, | have adozen hooksin her
mind. I've strung her up like a puppet, and she can do nothing but obey.”

"And when youvetorn dl the vaue out of her?'

He shrugged. "Then | get another victim to replace her pathetic life. There's dways been more power in
destruction than creation. It'sfadt. It's profitable. And it'sfar more exciting than living within some
pathetic set of mords. It's power, TSaguide. It'scontrol. And it'smine.”

"Y ourewrong, Kurvan. Thereis power in destruction only aslong asyou're actively annihilating your
goal. When you stop acting—stop destroying—you have nothing left. But when you create, there's
aways something left over, something to re-fleet your work, whether or not you stop. That'sthetrue
power of life"

Kurvan drew hisflexor in along, dow motion. "There speakstheidedist." Heflicked the bar into a
diamond-shaped blade and tested its edge on his thumb. He shrugged, but he was now at the edge of the
hatch. "Blame mefor your Sster if you dare. She choseto be awilling victim.”

"And | chooseto benoneat al."



Sheflicked her wrist, and her flexor spun out like alance. Theinstant of shock on Kurvan'sface did not
keep him from moving. The lance caught in hisblunter, not his chest, and hetwisted into adive ashe
brought up the point of hislaze. In-stantly, Tsia snapped her flex blade into ahook and jerked hard.
Kurvan was yanked forward, down onto hisknees. Hefell through the hatch like adiver. But the point of
hislazeflared out in an arc, and TSaducked like aflash from the light.

She changed her grip, and the flexor became athin bar, snapping itself out of hisjacket. He threw himsalf
to the side. The laze flashed across her chest, bending as it encountered the shield's projection, and
Kurvan cursed. Hethrew thelaze away. Vicioudy, Tsa stabbed forward. But she had forgotten that her
boots were not cat feet. She dipped.

Stedl fingers grabbed her by the jacket; thick hands twisted the blunter collar tightly around her throat.
With asingle mo-tion, Kurvan jerked her off her feet and flung her brutally in ashort, sharp arc against
the ship. Her shoulders hit with shock-ing force. Her head cracked to one side of the landing leg.
Stunned, shelay without moving.

The pain of thefal seeped out of her bones. Shetried to move her arm, and Ruka snarled violently in her
gae. A tawny shadow flashed. Kurvan staggered. Then he screamed and fdll in atangle of flaling limbs.
The clawing, sllent demon on his back tore at hisflesh like hate.

He screamed again. TS a pushed hersdlf to her hands and knees. Her mind was blind with pain and fury,
and her fingers clawed at the tarmac as Ruka's paws tore flesh. Like aragged work whistle that does not
stop for breath, Kurvan's scresms went on and on until TSarealized that it was no longer his voice that
broke her ears, but hisrasping, dying breath.

Therain washed away hiswhimperstill hisbody was slent and gtill. Tea's mind was il blurred by the
pain that burned in the cougar's paw, and she could only crouch and stare at the huddled form on the
ground. Finally, therain blasted her in the face and forced her eyesto see. There was akeening sound in
her ears, and the whimpering from her throat clogged her hear-ing in aduet of pain. Rukas
paw—burning till with nervesraw from the laze. ..

Silently, the cougar crawled from beneath the ship and hud-dled beside the landing leg. The bursts of pain
that shot through Tsasleft hand with his motion made her clench her other fist. She snarled in her own
slence, trapped between her mind and hiswhile helicked the blood on his paws. Rain, mud, bile, blood;
ash and flesh and fire... The rhythm of the odors was amorbid song, and Tsagagged. Shetried to hear
the cleansing sounds of the rain that hit the tarmac. Therewas no lifefield in hisbody. No sense of
stirring—of energy held in check. Shefelt nothing—nothing at al. Her breath began to speed up, and her
heart pounded dowly and painfully in her chest. She felt nothing. Nothing but those points of light— some
brighter, some dim—and somewhere close nearby.

She stared down at the blackjack. Breathing harshly, she forced hersdlf to look, and did not flinch at the
bloodied water that ran in thin runnels past his body. She looked up at Ruka. Their eyes met. Her head
tilted, and she fdlt therain, cold againgt her skin. The shiversthat shook her now were neither chill nor
exhaugtion, but emptiness. There was nothing left of Kurvan. Hisbody wasjust inanimate flesh. His
blood no more than arunning stain on the stone. Her eyes could register his shape, and it meant nothing
to her mind.

He's stronger than you. Shjams's voice echoed in her head.

Tsadared a Kurvan's body with lips pressed so tightly to-gether that the muscles of her face were taut.
"He'sauser," shesaid harshly. "Nothing more." And as she watched his blood wash away to the soil with
therain, sheredized his death gave back to the earth part of what he had taken: Blood. Life.



Fury rosein her guts. Her somach tightened. "No final ges-ture,” she whispered violently. "No absolution
for the thingsthat you have done."

Ddiberatdly, she ducked and crawled to Kurvan's body. With trembling hands, sherolled him over. She
searched him, yanking open hisblunter, groping in his pockets, ignoring the dashesand tearsin his
clothes, the blood and open muscle tis-sue she had to touch. And there, inside the lower pocket of the
blunter, shefound one of the small, flat cases.

She opened it and stared at the biochips within. Then she sat back on her heels and looked up at the
underside of the skim-mer.

There were two more things she had to do.

She jammed theflat caseinto her lower blunter pocket, op-posite Doetzier's bioshield. Then, clumsly,
she turned Kurvan again. His boots hooked together so that hislegstwisted, and she could only get him
halfway over, but it was enough. She stripped hislaze away. Violently, she threw it across the deck, then
jerked athin, black tube from his harness.

Ddliberately, sheflicked the tube to its active position and let the acrid scent of the deke reach her nose.
For amoment, she held it like aflexor. Then she pressed the hisser'strigger. Like atwisted spirit in the
rain, the spray shot out and settled on Kurvan's body. Like afire, the smoke curled away. His clothes
seemed to disintegrate; hisflesh blackened and shriv-eled. And hisface dissolved o that, for an instant,
only his bones spoke of his presence before they too pocked and pow-dered and washed away with the
ran.

Shetriggered the hisser off. For amoment, she just stood there. Then she backed away until her spine
struck the sde of the dammer. Blindly, her hands wiped at the rain on her face. White handsin the
water... Tucker'shandsin the sea... And here, the black stain of them on the tarmac, washing away in
the rain. The choked noise that came from her throat was harsh and anima, and the wind did not soften
the sound.

Therain gill danted acrossthe tarmac, and the flat streams of gray washed the landing pad like addta.
Thin cataracts fell from the skimmer's sdes; thick clouds still rushed overhead. TS atilted her head back
so that the rain beat on her face. 1t was clean of the scent of the hisser; bare of the odor of Kurvan's
blood. Shefilled her lungs with wet air, then did the tube on her harness.

