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0—Prologue

"Werein." Coming through the cargo bay's intercom, Hellegls tenor voice sounded watery.

Burig let out asgh that deflated his paunch to hdf itsnorma size. Thearmson hischair tightened
around hismidriff to compensate. A split second later, the hum filtering through the sterile deck plates
from thethird levd drivefel slent. Now, the Alliance Runner drifted on nothing but its own momentum
and Helleds cdculations.

A series of sharp clicks sounded from across the bay as Ovin opened al the restraint catches on her
own chair and shoved itsarms out of the way. Burig smiled. Ovin hated being strapped down. Already
shewas pulling out drawers and raising wire racks up around the thaw-out table, jetting them ready for
the equipment she would need to hang thereif their find went into shock, or worse.

Burig shifted hisweight so that the chair leaned him toward the intercom's control board. He touched
the VIEW key beside the flat screen set flush againgt the undecorated, bluetilewall. The familiar pattern
of white spheres and gold lines that represented May 16's system filled the too-small square. The Runner
showed up as an out-of -proportion red dash floating between them. Burig rapped the image twice with
hisknuckle for thankfulness.

Ovin glanced curioudy at him from between the forest of wires and monitor boxes she was building,
but she didn't say anything. The bay's stark, white lights gave her profile a hard edge, despite her snub
features. Burig tried to ignore her cool eyes. Instead he touched the CALL key for the bridge.

"Hellea," he said toward the intercom, "how soon can you get me through to Director Dorias?"
"Assoon as| set up apriority cal for an openling" camethereply. "Want it routed down here?"

"If you would." Burig glanced past Ovin at the capsules. All of them waited dormant and dark in their
racks, except the one humming and clicking gently by her elbow. "How far out are we?"*

"Thisrate of drift, and dl other things being equa, well be putting in a Alliance Station in eight,
maybe ten hours."

"Thanks," Burig said without any fedling. He shut the view screen off and swiveled the chair away
from thewall. The restraints suddenly felt too tight around hiswaist. He thumbed the catches so the arms
fell opentolet him stand up.

"What's the matter?' Ovin bent over the stacks of emergency gear next to the thaw-out table.
Everything was switched on now, and at full ready. "Not soon enough for you?'



Burig leaned againgt the table and watched Ovin run through her checks. She kept her attention
focused on the readouts astightly asif she had afull hold and thiswas her first run. She had only stowed
theloose systems that might be damaged in the event of arough reentry into the system.

Everything else had stayed up and running for the whole trip. Captain Notch had bawled her out
about wasting power at the beginning. Ovin had replied that if Notch wanted to risk the cargo, wanted to
risk alife, he could drop the ship into a black hole, but he wouldn't do it by intimidating her.

Burig had hidden his smile. Nobody tried to tell Imeran d'or dyn Ovin anything about her specidty
more than once. It wasn't worthiit.

"I'm just going to be redly glad when we can hand her over to somebody else” Burig said. "Thisis
too close to contraband running for me."

"Got aflash for you, Subdirector.” Ovinlooked down at her charge. "This is contraband running.”

Burig sighed again. From here, he could see through the polymer shell of the active capsuleto the
woman indgde. The ragged patchwork she wore as clothing looked incongruous trapped under the
network of tubes and wiresthat fed her drugs and nutrients and monitored her condition. The tranducent
blue of the tubes reflected againgt her clear, brown skin, making long pale streaks that ran perpendicular
to the scars on the backs of her hands. A respiration mask covered her mouth and nose, but Burig
couldn't see her chest moveat dl.

"Well," said Burig, not taking his gaze off the fill figure, "it'snot like she'sredly Family."

Ovin pursed her thin lips and watched the data on the support screens. Her trained eye picked out the
detals of heart rhythm, eye movement, respiration, and brain activity. "That's not what we're tdlling the
rest of the Quarter Galaxy."

"Until we know what we've got and why the Rhudolant Vitae are so interested in them, weve got to
say something." Burig stared at the screens. Technicdly, he knew what most of the symbolism stood for,
but the jumble of |etters, numbers, and colored lines kept flowing into fresh formations before he could
make any real senseout of it. "Thisisnot just another batch of cradlers descendants who've forgotten
how to bang the rocks together. I've got an itch in the back of my head about this. This could be the
future of the Human Family were carrying.”

"Or itspast.” Ovin drew her fingers across the polymer right above the woman's cheekbone. "That
placeiscrashing old."

Burig remembered the ragged canyon wall with the degp grooves wind and rain had gouged into the
bare, rust red stone.

"Crashing'stheword for it..."

The intercom'’s chime cut off the rest of his sentence. Burig rounded the thaw-out table and perched
on the edge of the chair just asthe screen lit up again. Thistime, it showed the image of Director Dorias
Waest. Burig had never met him in the flesh, but whenever he saw the Director on screen he thought of
Dorias as "the Medium Man." Dorias had a medium build, medium brown skin and hair, aface suggesting
medium age, and a sense of humor that was moderately acute.

"Good to see you, Subdirector Burig," said Dorias. "How'd things work out?’

"Luand Jay came through for us, Director,” Burig said with more enthusiasm than he fdt. "We got
what we went after.”

"How'she doing?' Doriassimage leaned closer to the screen as he tried to see across the room.

"She'—Burig did the visua unit out of thewal and swiveled it around so Dorias could have a better
view—"isknocked out in alife-support capsule.”

Doriasfrowned. "Was that necessary?
Burig shrugged. "It was how we got her from Jay. | thought it'd be easier to leave her in there until we



got someplace that might require alittle less explanation than an intersystem ship.”

Dorias did not look convinced. " Sheisavolunteer, isn't she?'

"That'swhat Jay says." Burig tried to read what was going on behind the Director'seyes. "Istherea
problem?

"No," said Dorias. Burig was pretty sure hewaslying. "Y ou're what, five hours out, Sx?'

Burig shook hishead. "Eight to ten.”

Doriasrolled hiseyes. "All right. I've had arequest from Madame Chairman to keep you on theline
until you get in-system, 0 | hope you and your rdlief are feding talkative."

Burig looked across at Ovin. Her mouth tightened until it was nothing but athin, straight line.
"Expecting something to go wrong?' Ovin caled toward the screen.

"Always" said Dorias. "It's part of my job."

Like anybody on May 16 is going to be able to do anything about it, thought Burig.

Dorias must have read hismind or the set of hisjaw. "And if anything does go wrong, maybe we can't
help, but well need to know about it as soon as it happens. We don't want to risk losing an emergency
burgt to interception.”

"By the Vitae?' Burig asked.

"Who ds2?' said Doriascamly.

Burig mouthed "1 told you," toward Ovin. The entire project had been padded with excessive caution
from the beginning. The Runner had been registered as an independent cargo ship. Except for Ovin and
Burig, it was crewed with contract fliersfrom half adozen disparate systems, none of which caled
themsalves Family. May 16 had been watching Vitae movements nonstop from the moment they |eft
dock. All normal. There hadn't been even atwitch in the Runner's direction. Despite that, Burig couldn't
bring himsdlf to believe they were home and clear yet.

"S0," said Dorias, sttling back, "what did you think of the Reelm?"

"The Redlm?' Burig's eyebrows rose.

"MG49 sub 1," said Dorias. "Its people call it the Realm of the Nameless Powers. Didn't Jay giveyou
ahistory lesson?’

"That's Cor'sjob," Burig reminded him. " She was out playing native. We didn't get to hang about to
say hello." He rubbed the back of hisneck as he redized how harsh hiswords sounded. "We didn't stay
grounded very long. That place...it'snot exactly easy to get off of, you know. Especialy with the number
of eyesand earsthe Vitagve got in orbit. Hasthere been any..."

The shrilling of the ship'saarm cut through his sentence. Reflex jerked Burig's head up.
"Blood..." he croaked out the syllable just asthe world shuddered.

Bung's shoulder dammed painfully into the wall. He gripped the edge of the seet reflexively to keep
from being thrown to the floor. Ovin dropped herself into her security seet, fastening the belts down and
locking the struts into place so sheld stay within arm's reach of the capsule.

The ship jerked back and forth for abad moment before the regulators kicked in again. The racks
jingled and rattled and three of them collgpsed. A dozen different alarms sounded and the ship's voice
camefrom every direction. Hull breach, hold evacuation, engine shutdown. Bung's head spun.

What in the God's name's happened! We hit an asteroid? What...
"Y ou're being boarded!" shouted Dorias.

"How'd you know?' Burig punched up the view from the hull cameras. Over the back of the ship's
pitted hull hung ablack, unmarked cylinder with its nose buried in the Runner's Sde.



Ovin'seyeswent round. "Who..."

"It'sthe Vitae." Doriassvoice cut acrossthe visual.

The screen blurred and cut to black.

"Couldn't seewhere they'recomingin..." Burig hit the CALL key to the bridge, and hit it again.

"Tal ison her way," reported Doriass voice from the intercom. " Going to intercept them at the
arlock...blood, blood, blood. .. They're cutting in through the cooling tanks! ™

Bung's gaze jumped to the wdll in front of him. How like the Vitae, hethought ridiculoudy. Go
straight in. No fussing around with airlocks where someone might be able to slow you down...