Ruka growled. The scent of the hunter cut across the snarled paths of her mind. She crouched down and
touched the cougar on hisface, and opened her gate wide so that she could take the pain from his paw.
The burn swept in and engulfed her, but she did not flinch away. Shetook it in like the touch of the r-con
and pushed her mind beyond it.

Then sheturned and moved to the hatch of the skimmer and levered hersdlf insde. Rukadid not jump
after her, but waited under the ship in the shadow of the landing leg while she paced the cabin above.
With her arms outstretched, shelooked like adegpwaker in the ship. Asif that physical motion
some-how increased the sengtivity of her biogate, shelet her hands trace the walls and cubbyholes.

Thepilot'sarea... Themain or &ft cabin... The storage boxes in back? She could fed them close—those
other energy points—Ilike starsin amoonless night. But where? Her fingersthrust clothing and blunters
aside and tore open panels, only to thrust them closed again. Urgency grew with every second so that
she whirled in the cabin and ran toward the rear. What shielding would be thick enough to concedl those
points of light? Kurvan had said that, with the right scan equipment, it would be easy to find the chips.
Fifty thousand credits and Daya knew how much work in those bait chips, but Doetzier had smply had
them sedled within hisharness.



Tsahdted. Sheturned back to the clothing. Six sets of weather cloth; six pairs of boots. Four blunters,
fully equipped with bioshieldsin their pockets. Three e-suits—one that could not belong to a human.
Scanners and corns and hand unitsfor fregpick tasks... And four harnesses. She grabbed the straps and
tore the seals gpart. E-wraps, dimchims, medkits, enbees... Nothing like that second flattened case. But
the points of light were dmost under her fingers. She could fed them as close as her own feet. Therewas
no pulsein their presence, but each point was like atiny piece of fire that touched her through her gate.

Hurry, Rukasnarled. He projected the scent of humans strongly through the gate.

/ am, she snapped in return. She knew they would find her. There was no space on the landing pad that
wasn't filled with human scent. She threw the harnesses aside and stood for amoment with her arms
clenched around herself. The hard flat-ness of Doetzier's bioshield pressed against her bicep. Sowly, she
became motionless. Why not? she thought, staring at the pile of clothes. What better place to hide a set
of biochipsthan in the one thing that could not be burned?

It took only amoment to check her theory out. It took a mo-ment more to open up her flexor and
disableits contrals, then those of the three scanners she had found. She called Rukato the hatch and
explained what she wanted. And then explained it again. Rukadidnt likeit. She didn't blame him. She
would not have liked it herself. But in the end, he agreed. And two minutes |ater, the cougar dropped
from the skimmer with aheavy limp and dunk away intherain.

24

Tsawas hafway out the hatch when her thigh pocket brushed against her hand. The sharp edges of the
safety cubes within scraped against her wrist, and she froze. She had forgot-ten about the cubes.
Dormant without a honeycomb, they had not triggered the scans of the blackjack who had checked her
before, at the pit. She still had them, but if they searched her again, coming out of the skimmer, with
datacubes in her pockets....

She opened her gate and felt the presence of other beings. The hunter—it was coming, and even at its
distance, it was sharp and clear in her gate. The dull shadows of two humans grewv—much closer to the
ship. Shelooked wildly around. She had to get rid of the cubes. If they found the safeties on her person,
they'd search the ship for damage. If they found Nitpicker's sabotage, they'd try the other shipstoo, and
find the broken honeycombs. And missing sensor boxes and torn-out tubing. ..

There were access panels al over the ship, and Tsiadid not bother to climb al the way back in. Instead,
she hung on the lip of the hatch and jerked open the nearest bay. It was a con-figuration bay, and inside
were amber, white, and blue honey-combs. All of them had empty dots. White-controls; those would
activate the moment the ship was powered up. Blue— those were sensors, and the zeks would use those
asthey lifted. But amber... The ydlow shade denoted wegpons.

Blackjack would not need those until they reached the skyside quarantine fields and had to ran from the
Shidds.

Quickly, Tsadropped the safetiesin the dots. A second later, she snapped the panel shut. She almost
lost her balance, and in her grab for ahold, caught her fingersin one of the har-nesses, which came out of
the hatch with her as she landed heavily on the deck.

The beam of the laze, which missed her arm, seared the har-nessin her hands and froze her like abreath
in anice sorm. For amoment, nothing moved—not air, not rain, not time. Then, dowly, she turned
around. Wicht had hislaze pointed a her. Something burst in her head, and she snarled and legped. The
beam of light bent away between her arm and her sde. Like agravdiver, she tackled the zek and threw
him to the ground. His head cracked back on the tarmac. In an instant, TS aleaped to her feet. But she



didn't run. She stood as il asif dead. It was not thetip of the second laze jammed into her gut that
stopped her. 1t was not the sense of foreboding that swamped her like alake. It was not the eager hunger
that seemed to grow in her gate, asif that distant foreign scent waslocked on her like abregker.

It was Shjams.

Rain ran down the woman'sface in pale, smooth runnels. Wind tore long strands from the braids of hair
she now wore around her head. Like snakes or tiny whips, the loose hairs danced and dripped in a
darting, moving frame. Tsa could not see beyond the shapes to the expression on her face. It was not
until the woman spoke that she realized she sensed no emotion through her gate because there was none
thereto fed. Shjamss green, flat eyes, were hard and still as stone.

Neither woman spoke. The cold seemed to crawl down Tsias skin with every drop of rain. Ruka began
to dink back toward the skimmer, and his musk, carried through the rain, mixed with the perfume of
Shjams. Unseen, amere shadow flickered through therain... The cougar's paws were silent. The two
scents of her sster warred in Tsias nose. Her body, taut with muscles still poised to run, held its position
on the pad. Rukareached the ship behind her, and his hair began to bristle. Tsa quieted him harshly
through the gate and dropped the melted harnessto the ground.

Shjams stepped forward and stripped the flexor from Teas side. Tsadid not resist her. Shjamsflicked
her wrist, but the flexor did not respond, and she cursed and threw it away. The blued bar skittered
under the ship.

Tsdshand clutched her pocket. "I won't let you take them offplanet.”
"It'snot something you can prevent. Give them here"

"No."

"Goddammit, T9a—"

"No, Shjams. Not thisway."

"Then likethis—" Like aflash, the woman struck Tsaacross her head with the butt of her laze. TS atried
torideit, but it cracked on her cheekbone and she staggered, then fell dowly to her knees, one hand on
the tarmac before her. Her eyes swvam. She barely felt Shjams's hands searching her pocket.