"Suit!" shouted Ovin a plit second before the breach darm blared inside the bay.

Burig madeit to hisfeet. The outside image flickered back into place on the intercom. All he could do
was stare at the unmarked ship with its nose stuck into the Runner's flank. A thin, silver ribbon of coolant
rippled into the vacuum, dispersing in aflurry of sparkling crystd.

Two points of pressure dammed againgt his back, knocking somewind out of hislungs, and sending
him stumbling toward the cargo bay door. " Suit, Burig!" bawled Ovin.

Reflexes honed by years of drillslet him yank the locker open and tart shoving himsdlf into the
pressure suit, despite the trembling that threatened to overwhelm him. Ovin twisted her helmet sharply,
left then right, to lock it into place. Her fingers, blunted by the white gloves, stabbed Burig inthe
collarbone and rib cage, closing down his sedlsfor him just as Tai, in her own suit, shoved open the
hetch.

"Ditch thefind!" Ta yelled into her tranamitter loud enough to make Burig wince. "And get outta
herel"

"No!" Ovin shouted back.

"Wecant let the Vitae haveit!"

"No." Ovin's steady voice carried more weight than Tai's shout ever could have. "No one's
committing murder in my bay!"

The ship's voice droned on, camly reporting the hull breach, the tank breach, the coolant drop.

Burig'sjaw clenched. The Runner was aready dead. He was probably already dead in histracks.

The redlization broke a fresh sweat on hisbrow. The only thing left to do wasto keep the Vitae from
getting their hands on what the Family had found.

She's not really Family, hetold himsdf firmly as he pushed past Ovin. Ovin shouted something, but
Ta grabbed her shoulders and dragged her toward the airlock. Burig stretched his hand toward the main
power feed for the support capsule.

Behind him, meta screamed and shattered. Burig's feet flew out from under him, propelled by the
rush of freed air. The deck smashed against his back, splashing awave of coolant across his faceplate.

Burig rolled onto his knees and tried to scrabble to hisfeet. Above him, ahuman figurein ared
pressure suit climbed out of the flood of coolant gushing through the tear in the hull. The darms shrieked.
Ovinand Ta shouted. Burig couldn't even stand. Two more suited humans waded out of the broken
tank.

Theinvader lifted a half-meter-long stick fromits belt. A twin bore down on Ovinand Tai. Thefirst
bent toward Burig.

Burig swung hisarm. The invader blocked it dmost casudly and kndlt on hischest. The stick had a
razor-edged blade on the end. Burig could seeit clearly asit flashed down toward histhroat.

Burig gagged on nothing at al. Hislungs burned and hisarmsflailed randomly, splashing coolant
across hisfaceplate. The invader stood up. Burig clutched at his helmet lock. His hands dropped away



and agrey haze svam in front of his eyes. There was nothing to breathe and no strength in hisarms and
the God knew where Ovin was and al he could do was watch while the invaders typed the release code
for the support capsule and waited for the rack to retract its hold on their find.

How did they know about her? Burig thought. How in the name of the God did they know...
With his eyes wide-open, Burig died.

1—Haron Station, Hour 06:23:48, Station Time

A million years ago, someone, somewhere, looked up at the sky and said "I will
go there." With that, they launched a cradle full of their own kind into the sky.
Eventually, distance and history claimed them and left us here. We rise. We fall. We
bicker and we make peace. We create our own children and our own cradles. We
find our own kind and we lose them again.

Of ourselves, thisis all we will ever know.
—Aldaof Jorin Ferrafrom "Concerning the Search for the Evolution Point."

Born watched Haron Station's hull rise. It filled the bottom half of the view wall with an ungainly
conglomeration of gold and steel blobs. The scenejiggled dightly asthe docking clampstook hold of his
ship and hauled it into place over the airlock. Behind him, the common room'sterminal chimed twiceto
indicate an incoming message. Through the doorway that led to the bridge, he could hear the precise
voice of Cam, hisandroid pilot, delivering the ship's maintenance requirements to the station's docking
authorities.

Eric ignored both sets of noises and kept his eyes on the view wall. Another ship, amassive
smooth-edged thing, drifted up from behind the bumpy horizon that the station created. Even without
magnification, Eric could see the scarlet-tailed comet emblazoned onitsside.

Wll, hethought. You're here and I'm here. | just wish you'd tell me what's going on.

Theterminal chimed again. Eric sghed and dropped into the overly padded chair in front of the
communications board. Impatiently, he skimmed the introductory message displayed on hisship's
secondary termind.

HARON STATION WELCOMES THE U-KENAI INTO DOCK AND EXTENDS
FULL GREETINGS TO OWNER SAR ERIC BORN. ACCESSTOALL STATION
PUBLIC SYSTEMS AND AREAS APPROVED FOR UP TO ONE HUNDRED
HOURS. TWO MESSAGESHAVE BEEN TRANSFERRED INTO YOUR SHIPS
HOLDING MEMORY . APPROPRIATE DEDUCTIONSHAVE BEEN MADE
FROM YOUR ACCOUNT.

Eric glanced a the itemized deductions and typed in his gpprova code. Then he touched the
RECEIVE key and the first message took shape on the termind's screen.

AsEric suspected, it was from his employers, whose ship had just arrived. The recording showed a
blurry, grey background and in front of it ssood Ambassador Basg of the Rhudolant Vitae. At least, Eric
assumed it was Basg. He'd seldom seen more than one Vitae a atime, and athough they appeared
human enough, they dl had been white-skinned, hairless, and wrapped in billowing, red robes. Eric
aways thought of the Ambassador as male, but the delicate bones and thick draping of cloth madeit
impossiblefor him to be sure.

"Sar Born," said theimage, "please confirm your arriva timeto the Vitae recaivers. | will meet you at
Data Exchange Oneto discuss your assignment.” The message blanked out as abruptly asit had begun.

Eric gave asmadl, wordless growl of irritation. Hed spent the past thirty hours scrambling to get four



separate projectsto the point where they could even be understood by some other Contractor, let one
finished by them. Then held had Cam dmost burn out the U-Kenai's third level driveto get to Haron
Station, and he il didn't know what was so urgent.

What can't you discuss over the lines, Basg? Eric keyed in confirmation of hisarrival at Haron and
his ability to be present at Data Exchange Onein an hour. Haron Station rebalancing their accounts
without the Vitae's permission? Or am| just going to go steal some files?

Eric'stwo specidties as a systems handler were being impaossible to stop and impossibleto trace. The
combination guaranteed him some of the more. . .interesting assgnments the Vitae had to hand out. He
didn't mind the clandestine work, and he was grateful to have employerswho didn't ask too many
background questions, but he liked to know what was going on so he could get ready for it, whatever it
was.

He touched the key to bring up the next message. Plain lines of text printed themselves acrossthe
screen. A flood of addressinformation spilled out and Eric raised his eyebrows. This one had come
nearly al the way acrossthe Quarter Galaxy.

Findly, the heart of the message cameinto view.

FROM: SAR DORIASWAESC OF THE CITY OF ALLIANCES, LANDFALL
PLAIN, MAY 16

ERIC: ASSOON AS CAN, GET A LINE OPEN TO THE UNIFIERS. CONTACT
DR. SEALUCHIE ROSS. THERE...

The message ended abruptly.
Blasted antique station. Eric hit the CONTINUE key. A new text line formed.
TOTAL TRANSFER COMPLETED

Eric glanced at thetime display in the lower corner of the screen. The hour he had given himsalf to get
to Data Exchange One didn't leave him much dack time. A message from Dorias, though, wasarare
occurrence. What was rarer was the message not getting through in one piece. There was only one
systems handler who was better than Dorias, and that was Eric.

Helooked at the clock again. Might be time to at least start to find out what's happened.

Eric reached for the keys, but before he could issue the first command, the receiving light blinked
green.

"Now who?" Eric tapped the light to get an ID for the sender. The screen added the words
AMBASSADOR BASQ OF THE RHUDOLANT VITAE to the display.

"Garigmit'sEyes." Eric keyed the line open and shifted his featuresinto his professondly cheerful
expresson.

The screen lit up and it might have been the recording playing over again. Basg held the same stance
againgt the same background.

"Good Morning and also Good Day, Ambassador,” said Eric. The greeting was one of the few
formalities that he knew was used by hisemployers. Their culture was one of the many thingsthe Vitae
kept to themselves. Eric had never been ableto decide if they were full-fledged xenophobes, or merely
paranoid. Neither attitude made much sense, sncether civilization existed by providing skilled labor to
most of the Quarter Galaxy. "l sent my arrival time as soon as | docked. Did you get the message? The
dtation seemsto be having trouble on thelines..."”

"l did receive your arrival time, Sar Born"—Bas('s voice was a smooth tenor, undisrupted by
emotiond inflection—"but the assgnment is urgent and we require your presenceimmediately. A
transport track has been cleared for you. Please proceed to the pickup kiosk."