Tsapressed afist against her cheekbone. She tasted blood on her lips. When her eyes cleared, she
looked up. Shjams had the small, flat casein her hand. " Shjams—"

The woman moved away, examining the chips within. She made an inarticulate sound, then looked up to
dare at Tsawith suddenly haunted eyes. "You idiot,” she breathed. "Y ou yaza-brained mere. These
aren't thered chips. These are dready programmed—the dummies—the bait chipsthe Shield was
carrying." She snapped the case shut and didn't notice that she was clutching it so hard that her fingernalls
were dowly turn-ing white. Her face set. "Y ou've given up your life," she said, "not for me and not for
your world, but for nothing more than bait."

Unsteadily, T9agot to her feet. Her lipswere curled againsgt the pain, and her jaw was so tight that her
teeth ached.

"Why did you come back?" the other woman whispered. ™Y ou got away. Why didn't you keep going?'

Tsafdt dizzy, and shetook advantage of her unbalance to move forward avkwardly. Shjamstook a
step back. The point of the zek weapon glowed. Tsalooked up at her, and first one, then another drop



of blood fell away from her chin, between her fingers, in along, danting arc to the ground. "I could not
leavethe chips" shereturned flatly. "And | could not let you go”

Shjams ared at her for amoment. "Y ou know what | have to do now."
Slowly Tsanodded. Her eyesdid not leave Shjamssface.
Shjiamsgared at her. "l tell you | will kill you."

"Y ou killed me six years ago when you cut yourself from my heart. Y ou can hardly do worse than that

"I killed you? Y ou're breathing. Y our heart is besting.”

"If that were dl therewasto life" Teasad quietly, "then I'd leave you to blackjack as you wished.
Y ou're dead, Shjams. Y ou've killed yoursdlf, and torn your family with you. Please," she said softly,
"come back to us."

"Don't move." Shjamssvoice was harsh. Tsaignored her and took a step forward. Thelazeflared likea
bolt of light-ning. The beam shot toward Tsas heart and bent away asit hit the field of her shielding. The
other woman cursed benesth her breath.

"l wonder," TSasad quietly, watching her with asad, re-mote expression, "if you would have fired as
quickly, if you had not known | wore abioshield in my blunter.”

Shjams stepped forward and shoved the hot tip of the laser againgt TSa'sarm. TSarefused to flinch.
Beads of sweat formed on her neck and washed away intherain.

"Shields only work at adistance," Shjams breethed. "Do you redly want meto do this?'
"Isit something you need to do?"

They stared at each other, whipped by the rain, while the pointed tip melted through Tsia's blunter, then
her shirt. It touched her skin, and Shjams knew the moment it did; the tightening of Taas eyesand the
suddenly white cords of ten-don were clearly visblein the gray-ydlow light. AImost againgt her own
valition, she withdrew the point afraction. She gave alow laugh.

"All thistime," Shjams said hitterly. "All these years, and you and | stand here like zombies. | tell you |
haveto kill you, and sill you say nothing. No questions. Not a curse. No plead-ing or pathetic rationae.
Y ou haven't changed, TSia. Y ou'd never beg to save your life. You just challenge meto tekeit."

Absently, asif she did not notice the point of the laze that still smoldered againgt her blunter, Tsabrushed
the rain from her brows. Her voice, when she answered, was quiet, but her words hit Shjamslike adap.
"I lived," she said softly, "for the day | could see you again. If you wish to destroy that kind of love, and
me with it—the way you destroyed the ties from you to your family—that isyour choice. | accept it."

Shjamss eyes narrowed. "Y ou? Accepting certain death?'

"I worked and schemed to find you. Our brothers did the same. Our parents, our cousins, your friends...
You killed apart of dl of uswhen you tore yourself from our lives." The anger flared up inside her, and
she clenched her fists, ignoring the burn from Rukals paw, which seeped to backwash through her gate,
"Y ou can rip yoursdlf away from us, but thereis nothing in this world—or any other—that can tear the
tieswhich keep usheld to you."



"Thereisonething." Shjamsreached into Tsas blunter and yanked out Doetzier's flat bronze disk from
her pocket. Sheturned it over in her hands, then threw it away to the side. The disk hit and skittered
along thelanding pad like a plate. She stepped back and pointed the laze again at Tsas chest. "It'scalled
desth."

Tsasdark eyesbored into Shjamss. Shefdt asif astranger looked back. Even Shjams's energy was
different than it had been before. She could fed it through her biogate, even though she traced nothing
through the node. "Y ou don't know me any-more,” Shjams said flatly—amost politely. "Remember that.”

Behind Tsa, Rukadunk through the rain like ashadow. Closer... Now under the ship... Now meters
away from her feet... And from behind Shjams, from the corner of afree-pick hut, along, lean figure
appeared. Tdacould fed itin her gate. A cat that was not acat. An intelligence that cut through her gate
likealaze. It was blackjack, but not apirate; it was something € se—something more. And its energy
was not hu-man. Ruka's hair bristled. The chill spread down Tsds neck.

"l had adream," shewhigpered. "I saw you looking in the mirror."
"l don't want to hear it."

"Y our hands pulied at the sides of your face—pulled back at your skin so that it stretched to your
temples, your cheeks. Y our face became a mask. The mask a caricature—"

"Shut up.” Shjams shoved her againgt the ship.

Tsas shoulders hit the side of the skimmer, but she didn't take her eyesfrom her sster'sface. "l heard
the voice of your god,” she went on. "Y our demon.” Her voice was steady, asif thewind did not tear at
its sound. "But the voice was yoursdlf, and al you had to do was stop talking and listen to the silence to
find yoursdf again.”

"Damnyou. I—"

"Y ou don't want to seelove,” Tgacut in, "when you can hide forever in fear. It's easier, you think, to
wallow in that, and to make someone e se responsible for your life. You'relike alifer who hides behind
the preaching of your leader, sucking up to the power you build in hiswake. Y ou don't have to justify
what you do; he doesthat for you. Y ou don't have to take re-sponsibility; you just blame your acts on
him"

Her lips curled, and the feline figure moved closer. Tdaopened her senses and felt afrigid tang.
Nitpicker's voice echoed in her head: Something foreign... Something dien... And Wren: Beinteresting
to seethe two of you react... Sheforced her eyes back to Shjams. "L ook what you're doing in your
fear—to yoursdlf. To your family."

Shjamstightened her grip on the laze. " Sometimes, you just find yoursdlf drawn further and further into
something until you're smothered by its power."

"Itsor his?' Tdahit out. "Kurvan is not your demon, Shjams. Y our demon isyour fear."
"Y ou -had your own demons, once. | thought you at least would understand.”