So much for slack time. "1'm on my way, Ambassador.”



Basg's silence passed for assent and the screen faded to black.

"Cam!" Eric cdled ashe got to hisfeet. The U-Kenai was awell-made, comfortable ship, but it was
s0 small, Eric had activated itsinterna intercom only haf adozen timesin the five years he had owned it.
Shouting down the hall was easier.

"Sar Born?'

"Leave acomplaint with Karon's Mail Authorities. I've got a partiad message here. | want the rest of
it, or arefund.”

"Yes, Sar Born."

Eric reached into the drawer below the console and pulled out one of the thumbnail-sized trandation
disksthat he kept there.

No way to know who | might have to talk to for this, hethought ashedidthedisk into placein his
ear. Eric had only managed to learn one of the languages spoken around the Quarter Galaxy, and he till
had trouble with that one sometimes. It was only aminor handicap, however, snce most people who
worked with offworlders wore their own trandators.

His pamsitched. Hed worked for the Vitae for sx years, and hed never seen them in ahurry before.
They were usudly far too organized for that. It was astanding joke that the Vitae did not permit
emergencies. They interfered with the schedule.

Seems to be the day for exceptions. He checked his belt pouch to make sure hisidentification and
account access cards were dl there. He had the fedling that thisjob, whatever it was, was going to take
awhile and he didn't want to be caught locked out of any of his accounts.

Eric undid the console's stasis drawer. He eased histool case out of its holder and checked the
contents. The ddlicate probes, virus cards, and linetrandators al lay snug in their compartments. After a
moment's consideration, he hung the spare diagnogtics kit on his belt beside his card pouch. Better be
ready for anything.

He ordered the terminal to hold Doriass message in storage and, casein hand, waked out the
U-Kenai's arched airlock into Haron Station.

The dock's corridor was empty, except for apair of dog-sized cleaning drones polishing scuff marks
off the metallic deck and walls. Haron reserved frills like carpeting and wall coveringsfor itsresidentia
levels. Eric'sreflection in the polished walls showed a spruce, dert man whose permanent douch had
much more to do with low-ceilinged corridors than alack of sdf-confidence. His curling, black hair had
been combed back ruthlesdy. His grey shirt, loose trousers, and soft-soled shoes were all well made, but
grictly functiond.

Eric stepped around the drones. Over their whirring brushes, he could hear the staccato bursts of
voices, the arrhythmic tread of booted feet, and all the other miscellaneous noises created by too many
people in an enclosed space.

The safety doors at the end of the corridor pulled aside as he reached them. All a once, the ill,
gation ar filled with the smells of swest, perfume, soap, and disinfectant and the babble of half-trandated
voices. People from athousand light-years worth of climates and cultures crowded the warrenlike
hallways, intent on accomplishing the business of their lives. There was even agaggle of snake-bodied,
long-limbed Shessdl in seamless, vermilion atmosphere suits forcing awriggling path between the humans.

Eric stayed in the threshold to give the Shessdl afew extra centimetersto get past him. Hefolded his
arms respectfully asthey threaded their way by and received adow nod in return.

It never ceased to amaze Eric how much easier it had been to make himself learn the Shessdl's
courtesiesthan it had been to learn the ways of the other humans around him. The Shessdl 1ooked so
different, it was easy to accept that their mannerswould be unlike anything he knew, but the other
humans....in spite of the pectrum of colors and shapes they wore, they had looked so much like the



People, he had expected them to act, in most ways, like the People.

Actudly, he had expected them to be a bit more barbaric, having never lived under the laws of the
Nameless Powers.

Eric felt hismouth bend into asmall smile as he remembered his own naivete. HEd never even
considered they might have separate names for themselves. In the Realm, they had just been "the

"Coming through!" Eric called, and the shifting crowd gave ground reluctantly. He shouldered hisway

between apair of cold climate women in jumpsuits and agowned and veiled man who was a least ten
centimeterstaller than he was. At last, he reached the transport track.

A thick crowd milled around acylindrical kiosk that supported a screen posting the transport
schedule. The snatches of conversation that Eric made out did not sound happy. He soon saw why. One
of the four-seater "mini-boxes’ waited near the kiosk, blocking the track. The screen on its door read
RESERVED. Until the box moved, no public transport could use the track.

Eric ignored the scowls as he pressed forward to type his station account number on the board bel ow
the screen. The mini-box's door lifted open. He folded himsdlf into the seat and let the holding arms swing
into place. The door closed and benegath hisfeet, the track cranked into life. The box trundled forward a
few yards and, with a sharp lurch, began thelong, dow descent into the main body of the Sation.

Haron was an old facility that had been not so much designed as thrown together over a series of
decades, which made for narrow corridors, rich histories, and easily crowded facilities. One of the few
things the engineers had done correctly from the start, asfar as Eric was concerned, was separate the
automated traffic from the foot traffic. The box shafts snaking through Karon's piecemeal congtruction
provided bone-rattling trangportation, but it was better than trying to fight the pedestrian crowdsin the
maze of corridors.

Besides, the trangt boxes carried comm terminals. Eric did the board onto hislap and propped the
screen back. He keyed open aline to the mail banks. If Dorias's message was important, he might have
left an extra copy in coded storage. No matter how skilled the sender, communications across light-years
were tricky and there were |ots of opportunities for scrambled data.

Entering his 1D produced the heading MESSAGES WAITING with nothing under it. Eric caled up
the account log. Except for the two messages relayed to the U-Kenai, it showed no activity snce hislast
tripin. Eric pursed hislips and requested the original receipt time for the message for Dorias.

NO MESSAGE RECEIVED FROM THE ENTERED ADDRESS
What? The box jostled him asit settled onto the level track and started backing up. Eric keyed the
request in again, more dowly thistime.
NO MESSAGE RECEIVED FROM THE ENTERED ADDRESS

Eric drummed hisringers on the edge of the board. Only two things could have happened. One,
Dorias had erased his own tracks. Dorias had alot to hide, but he wasn't given to unwarranted panic. If
he thought there was a chance that either he or Eric was being watched, he'd bounce the message around
the net, drop it in the account, and wipethetrail. But hed aso check to seethat it had arrived intact. In
fact, held take precautions to make sure it had.

The other possibility was that somebody had tapped Eric's account and erased the message.
But if that was what had happened, why had they |eft anything for him to read at al?

What if they were wiping the file right when it got sent to U-Kenai? Thethought left achill in the
back of hismind.

Eric mentally replayed the partid message. As soon as you can, get a line open to the Unifiers. "To
the Unifiers" not "'to me." Which wasredlly srange. The Alliance for the Re-Unification of the Human



Family normdly did not want anything to do with anyone who worked for the Rhudolant Vitae. They held
up the Vitae asthe main ssumbling block to their ided of an "indivisble family of dl those who trace their
lines back to the Evolution Point." Eric had never gotten around to asking why Dorias had taken up with
them. Doriaswas alot of things, but he was only human when he chose to project that image from his
home behind the terminas.

"Arriva in three minutes," said the comm board. Eric pushed the board back into place. No timeto
check on any of this. All he could do was get through whatever the Vitae had for him asfast as possible
and get back to the U-Kenai. From there, he could get alineto the Unifiers, and to Dorias, in relative
safety. If necessary, he could crack Haron's system open and find out who was playing gameswith him.

He had to work to keep that grim thought from showing in his expression as the mini-box opened and
let him out in Data Exchange One.

The exchange was ardlatively open courtyard. Circular work terminas, each big enough for five or
sx peopleto st around comfortably, sprouted out of the deck plates. Curtains of blurred light shrouded
eight of thetables, alowing whoever had rented them to work in privacy.

Eric searched the edges of the court until aflash of scarlet caught his eye. Ambassador Basg of the
Rhudolant Vitee sat iffly at the termind farthest from al three pedestrian entrances to the exchange.

"Good Morning and aso Good Day, Ambassador Basg." Eric gave the full greeting before he moved
to 9t down at thetermind.

"Good Morning and dso Good Day, Sar Eric Born," Basq replied. "I trust you have freed yoursdlf for
our project.”

Eric sudied Basg's smooth face, trying to find something new iniit, ahint of anxiety or eagerness. "It
took some doing. At least two of our clients are going to befiling complaints about their deadlines.”

Basg didn't even blink. "That was expected. Their contractswill be reassigned. All deadlineswill be
met. Areyou ready to come with me?"

"Of course," Eric said. "Which linesshould | open?' He touched hisfingertips to the power key for
the terminal. The closest work pad and screen lit up, ready for hisidentification. From here, he could
reserve intersystem network space for up to twenty-seven hours. It was an expensive maneuver, but it
did guarantee his 1D ingtant access to mgjor data cores.

"Thisassgnment will not require the networks." Basq stood. “When you are ready, Sar Born.” His
robes brushed Eric's shoulder as he strode past.

Rebelion flared briefly ingde Eric. Abrupt ordersfrom the Rhudolant Vitae were nothing new, nor
were assignments where the information was doled out on a need-to-know basis, but this had aready
been along day.