"l do." Tadsvoicewas quiet. She could fed the beast in her gate: intent asthe cub on arat. Itseyes
seemed like pools of fractured gold. Its head swayed likeacat. "l wasa... vic-tim once, like you. But |
refused to remain that way. And now

I'm fighting to regain my life. What are you doing with yours?'



"I'mtrying to survive"
"For god's sake, Shjams, you're smply killing yourself."
Shjamssfacetightened. She raised the laze afraction. "My-sdf or you?"

"Go ahead,” Tdasad softly. The foreign energy that swept through her geate sharpened like aknife. The
seared holein the blunter was like atarget waiting for the beam. Her guits, tight as her fists, coiled further.
She forced her gaze to Shjamss. "What harm will there be in the cessation of pain? What pos-sible
further tortureis death that | haven't dready felt snce you left? Do you know what | have lived through?
Y ou can't do more than bless me with that |aze."

"Y ou have no ideawhat you're saying."

"And you don't know what you do," Tsareturned harshly. "Y ou regjected the oneswho love you to
become the ultimate victim: someone sestoy. And now you betray not only your-sdlf, but your family
with what you do." Her eyesflickered to-ward the figure that moved closer through therain. "Or isit
more than that now? Do you betray your world?*

"Y ou don't understand what | do, what | am."

"Y ou think not? 1 know you. | understand you like myself. Something happened to you, Shjams. It shows
in every flinch of your body, in the haunted look in your eyes. No, we could never have taken away your
demons, but we could have helped you face them. Helped you build yoursdlf back to a strength that
could stand done."

Shjams cursed and started to turn away, then whipped back, the laze Sghting in on Tsias heart. "I didn't
want to face them. | don't want to now. Don't you understand that?' Her chest heaved with the effort of
breathing, and her face was stretched taut in amask. "'l don't care whether | live," she whispered harshly,
"but | don't seemto be ableto die.”

Tsadid not move. She stared at Shjams asif she could somehow insert hersdlf in the other woman's
mind. "But it's more than blackjack now, isn't it? It's gone beyond this planet.”

"Damnyou, T9a—"

Tsacouldn't help glancing toward her broken flexor on the deck. "Give me back the bait chips" she said
softly, forcing the tenson out of her voice. "Even they have ahigh vaue. If we return them, we can make
aded with the Shiddsfor you. And if you ill love thisworld and your family—if you gtill love
yourself—get methered chips" she sad ddiberatdy, "from wherever they arein the ship.”

Thefurred figure hissed behind her, and Shjams stiffened.
"A chance, Shjams," she bregthed. "I'm giving you a chance. Just show me you want to stay—"
Ddliberatdy, Shjamsfired the laze. Tsa's sight seemed to burn. She froze with astrangled breeth.

The beam hit thetarmac at her feet, not her chest, and the wet landing pad sizzled and popped. Water
and crisped earth spattered onto her boots. The smoke scent rose and clogged her nose so that her
throat tightened in reflex.

Tsaforced hersdf to stay till. The tawny figure behind Shjams turned his face toward the woman. His
flattened nos-trilsflared. He looked a T<athen, and white fangs gleamed in his spaddike face. He had
brows of darker, coarser fur, and his eyes were mere dits of color. His voice touched Tsasskinwith a



timbrethat shivered dl the way to the bones of her heels.

"Human," the dlien said softly, "yet not human." Retractable claws flared dong hiswrists and knuckles.
"Fdine" he breathed, "yet not acat. What are you?'

Shjamsdid not take her eyesfrom her sster. Sowly, asif mesmerized by his presence, Teatilted her
head to regard the aien through narrowed eyes. Herolled his own head back as dowly, and she realized
she swayed in theingtinctive pattern of acougar who was threatened. She stilled the motion and licked
her lipsto taste the musk on the rain. The cat scent from the platform... The odor on Kurvan and
Decker... Wren's grin when he hinted about the Ixia specs... She had been blinded by her biogate.
Blinded to the redization that the Ixiawere here, on Rishmus, not orbiting above. And if she had
un-derstood what she felt before, Doetzier could have cdled in his

Shidlds, and Shjamswould not now be standing before her with alaze amed right at her heart. | The dien
hissed. Water drops formed on hisfur. He moved forward till they were half a meter apart.

Tgadidn't flinch. "Cousn—"

The Ixiashifted, and she watched aclaw extend and retract from his elbow with the movement. "Come
closer," he bresthed. "L et me touch you.”

She gtretched her lips, and it wasn't agrin, and the Ixia's eyesriveted on that movement. "Come closer to
me," shere-turned in alow voice.

"T9a" Shjamswarned.

The dien laughed. The sound was amockery of humor, and Tsia could not control the shudder that
shook her. The focus— the intent. The wariness—the hunger. The poise and the wide-open senses...
Her hands clenched unconscioudy into curled claws; her jaw swung back into amenacing, Side-to-side
movement.

Ruka, crouched benesth the ship, began to keen in ahaunt-ing, risng yowl. The alien'sdits of eyes
flicked to the cougar. "L ook you, at thethree of us," he said. "So dike, and yet dis-smilar. So much the
same a heart. Y et in some subtle way, you smell like thisone here." Heinclined his head amost
im-perceptibly at Shjams.

Tsaforced her words out. "We share the blood of family.”
"Ah. But we'—he gestured a Ruka, himsdlf, and her— "share our very souls."

Hisvoicewasalow, snarling hiss, but Tsiano longer shiv-ered at the tone. It had ingnuated itsdlf through
her earsto her mind till it sounded as natura to her as Rukasvoice. She glanced a her sster, and the
Ixiastretched out a hand with hiswrist and knuckle claws protracted. They stroked across Tsas cheek,
following the scarsthat ran from temple line to jaw. Unconscioudy, she rubbed her face on hishand. She
felt hisfur dong her nose, then her cheeks and chin before she froze with the redlization of what shedid.
With awhuff of breath, the dien leaned down to press hisforehead against her face. She jerked back.
The ditted eyes narrowed. "'l seein you my-sdlf,” he hissed. He gestured at Shjams without taking his
eyesfrom the guide. "What isher name?" he asked her sdter.

"Tda," Shjamswhispered.

Thedien'slips parted, and he seemed to smile. "Lan-Lu," he said with that strangely mesmerizing tone. "l
am called Lan-Lu Orahn JAvatzan."



Tsatook astep away from the skimmer, and the alien put his clawed hand upon her chest
"No. You dtay, | think. And that onetoo," he added, indi-cating the cougar.

Thetouch of hisfur againg her skin made her want to writhe. Shelicked her lipsagain, and thedien's
eyesflickered with the movement. She reached up and touched his hand. The knuckle claws seemed to
dick farther out. Gently, ddiberately, she did her fingers around his and pushed his paw away. "Let Ruka
go," shesad quietly.

Golden poalsof light gleamed in the drowning rain. "Why?*

"Because heisn't part of this. Because he doesn't under-stand your presence, and hismind isfilled with
pain from your actions. He belongs with thisworld, not with you.”

"Andyou, TSahuman?'
Sherefused to shiver at thetone. "My mind isclear,” she said softly. "Kill meif you mugt.”
"No," Lan-Lu said dowly. "l think... not."

Not... yet. The words hung between them in the biogate. Tsafdt like arat caught against awall. There
were other shadowsin her gate. Her expression must have tightened. Shjamstook Tsasarmin ahard
grip. For amoment, the alien regarded Tsain silence. She could not read hisface, but in her gate, she
fdt the fdse acquiescence that hid behind hiseyes. The ditsof color gleamed like ydlow light in the
grayness of the landing pad. From the side, agroup of blackjack sprinted raggedly around the corner.
Beams of light flashed from their wegpons. The dien's head snapped around.

Too late, Shjamsfelt Tadstenson. Tsadid like water from her grasp. The dien lunged after her, but
Tsawasdready run-ning across the deck. Shjamsslaze fired like an animal that had its own contral,
and Ruka, from under the ship, legped like agrav dancer in zero gee. His paws caught Shjams on the
shoulder, and her beam jerked into the sde of the ship. In-stantly, along, curving line of black bored
along itshull. Shjams screamed a curse. She jerked the laze back around, but the alien stopped her.
Ruka stresked away.

Tsastaggered with her own speed. Go, Ruka, she snarled. Take yourself to Van'ei . Theimage she sent
of Nitpicker'sbody smell was clear, and the cougar disappeared between two of the squat structures.
One of the zeks cursed her fleeing fig-ure, and fired blindly in her direction. The beam szzled harm-lesdy

away.

She sprinted, then turned and shook her fist at the ship. "'l will never giveyou up,” she shouted. "Not in
thislife. Not in my deeth.”

Thewind lifted her voice and struck her sster like afist. Shjamsfired again, but the beams flashed
uselesdy short. The alien legped aboard. Shjamsfollowed. Like reavers disappear-ing down their dike
holes, the sprinting zeks dove through the hatch of the transport. Inside, the power packs of the ship fired
up even before the hatch was cleared. The sail dats shifted aong the skimmer's skin so that it rippled with
movement.

On the ground, the meres spread out across the landing pad like a smooth flood of darkness. Bowdie
had amanua com in one hand, his parlasin the other. Striker wasfar in the rear, her limping run stubborn
and steady. Doetzier ran to one sde of Nitpicker with hislong legs pounding in unconscioudy perfect
three-to-four sync to the pilot's stride. Doetzier shouted some-thing at Wren who shook hishead. The
Shield, then Nitpicker caught up with Tsa. The pilot skidded to astop, and stood for amoment to catch



her breath, her eyeslocked on that slver form. She did not try to fire; her fibergun was useless against
the side of the ship.

The skimmer rose without a sound, but the hatch did not close, and Shjams stood in the doorway staring
down at the guide. TSa struck the air, leaving her hand outsiretched, her fingers white with the tension of
her reach.

Shjams screamed soundlesdly into the rain, and Tsa seemed to fed it through her gate. She cried out and
fdll to her knees.

The skimmer shuddered in the air. The skin rippled again asthe sail dats adjusted. The whine of the
motors rose higher.

Nitpicker shaded her eyes, then pulled Tsiaby her deeve. "We haveto go. Now."

"l cant—"

"Now!" Nitpicker snarled.

Tsafought her grip. "They're gone. | couldn't stop them, and you didn't ground the transport—"
"Wedid. Comeon!" sheyelled a the other meres. "Away from the deck. Hurry. Their parbeams—"
Tsarefused to move, her eyes till on the transport. "They can't use them.”

Doetzier whipped around. "What do you mean?"

Her gazefindly turned to him. "Those safety cubes from our ship—I had some of them in my pocket. |
dipped them into the configuration honeycomb for their wegpons.”

Nitpicker's own hand tightened on Tsasarm. "Y ou did what?'

"l put them in the wegpons dots. If they try to fire, the wegpons honeycomb will activate. The safeties will
trigger and take over, and the ship will head straight up—skyside orbit, where they'll stay till you send
someone to get them." Her voice dowed at Doetzier's expression. "They might have dis-abled their own
safeties, but it would take them hoursto figure out where mine were activating from. And until then, they'll
be stuck skyside, waiting for apickup."

"My god..." Nitpicker sared a the ship that whined into itsfull flight status.

"What do you mean? What have | done?"

Doetzier cursed under his breath. "Dammit, Festher, we wanted them to stand trid."
"l know that. The safetieswon't kill them—they'll merdly set the ship in orbit.”
"No—no they won't."

Wren pulled at Nitpicker's deeve. "They're coming around. Weve got to go. If they loose a parbeam
cannon on thisland-ing pad, well be flash-fried like oil on the sun.”

"Wait!" Tsaclutched Doetzier'sarms. "What did you mean, they won't and trid ?'

"We sabotaged the life support,” Nitpicker snapped. "They can't go skyside. They won't have cabin
pressure. They won't have air. They won't have enough temperature to keep from turning to instant ice.



They won't even be able to regulate the pressure flows for their interna systems. If they go up, they'll
blow apart likethin glass.

Tdastared at her in horror.
"It'sdone! It'sdone. Y ou can't changeit. Now movel”

Wren thrust her toward the far sde of the landing pad. The other meres were aready running. Away
from the huts; away from the freepick structures. Toward the gray-green forest, where the trees danced
like demonsin the wind, and the shad-ows|ooked like shrouds.

Like adow-moving hand, the skimmer turned in the air. A rounded snout protruded from its nose.
Seeking, it turned and tilted till it pointed aong the landing pad, following the steps of the meres. TSa
could dmost fed Shjamss hand on the conn. And when it fired, the crack of the beam was like thun-der.
The air seemed to split. The metaplas surface of the land-ing pad melted instantly into a soft, black,
bubbling pool. Fire legped up. The metaplas burned. Acrid smoke warred with rain. Asif the beam lifted
their feet, Striker, then Bowdie dove into the trees. Doetzier was a second behind.

The parbeam flashed out again. The forest crackled, bursting into a column of brown-black smoke.
Nitpicker and Wren dove away into the brush. Tsatook arunning step, and half turned to look back.
Thethird blast caught her like that, on the edge of the tarmac, between the firein the air and the flash of
the forest, in arush of heat and ash.