" Ambassador"—Eric snatched up his case and hurried to catch up with Baso—"if this doesn't require
the nets, why are you contracting me? I'm a systems handler. It'swhat you've got me on staff for.”

Basg didn't even break stride. The other pedestrians moved in tight knots and bundles, stepping
between each other wherever they could find room. Basq ignored them like heignored Eric. He waked
inadgraight lineasif he expected the crowd to get out of theway for him, and because the crowd
recognized him as Rhudolant Vitag, it did. Almost no oneliked the Vitag, but even the Unifiers, who
vilified them, could not ignore them.

Eric bit back acurse. " Ambassador..."

Basq stopped in front of asealed door set into one of the blocky module junctures. Haron had a
number of specid sections reserved for the redly high-paying customers. More than one of them was cut
off from public traffic to accommodate differencesin environment or security requirements.

Basq faced Eric, tilting hishead back until he looked Eric square in the face with his pale, round eyes.



"Beyond this door, you are in Rhudolant Vitae space, Sar Born. Our laws are operative here.
Breaches of confidence, security, or duty will be prosecuted according to our laws. Becauseyou arein
ignorance of most of our lega system, you will be warned when and if initial transgression occurs. Before
we go any farther, do you understand and accept this?"

Eric imagined he could hear the sound of histemper fraying. "Ambassador, | need to know what my
assgnment isbefore | agree to undertakeit.”

"Do you understand and accept theterms | have given you?' said Basg.

Eric gripped the handle of histool case. Thiswas just about enough. Someone was playing with his
accounts until even Dorias couldn't get amessage through. The Vitae wanted him for something possibly
extremdy illegdl, which was dl right, and totally unknown, which was not. Part of him said get back to
the ship and get out of here.

Calm down, hetold himsdlf. | can at least find out what thisis about. If | don't likeit, | can still
walk,

I'd like to see even the Vitae keep me in if | want out.
"l understand and accept your conditions,” he said out loud.
The door did silently open.

The corridor on the other side looked no different from the dock corridor, but it fet different. Eric's
joints and inner ear picked up subtle shiftsin pressure and gravity. Their readjustment registered asa
dispersed discomfort.

Once hisbody finished the trangition, Eric found himsdlf savoring thefed of the new atmosphere. The
gravity was heavy enough for him in here and the air was alittle warmer and allittle damper than the usua
dtation atmosphere. In fact, it was dmaost comfortable.

Their footsteps made no sound on the meta floor. Eric could hear the lights hum overheed. If there
was anyone elsein this section, they hid behind the featureless doorslining the corridor'swalls.

The corridor dead-ended in what looked like asmall waiting areawith three straight-backed chairs
clustered around a square table. One more of the blank doors was set in the farthest wall.

"Y ou can leave your kit here." Basg gestured toward the table. "It will be taken to your quartersfor
you."

To my what? Eric pulled up in mid-stride.

" Ambassador"—Eric kept the case in his hand—"thisiswell beyond the limit. | need to know what
you want from me. Now."

"You will do asyou areingtructed for aslong asyou areingtructed,” Basg said.

Eric'sfrayed temper sngpped abruptly in two. "Not for thistreatment." He turned on hished and
dtarted for the main door.

A wave of pain shot through the soles of hisfeet. He screamed before he knew what he was doing
and crashed to the floor on hands and knees.

"Y ou no longer have the option of leaving our service," said Basg before Eric's stunned senses could
recover themsdves. "Tha wasyour firs warning.”

Fury and confusion roiled inside him. Eric hauled himsdif to hisfest, panting. Thefloor, he redized,
must be wired somehow, but whatever had hit him had completely missed Basg. A dozenillogica insults
and exclamations chased each other through his head.

"Why are you doing this?" hefinaly managed to croak.
"That isnot your concern, Eric Born." Eric did not missthe fact that Basq had dropped the honorific.



Dorias, was this what your message was about? Was Basq the one who tried to erase it?
"Y ou will hear your ingtructions now." Basg made an imperious come-hither gesture.

Eric took a deep breath and flexed his hands. He took one step toward Basg, then swung hiswhole
body around and bolted for the door.

The pain toppled him before he was even hdfway there.

His shoulders hit the floor and the pain seared through them. Histeeth and eyes clenched shut and
tears streamed down his face as he choked on his own screams.

The release was like ablessing. Eric lay where he was, unable to do anything to silence the sobs
spilling out of him. With each degrading sound, hisanger built. When he could findly raise hishead to
look a hisimpassive captor, he knew it dl shonein hiseyes.

The expresson on Basg'sface didn't even flicker. "Thistreatment will not kill you, Eric Born, but it
will serioudy traumatize you if you requireit to continue.”

Shaking, Eric got to hisfeet. He mopped the sweat and tears off hisface. "What could possibly be
thisimportant to you?"

Basq moved to the door and traced a pattern at shoulder height on it. A portion of the surface cleared
away to revead asquare of clear slicate. He stood aside so Eric could have an unobstructed view.

Easy. Eric made himsdlf bresthe deeply. Need to take this easy. I'll get out of here somehow and
then this hairless barbarian better look to his skin. | just need time.

Eric bent down and peered through the little window, using thewadl to hold himsdf upright. The room
beyond was airy by station standards. A long table held a pitcher and an empty plate and a stack of what
appeared to be artwork folios. Next to them were scattered the pieces of a partly completed woodblock
puzzle. A sunken pool of water big enough for bathing steamed in the far corner of the room across from
athick deeping mat. The corner to the right of the door was curtained off.

Hisfresh confusion barely had time to take root before the curtain drew back and awoman in rags
and patchwork stepped out of the dcove. A strip of coarsaly woven, black cloth hid her hair completely.
A poncho made of greased patches covered a shape ess tunic of undyed cloth belted with a strip of worn
leather. More leather strips bound her thick leggings and straw-soled sandals.

The woman glanced at the door and Eric got afull look at her face. Dark, calculating eyes danted
above her high cheeks.

The skin on her face and throat had been roughened by exposure to harsh weether. Her jaw had a
determined set. She made no gesture toward him, however, and Eric decided this must be a one-way
window.

After amoment, the woman shook her head and strode to the pool. She squatted down next to the
steaming water and extended her hands. Jagged, white lines crisscrossed her dust-colored skin, making a
pattern of uneven squares.

Ericfet asif hed been struck hard in the chest. He remembered, al too clearly, when his hands had
borne their own marks. His were e aborate blue-and-green swirls curling from hisfingertipsto hiswrigs.
Bright, gold circles shone in the centers of his pams. He remembered how shaky they felt when he stood
inthe Streets of Tiered Side with the night's freezing rain spattering againgt them and the Skymen with
eyeslikeice and milk told him héld befree...

Eric jerked his head back to stare at Basg. " She's from the Realm!™

"We require you to act astrandator and culturd liaison for us," Basg said. "Beginning immediately.
There has aready been too much delay.”

He looked back through the window. The woman sat at the table now, fitting piecesinto the puzzle.
He squinted toward her hands, looking for atrace of gold on the palms. There was nothing, just bare,



brown skin.
"But..." he began increduloudy. "What do you want with aNotouch?"
Basq tapped thetrandation disk in hisear. "That term is not coming through.”

"A nothing. A pariah." Eric searched for an explanation. "Thereés acaste system inthe Realm. A dtrict
one. "That"—he pointed toward the window—"is the bottom of the hegp. They aren't even alowed
resdenceinthecities. If you were looking for information or power, Ambassador, your contraband
runners cheated you."

"We were not cheated. She iswhat we require.”
For what? Erictried to collect histhoughts. His head till redled from the shocks held been given.

Basg didn't give him time for another question. "We require that she be made aware of her Stuation
and the necessity of cooperating with usfully. Coercion istime-consuming, but sill aviable option and
you will makethat clear aswell. We require answersto our questions so that we can construct a context
for her language usage and communicate with her directly.”

Eric fdt asif the world about him had begun gently rocking. He was supposed to go in thereand
threaten a powerless Notouch with coercion? What could she have possibly done to get the Vitae
S0...irrationd?

Evenif shedid turn out to be a power-gifted, like him, but who'd never been picked up by the
Temple, what could she possibly have done?

Eric shoved the questions to the back of hismind. "Whatever it isyou want from her, but there's no
guarantee | can get it for you."

IIWl,Wl

He held up hishand, relieved to see that it had stopped shaking. "No hand marks. | had mine
removed. The ma-aman tell aperson's caste and family identity. They asotdl if they're an ayaraku, a
priest, or...teacher, is maybe a better trandation.” He lowered his hands and studied the backsfor a

moment. "They aso mark you as one of the People. One of those named by the Nameless Powers.
Without hand marks, she's got no way to know who she's addressing, so she may decide not to trust...."

"Y ou spesk her language. We require that you get her to begin talking. That isyour assgnment. Y ou
are aready aware of the consequences of refusal.”

Who in all the worlds do you think you are? The anger that rosein him was dmost enough to
temporarily block out the memory of the pain. Almost.