Her body flew through leaves and twigs, then crashed like alog through the shrubs. Her arms were
crossed over her head, and they were the only thing that protected her from smashing her face against the
boulder on which shefindly landed. She lay for an ingtant, sStunned, her body one massive scream, with
the air blasted out of her lungs. She didn't fedl the bruised ribs. She didn't notice the blood that ran down
her arm and dripped from her hand like syrup. There was only the growing heat that clogged her nose
with breathlessness. The fire—she could fed it, growing and sucking her air. Her throat tightened; her
smoke membranes closed.

Sowly, asif in adream, she pulled hersef to her feet. The world was aturning image, and her earsdid
not seem to hear the shout that came from away to her | ft.

The skimmer till shuddered over the landing pad—she could fed its subsonic whinein her bones. But it
was begin-ning to rise even as she stlaggered away from the fire that had followed her to the trees. She
stepped in flame and bardly no-ticed. The cregping blaze was dow and it sputtered intherain. Likea
zombie, she ssumbled back toward the landing pad. She didn't haveto call the swest to her skin. It ran
down her face and neck, soaking her body further and burning into her blood. Shefell to her kneesand
nearly choked on the branch that cut across her neck. She snarled like the cats who fled the crisping
forest, but she crawled on to the landing pad.

She fel on the smooth, hard edge, and stared blindly up at the sky. The catspeak that snarled in her head
made her roll over finally and stagger to her feet. To her knees. To her feet again. A furred shoulder
shoved itsway under her hand. Her fingers clenched. Ruka hissed.

Above, the skimmer faded in the sky, its sonic hum rising in her bones. She could not control the shivers
that shook her. She could not open her gate wider past Ruka, past the cats, to fed athread of her sgter.
There was no echo in her gate of Shjams's presence; no fina touch through the node.

"It'stheway of family, isit not?" Nitpicker's voice was quiet as agrave beside her, and somehow cut
through her deaf-ness like ametd scream that shattersasilent night. Nitpicker did not look at Tsiasface;
her shuttered eyes were glued to the sky. "When shetried to kill you," she said softly, "she de-stroyed



hersdlf instead.”

Tdadared at the sky. Shefelt nothing. It wasasif her dis-belief had warred with her grief until al that
was left was avoid in which she could no longer think. Her breath seemed to catch in her lungsand
freeze so that her chill spread from the insde out.

When the spark came, it wastiny. It flashed in the clouds like a pinpoint strike of lightning. Tiny, and
growing orange-red againgt the gray, rushing sky, the spark became a flame. The flame became afire.
And atiny sunfdl fromthe sky.

Like Lucifer, whose wings burned as he plummeted, the skimmer twisted and turned, falling to the east.
A meteor, whose heart was human, and whose skin asdien asthe stars... A comet that struck the plain
on the other side of the forest like a spear that sinksinto mud. A fal of char and ash like snow. Red rain.
Ashrain. A black cataract above the gray, flooded Plain of Tears.

Epilogue

Tsasank to her knees. Not in my death, she had shouted to Shjams. But it was her sister who had died.
And now there was nothing but gray storm winds clouding the sky. Nothing but gray-washed tarmac,
and streaks of black dagged metaplas where the landing pad had been. And nothing in her heart but a
numbness, which spread like shock through her limbs. She pressed her handsto her chest. She could
barely breathe for the weight of her own body. The bum in Ruka's paw—it seared her thoughts. Her
throat, with its swollen ring of bruises, felt like a collar that tightened and choked off her air. She cried out
inarticulately, and it was Striker, not Wren, who touched her. She clung to the woman'sarm for a
moment, lost in the smoke, while the forest burned in therain.

Doetzier stared to the eadt, where the sparks fell in aslent, burning rainbow. "Gone. All of it—gone."

Bowdiefollowed hisgaze. " At least the chips burned with the ship,” he said flatly. "No one will be ableto
usethem.”

"Billions of credit destroyed,” Doetzier said to himself, asif he did not hear the other man. "Thousands of
man-hoursin tracking blackjack from Denesto Interference to Risthmus. And it's wasted. Just like that.
Not ashred of evidence. Not asingle zek to stand trid. Not asingle hard link to the Ixia. An operation
eght yearsin themaking, and al of it for nothing. No biochips. No blackjack.”

Tsaopened her eyes and stared at hisface. His cheeks were taut, and the hollows under his eyes
seemed suddenly pro-nounced. His biofield was steady now, without the sparks of light, and his
expression flatter than she had seen before, asif exhaustion had somehow stolen the definition from his
feartures. Shetried to speak, then looked away. Her voice was hoarse with the snarl of Ruka's mind.

Over her shoulder, two silver shapes dropped out ,of the sky and seemed to hang for amoment over the
tarmac. A third ship appeared in the east, over the Plain of Tears. The subsonic hum of the Shield ships
vibrated in Tsids bones. Ruka hissed from the forest, and she called him to her. The meres parted.
Bowdi€e's eyeslooked from Tsato the cub, then back to Tsastaut face. Before them, the skimmers
began to settle down on the flight deck.

Doetzier cursed again. Tsafollowed the snipswith her eyes. "Thereisone zek," she said. "Decker.”

Watching his backup ships arrive, Doetzier turned his head. He eyed her for amoment. "Alive?’ he
demanded, hisvoice suddenly sharp.

"Was. On the other side of the landing pad. He needs a scame if you want him to live long enough to



testify. He had ashaper stuck to hisface.”
He glanced sharply at her face. "And Kurvan?'

Her face was blank of expression, but her eyesburned likefirein therain. Her fingers dug into Ruka's
fur.

"Dead," he answered for her. "What did you use?' he said, his voice suddenly harsh. ™Y our bare hands
or your flexor?"

"Cougar took him out. Not me."

Doetzier sared at her for amoment. She could smell his dis-belief. One of the skimmer hatches opened.
Shields began to drop out and sprint across the tarmac in twos, and alarge group ran toward the meres.
"And thedien?' Doetzier said. "Thelxiaat the ship? Why didn't you stop it from going aboard?"

"Hexor didn't work anymore."

Nitpicker looked at her suddenly. "A flexor only bresksif itsbiochips arefried,” she said dowly. "It was
your wegpon, not mine which didn't work, and we traded before we reached the stake—you had mine
onthetarmac.”

Bowdie shook hishead. "1 saw her give the biochip case back to the blackjack on the landing pad. Her
weapon didn't work—they threw her flexor away. | didn't mistake that."

Tsalooked a him for amoment, then turned and gently lifted Rukas ips away from the cougar's fangs.
Sheran her finger dong his gums, scooping out the small objects. Ruka hissed and shook his head as she
let hisgums dide back down. In her open pams, the tiny objects glistened with sdlivaand rain. The
biochips.

Bowdie leaned forward. "I'll be damned..."
Striker looked at her with wondering eyes. ™Y ou swapped them out with the dummies—"

"It was the bait chips which were burned with the ship.” Wren touched her on the shoulder, his narrow
face stretched in afaint grin as heignored the hiss of the cat.

"No." Tsalet Rukadink away to crouch at the edge of the tarmac where the smoke still curled like
geniesfrom the hot ground. "The dummies” she said dowly, "arein my flexor. Like Bowdie sad, Shjams
threw that away on the landing pad. Y ou should find it somewhere near Decker's body."

Doetzier said softly. "Then these... theseredly are the biochips?'
"YS"

"But the bait biochips... If you swapped the biochipsin your flexor'—he guessed—"for the dummies|
carried in my case, what did you put in that case to give back to blackjack?!

"The biochips from the emergency scannersthey had in their skimmer's cabin.”

He stared at the chipsin her hand asif he could not quite believe she held them. "Y ou actudly did it," he
said dowly. "Y ou got them back—even the bait chips." He touched the ragged hole in her blunter and
fingered the laze-fried edges. He glanced at her skin, unmarked by scars where the bioshield had taken
the brunt of the breaker, and the laze had crisped only cloth. "And not a scratch,” he murmured. "Not a
single burn on you to boot.”



She stared a him. Numbness crawled over her heart. The ash trail of the ship in the sky seemed scored
into her mind. Thefirethat drizzled out in the forest seemed to cry out with human screams. Over and
over, her memory triggered the hisser tube to stain the landing pad with the blackness of Kurvan's skin.
Again and again, Shjamssshouldersflinched against being touched when TS atried to reach her...
Shjamsin the hatch, firing down with her laze. Theflat, hard eyes, without expresson—»blank, asif the
person inside had been somehow sucked away.

Tsalooked down at the hole over her heart, where the blunter was burned away. "Yes" she said dowly.
She looked up, toward the Plain of Tears. "l was... lucky."

He held out his hand, but she closed her fist over the chips.

Tsalet the wet smoke from the forest curl into her lungs. Ruka growled, and she looked down at the
cougar with eyesthat burned. "A link, Doetzier. That was our contract.”

He eyed her speculatively. "1 know you, T&ia-nyeka, and what you want—an open node link will
change nothing for you. Y ou're arogue gate. That's your heart—your self. No matter what kind of link
you have with the node, you'll dways be hunted by the guild, and you'll dways be running from
de-mons." He motioned toward the eight Shields who ran toward the group of meres. He touched her
closed figt lightly. "The guide guild knows you exist again. The meres can no longer protect you. Come
back with me. To the Shields. An open link isonly one of the things we can offer.”

She clenched her handsinto fists so that the biochips cut into her skin. She did not see thetrickle of
blood that squeezed out onto the tarmac. "1 fed the wind against my skin, Doetzier. | taste blood on my
lips. | burn with eagernessin musclesthat bunch and stretch in my legs." She opened her hands, exposing
the chips, then curled them again so that her knuckles were white with tautness. Her mind snarled at the
cub, and the growl in Ruka's throat made her throw her head back and scream like a cougar.

Bowdiejerked; Striker shivered. Doetzier shook his head.
"Y ou're nothing but your fear, TSa-guide. No open link will change that."

Nitpicker glanced a Tsasrigid neck. "That isn't fear, Doetzier,” she answered flatly. "That is Feather's
answer."

Tsadared a them, her head shaking as she cleared her sight of the blurred vision from Ruka. ™Y ou don't
know me, Doetzier. Y ou never did." Shegot to her feet. "An open link. We have a contract.”

Sowly, studying her with his cold, blackened eyes, he mo-tioned to Bowdie. The other mere pulled out
the manua com and handed it over to the Shield. A moment, maybe two, and Doetzier snapped it off.
"Thenodeistill jammed from the Ixiaship in orbit, but your ID is set in the traces. When we clear the
jam, your link will be shifted. Y ou're clear. And free."

"Free..." Her eyes were blank for amoment. Free to take contract with whomever she wanted,
wherever she wanted on Rishmus... Free to work outside the guide guild—even away from the meres.
Her fist pressed to her, and her knuckles brushed the hole in the jacket where her sister had burned it
through. Tiny flames licked her thoughts with the image of Shjams. She stared down at her fist. Then
dropped the chipsin Doetzier's pam asif they burned her skin.

The running Shields stopped short of the group and pointed their wegpons with sharp motions at the
meres. One figure sep-arated herself from the other Shields and strode forward to meet Doetzier. The
man, till watching Tda, did not turn at first. Then, from the edge of the dagged deck, Ruka snarled.
Doetzier's eyesflickered. TSastepped back from his reach.



The trees no longer bowed, but just whipped and thrust their branches at each other, so that waves of
half-burned needles sprayed out across the deck. The fire was dmost out, and only smoke curled up
now, not flame. In the sky, the clouds light-ened and lowered themsalves so that they hugged the hills,
whiletherain filled the air with sharp rhythm. Gray light seeped into the trees from the hidden sun. Gray
shadows beck-oned in the forest. Striker's eyes met Tsds, and the expres-sionless depth of the woman's
gaze burned into her mind.

Tsasvoicewaslow and quiet. "It isadawn asblack asnight,” she said. "And it tastes like ash on my
tongue

She turned and waked away toward the forest, where the smoke curled up at her feet. Besde her, a
shadow flickered. A glint of gray light caught on tawny fur; aflash reflected in golden eyes. Rain dashed
across the brash. Then thewind seemed to lift her feet so that she stalked, then ran in sprinting leaps
before she was swallowed by leaves.

Author's Note

Wolves, wolf-dog hybrids, and exotic and wild cats might seem like romantic pets. The deekness of the
muscul ature, the mystique and excitement of keeping awild animal as acom-panion... For many owners,
wild and exotic anima s symbol-ize freedom and wilderness. For other owners, wild animas from wolves
to bobcats to snakes provide a status symbol— something that makes the owner interesting. Many
owners claim they are helping keep an anima species from becoming extinct, that they care adequately
for their pet's needs, and they love wild creatures.

However, most predator and wild or exotic animals need to range over wide areas. They need to be
socidized with their own species. They need to know how to survive, hunt, breed, and raise their young
intheir own habitat. And each species needs are different. A solitary wolf, without the companionship of
other wolves with whom it forms sophisticated relation-ships, can become neurotic and unpredictable. A
cougar, how-ever, stakes out its own territory and, unlessit ismating or isafemaeraisng itsyoung, lives
and hunts as asolitary pred-ator. Both wolves and cougars can range fifty to four hundred square miles
over the course of ayear. Kegping awolf or cou-gar asapet islikeraisng achild in acloset.