Ericlet hishead droop. "Y ou can threaten me until the suns burn out, Ambassador. I've till had my
hand marks removed. She won't know me from a Shessdl's brood and shelll have no reason to trust me,
even if she's cgpable of understanding what | tell her, which she might not be.”

"If | am satisfied that you have made the fullest effort on this, you will not be hurt further,” said Basg.

Garlsmit's Eyes! Eric ressted the impulseto ran both hands through his hair. Thiswas going from
beyond comprehension to beyond belief. What could he do? Even if she was avolunteer, as he had
been, and had gotten into this on her own, he couldn't just leave her with these. ..things.

A Teacher isthe caretaker of all those spoken of by the Nameless Powers. A Teacher is bound
by the gift of power and the...

Sop it. That's over with. That's dead and drowned.

Helooked at her again, nearly mesmerized by her scarred hands and intense face as she fitted two of
the puzzle pieces together. She had |eft youth behind but hadn't arrived at middle age yet. Shewas his
own age, maybe. Thelines around her mouth had been drawn by smilesaswell as cares. Eric wouldn't
have believed there was room left in him for more confusion, but hefelt it al the same. There sat aliving,



breathing representative of everything he had run away from, and part of his soul reached out to her likea
long-logt friend.

"All right," hesaid. "I'll dowhat | can.”

Eric thought he heard awhisper of asigh escape from Basg. "Isthere any other information | can
provideyou?'

The question is, is there any information you are going to provide me? Eric set hisjaw and, with
an effort that almost drained what little strength had returned to him, tried to think productively.

"| assume she has seen you?'

"Y es. Her reaction was. .. unexpected.”

Eric fdt hisforehead wrinkle. "In what way?'

"She attacked her caretakers.”

Eric took another look at her. Shelooked like she weighed a hundred pounds less than he did, but
the Notouch spent their time at backbreaking labor and the Realm's gravity was stronger than most. She
probably could have laid someone Basg's size out flat if sheld tried.

What made her try, though? Aside from being kidnapped. If she was kidnapped. | can't be the
only one who was ready to commit heresy to get off that mud-ball. And a Notouch would have
even more reason to run than | did.

"Did you show her anything outside the ship that brought her here?' asked Eric. "The stars or the
dation or anything?"

" She was kept anesthetized until she reached her quarters, since your culture does not yet support the
concept of powered flight.”

"That's not the only concept my former" —Eric stressed the word—"culture does not support. Have
you seen the Realm of the Nameless Powers?

"l have seen representations of it. It isanetwork of canyonswithin arange of mountains.”

"Which meansdl their lives, the people there are surrounded by walls. The language has no word for
'horizon’ because no one's ever seen such athing. It makesfor agroup of natural agoraphobes, among
other things.

"The Words of the Nameless Powers, the basisfor the'locd religion,’ draw a distinction between
wadlsterezan and the sides of the border canyons or those mountains. Those are World's Walls,
monderterezan.

"It'sthe ultimate heresy to try to climb aWorld'sWall, because dl evil lives beyond them. We are dl
taught that the Namel ess Powers, the gods, erected the Wallsto keep their Realm safe.

"If she knew you'd taken her out of the canyons, she might have been hysterica about committing
heresy. The Notouch take the Words very serioudy. She might think you're servants of the Aunorante
Sangh..."

"Thewha?' demanded Basg.

Theforce of hisquegtion jolted Eric. "The Aunorante Sangh. It means'shameful blood. It'sthe name
for the powers of evil beyond the World's Walls. Even the World's Wall couldn't keep them out, so the
Nameless Powers had to send the Servant Garismit to move the Realm.”

"l see" Basg's cadm returned, after amoment's visible struggle. "Go on.”

What is going on in that bald head? Eric thought while hetried to find the thread of hisreasoning
agan.

Anideastruck him. "Did you take any jewelry or body decorations away from her?'



Basg considered for amoment. "Wetook apair of knivesfrom her, and three small stones.”
Oh. Well, that explains that, at least. "Y ou probably took her namestones.”
"What arethey?' A new and completely unexpected note crept into Basg's voice. Curiosity.

Eric framed hisanswer dowly. His head was beginning to clear and he wanted dl the time he could
get to regain his strength. "Most of the Notouch carry carved hits of rock or quartz that represent the
dena, thefird...the origina name. The Teachersfrown on the custom,” he added, "but only afew of the
Notouch communities have ever dropped the practice.” A little extrainformation might makeit look like
he was accepting hisimprisonment. Which might make Basg get careless sooner. "As| said, they take
the Words of the Nameess very literdly. Taking her namestones probably did alot to contribute to the
ideathat you were the Aunorante Sangh, or their servants.”

"| see. Isthere anything ese?"

Eric suppressed asigh and straightened his shoulders. I don't think so. Whenever you're ready,
Ambassador.”

Eric stood back while Basq used the first two fingers on hisright hand to tap an uneven rhythm on the
surface of the door. The door did away, creating a breeze that ruffled Basg's scarl et wrappings.

The Notouch jerked her head up. Her eyes did not go round with shock or fear at the sight of Basq,
which Eric would have expected, but narrowed to dark dits. The sight of Eric, though, made her draw
back in her chair.

Eric walked into the room, keeping to one side of Basg. The Notouch did not kneel as she should
have before another of the People. She just watched him come toward her. The pattern of the formal
greeting of a Teacher to aNotouch cameto Eric easily, asif hed spoken it yesterday, not ten years ago.

He raised both hands with the pams turned toward the woman. "I stand in the place of the Nameless
Powers and the Servant Garismit and so do | greet you who were named when the Powers walked the
world." Thewordsof his native language fdt strange, dmost unwieldy, againgt histongue. "I was named
by them Teacher Hand kenu Lord Hand on the Seablade dena Enemy of the Aunorante Sangh. How
did they name you, Notouch?"

For amoment shejust stared at his unmarked hands. Then, the corner of her mouth twitched.

"So, it'strue. You did climb the World's Wall." She used the "level-eye' permutations and, for a
minute, Eric wasn't sureif shewasinsulting him or just talking to hersdlf.

Despite himsdlf, Eric was sartled. "Who are 'they’, Notouch?”

"Gosspers, Teacher. Heretics. It's been ten years since you vanished and there were all sorts of
stories." She spoke directly to him now and till didn't change her speech patterns. Her mouth spread into
aknowing grin. "Tel me, are the birth ranks redly observed in this place? His people are dl bare as
children." She jerked her chin toward Basg. "Cometo that, so are you."

"What isshe saying?' Basgcut in.

"Nothing you'd be interested in yet, Ambassador." Eric lowered his hands. Thiswas not behavior hed
ever seen from a Notouch. They bowed and groveled. They begged to be of use, any use at dl. He
understood that law and custom that made them behave that way, not natura inclination. Not redly. But

it had taken him a decade's absence to work that out, and this woman had apparently just been plucked
out of the canyons.

"I will decide what interests me, Eric Born." A warning sounded clearly under theicein Basg's voice,

"Y ou can talk to them?' The Notouch sounded genuindy impressed. "Tdl them to give me my
namestones back."

" She's asking about her namestones,” Eric told Basg.



Basg's forehead drew together around where his eyebrows should have been. "What about them?"

" She wants them back." Eric raised his own eyebrows and gave asmal shrug. "'l did tell you,
Ambassador.”

Basq made no reply and Eric turned his attention back to the woman.
"Y ou haven't told me how to call you yet.”

"Nameless Powers preserve me." She did off the chair onto both knees and held her handsin front of
her eyesto display her hand marks. "Teacher Hand kenu Lord Hand on the Seablade dena Enemy of
the Aunorante Sangh, this despised oneis Stonein the Wl dena AriaBorn of the Black Wall. She
cravesyour blessng and asksin what way she may serve?'

Without waiting for an answer, she picked hersdf up off the floor and folded her arms. The sardonic
smiledid back into place.

Eric worked to smooth the grimace out of his own features. "She saysthat sheis Stonein theWall,
born...origindly..." He searched for away to trandate the primary name into something that would fitin
Basg'sworld. "Star in the Night Sky. A bit grandiose for aNotouch, isn't it?" he added to the woman.

"This despised one begs her Teacher's pardon if that name is discordant.” The casud shrug she gave
him made amockery of her subservient language. "1t iswhat the Nameless Powers bestowed upon her."

Frudtration and bewilderment vied for dominance inside Eric. Where did they find her?

Never mind, hetold himsdf. | need any help | can get.

"Ligten quick, AriaBorn of the Black Wall, do you want to stay with these people?’

Her eyes shifted toward Basg. "Not redly. But I'm not leaving this place until 1've found my stones.”
"Youidiot Notouch." Eric fought to keep histone conversationd. "Were both pris—"

"Have you explained her statusto her?' Basg's shdll of patience was clearly beginning to wesar thin. |
have an extensvelig of questions.”

Eric spread his hands. " She's very upset about those stones." He could do agreat deal on hisown,
but another pair of eyesat the right time could make the difference between freedom and recapture. If
getting her namestones back would put him on the right side of this superstitious woman, very well then.
Besdes, the more time he spent on this nonsense, the lesstime Basq would have to get what he wanted.
"l can't swear shélll answer anything until she gets them back. I'll try to make things clearer to her."

Eric faced the Notouch again. "Do you want your namestones back?'
"If it 0 pleases her Teacher, this despised one does.” For a split second, the sarcasm faded.

"All right. For some reason his people’—he swept hishand at Basg in a gesture that was much
grander than the language he was usng—"want you to answer some questions. No matter what | say
after this, you keep your mouth shut until they bring your namestones back, understand?”

The Notouch plunked hersaf down on the chair. Shelooked up a him with her lips pressed
dramaticdly together.

Eric spread his handsto Basg again. "She won't talk until she gets her namestones back.”

Basg said nothing, but Eric could see anger forming in his normally impassive eyes.

"Listen to me, Ambassador. Try to understand. This Notouch isabeliever. What you...we...think of
asasuperdtitious and primitive religion isredity to her. She can't disregard it any more than you can
disregard the laws of physics, do you understand?’ Never mind that she's already broken a dozen or
mor e tenets just by the way she's been talking to me. " Shell act according to what she knows asredl.

Those stones are onar, a...a...bond between her and the Nameless Powers. Shelll die before she helps
the oneswho have them."



Come on, swallow it. Svallow it, you arrogant dandy.

Eric waited while Basq thought. He could amost hear the circuits buzzing in the other man's head.
Nothing was plain here. Nothing clear or smple.

What in the Realm of the Nameless do you want with Notouch talismans?
Who in the Realm of the Nameless i s this Notouch you've found?

And how do | get myself out of here before you translate this conversation for yourselves? Eric
did not glance a the walls. It would have been pointless. There was no way he was going to be ableto
see Vitae survelllance equipment.

Two red spots had appeared on Basg's cheeks. "Tell her that she will speak. We will hurt her if we
haveto."

Eric trandated the declaration into the Realm's most forma command grammar. " The Skyman saysiif
dena AriaBorn of the Black Wall does not spesk, they will torture her."

Shejust looked at him and said nothing.

Eric waited for what seemed adecent interval. "Y ou are either going to have to give her back the
namestones, or hurt her," hetold Basg. "'I've made the Situation asplainas| can.”

Basq laid his hand on the door and spoke. Eric touched histrandator. Whatever language Basq used,
thedisk in hisear couldn't cope withiit.

"The sones are being brought back," Basg announced. "Tell her that and then tell her we will have her
cooperation.”

Thistime, Eric relayed the message word for word.

"As soon asthe stones arein my hands, I'll answer whatever he asks me." The Notouch kissed her
fingertips and held her hand toward the celling to send the words from her mouth to the ears of the
Nameless.

Eric trandated her wordsfaithfully. Basq stayed silent thistime and Eric took that to mean "good
enough.”

For now, anyway.

The cedll door swished open and adender Vitag, as bald as Basg, handed the Ambassador an

opague plastic tray. On its ribbed surface rested atrio of polished spheres, each the size of ababy'sfist
and the color of winter ice,

Eric sucked in a deep brezth.

"Arias"

The Notouch pushed past Eric and snatched the spheres up. One at atime, she held them toward the
caling. Thelight glinted againg their curved Sdes.

"What did you say?' demanded Basg.

"Arias." Eric repeated as the Notouch turned her treasures over in her hands. "It means star, or eye,
or, well, diamond, | suppose would be close. I've only ever seen one set. In the Temple vaultsin First

City. No onésfound any new ariasin...hundreds of years." He stared at the Notouch. "AriaBorn of the
Black Wall," he murmured her name. "Where did you get those?!

"They're my namestones." Apparently satisfied that the spheres were genuine, she began unwinding
her headcloth. ™Y ou'd be surprised, Teacher, what you find in the svamps." Ignoring the fal of tangled,
black hair that dropped across her cheeks and shoulders, she wrapped afold of cloth around the stones.
With practiced motions, she knotted the material to make along-handled pouch.

Basq nodded to the messenger. He tucked the tray under his arm and touched the door.



"Now wewill begin," said Basg.
Eric opened his mouth. Before he could speak, ablur of motion cut across his periphera vison.
THUNK!

Basq toppled to the floor. The Notouch whirled her pouch and swung it down. The stones cracked
againgt the messenger's skull and he fell in ahegp next to Basy,

The door opened. Eric stared at the fallen bodies.
"Move, you high-house fool!" shouted the Notouch.

Eric's senses and reflexes reasserted themselves. He shoved his foot against the threshold to keep the
door in place and scanned the corridor. Empty, but that didn't mean safe. The Vitae had to be watching
them. There was nothing he could do about that.

Eric sprinted down the hall, vaguely aware of running footsteps behind him. From here, he could see
the door to the main station shut tight. He did not alow himsdf to think about how the floor of the empty
corridor could be brought to life at the touch of aremote key.

Eric skidded to ahdt in front of the door. There was no timefor finesse or digtraction. Helaid his
palms on the thin line where the door met the wall and reached deep into the back of his mind, down into
his soul where his power gift lay. He opened a path for it to stretch down hisarms and out through his
fingertips. Itstendrils coiled around the dender, metdlic barsthat held the door shut.

"Break," he ordered.

His gift seized the bars. Eric's heart froze. Thelock cracked sharply and his heart beat again,
hammering againgt hisribs. Eric pressed hard againgt the door and leaned sideways. The door did back.
Pain shot up hislegs and Eric doubled over. A hand seized hisarm, dragging him into the open station
hallway.

"Which way out!" The Notouch stared wildly around her.

For a second, Eric wondered what she was talking about, then he remembered she had no idea
where shewas. He had no time to explain. There were six stories of station between him and the dock
that held the U-Kenai. A cdl had probably aready gone down to security.

They'll hold the ship, seal the docks. Watch both. They'll close my access to the networks, and
watch the halls. When they see me, they'll come get me. He glanced up at the security cameras.
Hello, there.

His mind raced down unfamiliar paths. Ther€'ll be two guards, three, maybe. Darts, tasers, and
uniforms. Orders to take me quietly. Don't panic the paying customers. He eyed the passing crowd,
each one of them a paying customer. Don't damage the goods either, | hope.

Eric ran. He dived into the crowd, shoving aside anyone who didn't get out of the way fast enough.
He risked aglance behind him. Ariafollowed his mad dash, dmost overtaking him.

Thejumble of faces and colors broke gpart to give him aclear path to the farthest corridor entrance
and heraced toward it.

Footsteps pounded the floor behind him and he fervently hoped they were Arids. Eric pushed aman
in trader's motley into thewall and hurdled a maintenance drone. The footsteps closed, but no shoutsto
stop came.

Eric ducked around aleft-hand corner and yanked on the emergency override for the security door.
Alarms blared and the door came open. Eric swung himsalf up the maintenance ladder. Ashedid, he
saw Ariaduck through the threshold, her poncho flapping around her. She took the time to dam the door
shut before she grabbed the ladder rungsto follow him.

Up. All theway up, until the meta rungs bit into his hands and his heart pounded in histhroat.



They could shut the hatches, trap us. Send guardsin to get us. No. They figure why bother?
They know where I'm going. Only one place | could be going from here. They'll already have
guards there. Why not wait for me to turn up?

Guards trained to use their weapons. The ones who've been told by the Rhudolant Vitae I'm
unarmed and she's primitive and neither of us know what we're doing.

Idiots. You've only seen one part of my life.
Three bulkheads passed by them. Four.
"How big isthis place?’ gagped the Aria

Eric didn't have the bresth to reply.

Five. Six. He stepped off the ladder and pulled the release for the door. It did aside. Past it waited
the corridor to the airlock that was sedled to his ship. The big hatch to the main station had been closed.
A red light shone on the the airlock door. Sedled for security reasons. Two men and awoman in crisp,
black coverdls stood between him and the airlock. All three of them were armed with tasers, which were
out and ready.

Eric's earsrang from exertion and adrendine. "Soldiers," he said to Aria between gulps of air. "The
thingsin their hands are distance weapons, like dings.”

Dol still remember how to fight? Heraised his hands dowly until they were over hishead. Do |
still remember anything?

"That'sit," said the broader of the two men. "Easy now. Y ou too, woman. Hands up.”
Ariastared at the guard, and then &t Eric, her mouth open in disdain and shock.
"Dontdoit," hesad urgently.

"“Thenwho will ?"

Ariaripped her homemade ding off her belt and whirled it over her head. Before she brought it down,
the woman guard took her aim calmly and fired. Thelaser wires snaked out of the barrdl and sank into
Arids chest. The shock ran into her and she screamed. The ding crashed against the floor and Aria
dropped next to it, curled up like afetus. All the guards watched her fall.

Eric lunged. His hands clamped down on the nearest guard's outstretched arm and swung him around.
The guard crashed into his comrade and they both reeled against thewall. A laser clattered to the floor.
Eric dammed the edge of his hand againgt thefirst guard'sthroat. The man gurgled and collapsed. The
second guard reached across the falen body and grabbed Eric's shoulders, effectively blocking the
woman'sam. Eric flung himself sdeways. He and the guard both hit the deck. With awrench, Eric rolled
them over until he came out on top. He shoved the hedl of his hand against the man's nose. Blood spurted
across his palm and the guard went limp.