Wild animas are not easily domesticated. Even when raised from birth by humans, these animals are
dramatically different from domestic animas. Wild animas are dangerous and unpre-dictable, even
though they might appear calm or trained, or seem too cute to grow dangerous with age. Wolves and
exotic cats make charming, playful pups and kittens, but the adult creatures are till predators. For
example, lion kittens are cute, ticklish animalsthat like to be handled (dl kittens are). They mouth things
with tiny, kitten teeth. But adult cats become sol-itary, territoria, and possessive predators. Some will
rebel againg authority, including that of the handlers they have known since birth. They can show
unexpected aggresson. Virtualy al wild and exatic cats, including ocelots, margay, serva, cougar, and
bobcat, can turn vicious asthey age.

Monkeys and other nonhuman primates aso deve op frus-trating behavior as they age. Monkeys keep
themselves clean and give each other much-needed, day-to-day socid interaction and reassurance by
grooming each other. A monkey kept by it-salf can become filthy and depressed, and can begin
mutilating itsdf (pulling out its hair and so on). When amonkey grows up, it climbs on everything,
vocalizesloudly, bites, scratches, exhibits sexua behavior toward you and your guests, and, like awolf,
marks everything in itsterritory with urine. It isamaost impossible to housebresk or control amonkey.

Many people think they can train wolvesin the same man-ner that they train dogs. They cannot. Even if
well cared for, wolves do not act as dogs do. Wolves howl. They chew through almost anything,
including tables, couches, walls, and fences. They excavate ten-foot pitsin your backyard. They mark



everything with urine and cannot be housetrained. (Do-mestic canid breedsthat till have abit of wolf in
them can dso0 have these traits,) Punishing awolf for tearing up your re-cliner or urinating on the living
roomwall ispunishing the an-imal for ingtinctive and natura behavior.

Wolf-dog hybrids have different needs from both wolves and dogs, although they are closer in behavior
and needs to wolves than dogs. These hybrids are often misunderstood, missocia-ized, and mistreated
until they become vicious or unpredictable fear-biters. Dissatisfied or frustrated owners cannot smply
givetheir hybridsto new owners; itisamost impossblefor awolf-dog to transfer its attachment to
another person. When aban-doned or released into the wild by owners, hybrids may aso help dilute wolf
and coyote strains, creating more hybrids caught between the two disparate worlds of domestic dogs and
wild canids. For wolf-dog hybrids, the Sgns of neurosis and aggression that arise from being isolated,
mistreated, or misun-derstood most often result in the wolf-dogs being euthanized.

Zoos cannot usualy accept exotic or wild animals that have been kept as pets. In generd, pet animalsare
not sociaized and do not breed well or coexist with other members of their own species. Because such
pets do not learn the socia skillsto reproduce, they are unable to contribute to the preservation of their
species. They seem to be miserable in the company of their own kind, yet have become too dangerousto
remain with their human owners. Especidly with wolves and wolf-dog hybrids, the daim that many
owners make about their pets be-ing one-person animas usudly meansthat those animals have been
dangeroudy unsocidized.

Zoo workers may wish they could rescue every mistreated animal from every ingppropriate owner, but
the zoos smply do not have the resources to take in pets. Zoos and wildlife reha-bilitation centersreceive
thousands of requests each year to ac-cept animals that can no longer be handled or afforded by owners.
State agencies confiscate hundreds more that are aban-doned, mistreated, or malnourished.

The dietary requirements of exotic or wild animas are very different from those of domesticated pets.
For example, exotic and wild .cats require dmost twice as much protein as canids and cannot convert
caroteneto Vitamin A—an essentia nutri-ent in afdid'sdiet. A single adult cougar requirestwo to three
pounds of prepared meat each day, plus vitamins and bones. A cougar improperly fed on adiet of
chicken or turkey parts or red muscle meat can devel op rickets and blindness.

The veterinary billsfor exotic and wild animals are outra-geoudy expensive—if an owner can find avet
who knows enough about exotic animasto treat the pet. And it is difficult to take out additiond insurance
in order to keep such an ani-mal as a pet. Standard homeowner's policies do not cover damages or
injuries caused by wild or exatic animals. Some insurance companies will drop clientswho keep wild
animasas pets.

Wild and exotic animals do not damage property or cause injuries because they are inherently vicious.
What humans call property damageisto the anima natura territorial behavior, play, den-making or
child-rearing behavior. Traumatic injuries (including amputations and desth) to humans most often occur
because the animd is protecting its food, territory, or young; because it does not know its own strength
compared to hu-mans, or because it isbeing mistreated. A high proportion of wild- and exotic-animal
attacks are directed a human children.

Although traumatic injuries are common, humans are d o a risk from the diseases and organisms that
undomesticated or exotic animals can carry. Rabiesisjust onethreat in the list of over 150 infectious
diseases and conditions that can be trans-mitted between animas and humans. These diseases and
con-ditionsinclude intestina paradtes, Psittacosis (a speciesof chlamydaia), cat-scratch fever,
meed es, and tuberculogs. Hep-titis A (infectious hepatitis), which humans can catch through contact
with minute particlesin the air (aerosol transmission) or with blood (bites, scratches, etc.), hasbeen
found initssub-clinica statein over ninety percent of wild chimps, and chimps areinfectiousfor up to



gxty daysat atime. The Her-pes virus simiae, which has a seventy percent or greater mor-taity ratein
humans, can be contracted from macagues. Pen-breeding only increases an animal'srisk of disease.

Taking an exotic or wild animal from its natura habitat does not hel p keep the species from becoming
extinct. All wolf spe-ciesand dl feline species (except for the domestic cat) are listed by nationa or
internationa legidation as either threat-ened, endangered, or protected. All nonhuman primatesarein
danger of extinction; and federal law prohibits the importation of nonhuman primates to be kept as pets.
In some States, such as Arizona, it isillega to own amaost any kind of wild animad. The U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service advises that you conserve and protect endangered species. Do not buy wild or exotic
an-imals as pets.

If you would like to become involved with endangered spe-cies or other wildlife, consder supporting a
wolf, exatic cat, whale, or other wild animal in its own habitat or in areputable zoo. Y ou can contact
your loca reputable zoo, conservation or-ganization, or state department of fish and wildlife for
information about supporting exotic or wild animals. Nationa and local conservation groups can dso
give you an opportunity to help sponsor an acre of rain forest, wetlands, temperate forest, or other parcel
of land.

There are many legitimate organizations that will use your money to establish preservesin which
endangered species can livein their natura habitat. The internationally recognized Na-ture Conservancy
issuch an organization. For information about programs sponsored by The Nature Conservancy, please
writeto:

The Nature Conservancy 1815 N. Lynn Street Arlington, Virginia 22209
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Mary-Beth Nichols, D.V.M.; Brooks Fahy, Cascade Wildlife Rescue; and the many otherswho
provided information, sources, and references for this project.