Eric flung himself acrossthe floor and rolled again. Above him, the woman took fresh aim. Eric
kicked both legs out and caught her ankle. She crashed against the floor. He hauled her shoulders up and
cracked her skull againgt the deck plates. She grunted and sagged in hisarms. His fingers found the catch
on her bracelet termina and snapped it loose.

Eric scrambled to hisfeet. He shoved the plug from the stolen bracel et into the socket benegath the
warning light and twisted. Thelight blinked from red to green and both sides of the airlock hatch swished
open.

Something sharp dammed between his shoulder blades and Eric sprawled across his own deck,
pinned down by aweight that squirmed. Reflexively, herolled, ready to swing hisfist out, but the weight
had scrambled out of the way. Ariatowered over him for a split second. In the next, she bolted down the
short hall toward the common room and the view wall.

"Cam! Get usout!" Eric shouted without even trying to stand up.



The engine's hum became arumble. Over its noise came ascream of pureterror followed fast by the
sound of abody hitting the floor.

The Notouch had looked out at open space, and had passed out, as Eric had known she would.
It was, after al, what had happened to him.
Relief and exhaustion blurred Eric's mind until the world took itself away.

2—Painted Canyon, the Realm of the Nameless Powers, After Dark

The Nameless Powers walked their Realm and spoke among themselves. They
named the Walls, and the Walls grew strong. The Namel ess spoke of the people
then and each life they named became True and took up its place in their Realm.

—From"The Words of the Nameless Powers,"
trandated by Hands to the Sky for al who follow.

"Broken Trail denaRift in the Clouds, don't do this" Trail ignored Cupss urgent whisper. She kept
on looking toward the darkness that hid the walls of Narroways city. Thewind blew hard, brushing her
cheeks with warmth from the dying fire at her back. Thankfully, it wasadry night and she could it
outside with nothing worse to worry about than cold. Around her, the tents flapped and cresked in the
wind that whistled down Painted Canyon. A baby whimpered from the left and someone, it had to be
Y ellow Stones, snored loudly enough to call back the Aunorante Sangh. No one had woken up when
she crawled outside. No one, of course, except Empty Cups.

"She'sbeen gonetoo long.” Trail pulled her poncho around her. "I am going to find out what
happened to her."

Cups sighed and crouched beside her. " She wouldn't thank you for it if you did. | saw her face when
sheleft. No interference, that's what she wants. Let her be, wherever sheis, Trail."

"No." A lump of wood broke apart in thefire, setting loose a shower of sparks so, for amomernt,
Trail could track the wind with her eyes. "'l am going to find out what the Skymen have done with my
ggter. I'd be going even if Mother didn't tell meto, that'sthe whole of it."

The baby's whimper became awail and groans arose from all around astired women tried not to
wake up.

"Trail"—Cupslaid ahand on her head and shook her gently—"think, would you? We need your
hands in the penstomorrow. I've got apromise of two bolts of whole cloth and three new potsif we

oet...
Trail jerked her head away. "Y ou've got the brains of an ox, Cups. The Skymen are here. They're
trying to win over King Silver. The Nameless know why and we need to find out."

"Asif it'll make adifference.” Cupsgouged afistful of dirt out of the ground and held it up for Trall.
"Aslong astheres mud well be sitting in it"—she threw the lump down again—"be it owned by the
Nameless, the Heretics, or the Skymen."

"Haven't you heard the story about how, after the Servant moved the Realm, the power-gifted started
taking lives on their own authority, not the Nameless's, so the Nameless Powers allowed the People to
rasether hands againg the Teachersfor atime.”

"Trall," said Cups severdly, "if you're going to teach the apocrypha, do it e sewhere.

"Wheat are you fools doing out there?' Thefire's orange light showed Branch in the River'sface
poking out of the shadow. "Get back in here!" She brandished aleather tent flap.

Cupsgroaned. "If your sister had any proper fedling,” she whispered, "she never would have left her



family where Branch could get her claws on them.”

Trail's hand smashed across Cups's cheek before she even knew what she was doing. "Unsay thét,
Empty Cups, or I'll have your gutsfor breskfast!"

"And I'll haveyours, Broken Trail, if you don't get back in here and quiet down!™ hissed Branch.

Cups, holding her cheek and wrinkling her forehead, dunk back toward the tent. Reluctantly, Trall
gathered her poncho hem around her and followed. She could fed Branch's smug satisfaction like she
could fed the wind whipping around her head.

Trail bowed her head and ducked back into the tent, shuffling on her hands and knees until she found
ablanket corner that wasn't snatched away when shetugged onit.

See what a good obedient girl | am, shethought as sherolled hersalf up in the threadbare fabric. |
alwaysdo as| amtold.

And | have been told to find my sister.

Memories of pain chased each other around Arias skull. The needles that drew the scars down the
backs of her hands burned. Cobblestones dug into her knees as she groveled at the city gates. Her jaw
ached from keeping her thoughts sllent. Childbirth tore her in half.

Gradualy, Ariabecame aware that the pain was more than memory. It burned in her deflated
stomach, pounded in her head, throbbed in every joint. Old bile and metdlic heat weighed down her
tongue.

Other memories. The woman of the Skyman with her strange green eyes and skin that turned red
under the light of day. "I've heard the gpocrypha, too, you know. | know your family's story. My people
arelooking for away to take the Teachers down where they belong. Y ou can help. For your help, you'll
lose those hand marks. All you've got to do isbring your stones over the World'sWall and talk to my
people.”

Sheis not Shameful Blood. | would know. | would know. Of all people | would know...

They led her up one of the dark canyons, to the threshold of awhite building that looked like a
gigantic mushroom squatting in the permanent night. The palest, hairiest man she had ever seen had
walked up to her. Sheforced hersdlf to hold her ground.

Digpassionate eyes|ooked her over. There had been more words and she had agreed to everything
unconditionaly. A needle bit into her arm, and there had been blackness, until she woke surrounded by
bald, babbling children and redlized her namestones were gone.

The fear brought by the memory of that waking kept Arias eyes shut while she sorted out her
physica sensations. Shelay on her Sde. Her arms were behind her. Something soft cushioned her right
shoulder and her back. The air was as cool and dry astheinside of a Temple. It smelled of nothing at all.
She could hear awhirring noise from somewhere underneath her, soft, but constant.

Gentle pressure rested against her ankles and knees. She tried to separate her wrists and couldn't.

Blast him! HE'sgot metied! The redlization overrode the fear and her eyes opened. Firs, she saw
Teacher Hand Sitting in front of her. His square chin stuck out alittle too far and his black eyesheld the
glimmer of anger.

A sensation of absence crept into her consciousness.

"Where are my namestones?' she croaked around the sand that seemed to be clogging her throat.

"l have them." Teacher Hand clipped off each word as he spokeiit.

Oh thank you, all the Nameless. Ariacraned her neck to try to see her surroundings more clearly.
Tanwallsand atan floor enclosed them. The place was furnished with big, rounded lumps of stuff, some
white, some clear like glass.



"We're hidden from those Bald Children then?" she asked, twisting her head so she could see him
better.

Teacher Hand's mouth twitched. "For the moment.”
"Whereisthis?' Ariarolled her eyesto gesture around the room.
"My ship."

"Ship?" Shetried to match his accent on the meaningless sound.

"The means by which | went over the World's Wall," he explained through clenched teeth. "What did
the Rhudolant Vitae want with you?"'

"Why should you care?"
Teacher Hand leaned over her. "It's not agood ideato be snide with me, Notouch.” He clenched his
fist s0 the knuckles pointed at her, thefirst gesture to cal down the curse of the Nameless Powers.

Arias mouth puckered. "Y ou'retoo late. I've aready been cursed. Twelvetimes, by the Firgt
Teacher himsdif."

His eyebrows crept together as hisface gathered up into afrown. "And what could you have possibly
doneto merit such attention from the First Teacher?!

"Nothing much.” Arialet her gaze trave to the ceiling. It was made up of tan squares broken by
patchesthat glowed with alight clearer than any ail lamps. "This despised onewas merdly insgde
Narrowayss walls when the curse came down upon the whole of the city.”

That plainly puzzled him."Sit up,” he ordered.

"Asyour Lordship commands, this despised one shall do." She knotted her water-weak stomach
muscles. Despite the protest of every inch of her, sherocked into asitting position. The effort broke a
fresh swesat on her brow. Her head spun, but she managed to hold hersaf upright.

Ariaglanced around uneasily. She could see the room better now. The white lumps were obvioudy
for gtting on. The clear lumpswith legsthat melted into the floor were tables, even if Teacher Hand sat
on thelong, low onein front of the couch she occupied. The wall to the left had three long niches and an
open doorway init. Thewal to the right was smooth and unbroken. The wal behind Teacher Hand had
been sectioned off into neat squares and decorated with elaborate mosaics. A fat chair sood in front of
it.

But she had seen something else before she had passed out. Something formless and huge and...

She shook her head, trying to focus her thoughts on things she could understand.

"Wherée's the other one?" she asked.

"The other what?' Teacher Hand's frown deegpened.

"Person. Y our friend or bondsman, or whoever you cdled before. .. Before the blackness and the
roar. Before | fainted.

Hisfrown folded into awryly amused expression. ""Cam, you mean?| don't think I'll let you meet
Camjud ye.

"Let'sstart over." Teacher Hand sounded almost astired as shefelt. "Why'd you attack me?”

Ariashrugged her aching shoulders. "This despised one assumed that as she was of no further use,
her Teacher would abandon her."

Againgt al expectation, his expression looked pained. Ariafelt taken aback. Perhaps Teacher Hand
was not so much the high-house fool she had taken him for.

Don't relax too far yet, shewarned hersdlf. You still know nothing at all about what's going on,
and he still has your stones.



"How did you end up in the...that room?" asked Teacher Hand.

She measured him again. If only she had enough strength to fight. She could kick for his head. She
could find the door to the outside. If only she knew something, anything about this place shewasin,
about this"Cam" who lurked out of sight. If only shewasn't so dizzy and thirsty...

Sop whining and think of something you can tell him that he might believe.
"l wasfollowing you, Teacher," Ariasaid.
"Y ou were what?' His voice broke on the last word.

"When your Lordship vanished, alot of rumors started 'round First City. Y ou'd been caught thieving.
Y our older brother'd killed you to save the family later embarrassment. Teacher Firein the Dark had
findly caught you degping with hiswife..."

"Where in the Realm of the Nameless did you hear that!" Teacher Hand roared.

"Therés very little the Notouch don't hear." Her mouth twitched. "The rumor that stuck wasthat
you'd decided adultery and misusing your power gift were too smal aset of hereses and that you'd gone
with agaggle of the Skymen over the World's Wall." That part, at least, wastrue. "This despised one
chose to believe that rumor and wanted to find out how your Lordship had managed it. She succeeded.”
Ariahoped he couldn't tell how much that idea unsettled her.

Helooked at his naked hands, then at her, then at his hands again. His face went sick and angry
about something he didn't voice.

"Would your Lordship be so merciful asto give this despised one adrink of water?' Ariabowed her
heed.

"You are free to stop that crap any time." Teacher Hand stood up. "1 do not know where you got the
nerve, Notouch. It doesn't go with your hand marks." He paused. "Y ou never did tell me your call name.”

"Arig" she answered, hoping civility might speed up the process of getting her water.

He snorted. "It would be. Listen, Aria, Teacher Hand is dead and washed away. | am called Eric
Born."

"Eric Born" crossed the room with acareful Sdeways step that never completely turned his back to
her. He drummed hisfingers against some mosaic tileson thefar wall. A hole opened underneath his
hand. Out of the hole, he pulled out a clear cup of water.

Despite her best intentions, Ariafelt her jaw flap open.

Eric Born's mouth spread in asharp grin. He seated himsdf back on the table and held out the cup to
her.

Waiting to see how I'll react, shetold hersdlf. Keepit reined in, Aria.

As smoothly as possible, she swalowed the water. 1t swished uncomfortably in her empty ssomach,
but she drained the cup anyway. She needed it, badly.

"Thank you." She added neither honorific or insult.
He set the cup down. "What did they, the Rhudolant Vitae, do after they put you in that room?"

"Kept methere, mainly. Every now and then one of them would comein with abox of some sort and
wave it around in the air and babble a me. It sounded like they weretrying to talk. | thought they were
insane. Then | thought 1'd been wrong and they were Aunorante Sangh. Then"—she shrugged—"|
started to wonder if | would be stuck in asingle room for the rest of my life. Then they brought you to
me

"|sthere anything to eat?'
Teacher...Eric Born made agurgling sound asif he wastrying to keep down alaugh.



"Y ou do not have any ideawhat you have gotten yoursdlf into, do you know that?' He looked down
into the empty cup. "No matter. | suppose | had better feed you." He rubbed hischin. "But | had better
show you something first."

"What?' New fear squeezed againgt the water in her ssomach as she watched Eric approach the
room'sfar wall.

"Whereyou redly are." Helaid hislong hand against the tan surface.

Thewall vanished. Whereit used to be hung aformless blackness streaked with minute rainbow
lights. It stretched up, down, and on al sides. Her eyes strained to find an end, a boundary, anything to
giveit shape and sense, but there was nothing. Endless, it yawned at her. An open mouth waiting to
engulf her mind and soul.

She screamed. Shethrew hersdlf backward and curled up into atight little ball, knees pressed tight
againg her forehead, her belly muffling her shrieks. A voice gibbered at her, said her name, and finally
shouted at her, but she could not look up. The blackness waited to swalow her whole. Therewas no
end. No end.

"AriaBorn of the Black Wall!" A hand jerked her collar back. The fabric dug into her neck and
hauled her head up. "Y ou blasted Notouch, look up!" The Teacher's open hand crashed against her
cheek. "Look up! It'sgone! LOOK!"

Through the tears of pain, she saw the solid wall back in place.

"Wha...Wha..." Her whole body shook like leavesin the wind as he let her sag back against the
couch.

Eric folded hisarms. "That is the space between the worlds. Thereisno Black Wall and no ariasinit.
It'sdl emptiness. There are other worldsin it, though. Other places where people, likethosein the Realm
of the Nameless Powers, live. We are flying between them, like insects flying from grassto flower. Do
you understand this?'

Ariadid not, but she nodded. She could sort the explanation out later. What was important now was
hearingit.

Shetried to stop the trembling in her limbs and completely failed.

"Why show methig" At least I've quit stammering.

"So you wouldn't get any ideas about trying to attack me when | let you loose.™

She thought about herself |eft donein this place with no one but a corpse and an unseen presence,
logt in the middle of infinite blackness. She bit her lip and humiliation came on the heds of thefear. This
was worse than being tied up.

"Turn around,” Eric ordered.

Ariawiggled hersdf around and held out her wrists. She felt the bindingsloosen. She pulled her wrists
gpart and brought her arms back around to her front in ariot of creaking, popping joints. She yanked off
the remains of the sticky, clothlike stuff that till clung to her skin. She stretched her legstoward Eric. He
dit the black strips nestly with one blade of an open pair of scissors. Ariakept her eyeson him asshe
rubbed her wrists and armsto get some fedling back. He did not look up.

Eric stepped back, keeping hold of the scissors. Ariawasn't fool enough to try to stand. Instead, she
chafed and flexed ankles and knees. She yanked the sticky strips off her leggings and dropped them on
the floor. Eric watched her for amoment before he backed toward the window-wall.

"How do you stand it?" Ariastraightened her back. "Wha...what's out there."
He shrugged. "I got used to it. The shakes vanish fairly quickly. The rest comeswith practice.
"Now, you wanted something to est.”



He drummed the mosaic and another hole opened. Out of this one, he pulled two packets of an
unfamiliar shape. He ripped something off them, made yet another hole open in the wall, and dropped
both packetsinside.

When he came within arm's length again, he was carrying two plates, each topped by apam-sized
dab that might have been made out of the same stuff asthe sofa.

"l know it doesn't ook likefood," he said as shetook it from him, "but it will keep you going.”
She picked up the dab. Itswarmth set her fingerstingling.

She bit one corner. The stuff tasted like bitter nuts and had the consistency of old paste. She made
hersdf finish it off anyway, washed down with more water Eric conjured up from the holein thewall.

The Namel ess Powers know |'ve eaten wor se.

"Tel me, what did Narroways do to finally get itsalf cursed?' The casua words were strained around
the edges, Arianoticed.

She swallowed her mouthful of paste. "Refused to give up during the Siege.”

"Sege?' hesad increduloudy.

For amoment, she looked at him like he wasinsane. "Oh, you had gone before that. It was maybe
five years after you left, the Skymen made afull-scale bid for support for...For whatever it isthe Skymen
want from the Realm. King Sun announced he was going to make them ambassadorsto his court and
hear dl their petitions. The Teachers kept on saying the Skymen were Aunorante Sangh. Firgt City
followed the First Teacher, of course, and sides got taken up and so did weapons. Narroways was
cursed and the fighting's been going on ever since.” She spoke the last words to her cup. She'd spent the
past daystrying not to worry about where Little Eye, or Roof Beam, or skinny Broken Trail were. She
wasn't getting any better at it.

She set the cup down. Eric was scowling at the backs of his strangely bare hands.

"Thank you for thefood," she said to get his attention back. When he looked up, Ariasquared her
shoulders. "Hear me, Eric Born kenu Teacher Hand kenu Lord Hand on the Seablade dena Enemy of
the Aunorante Sangh. Y ou don't want me with you, and | don't want to stay. Take me to a Skyman city,
I'll manage after that. I'll find away to pay you for passage and the bruised back."

Helaughed sharply at that, but then sobered. "Stonein the Wall dena AriaBorn of the Black Wall,"
Eric said levely, "you couldn't find your feet in a Skyman city if someone showed you whereto look." He
shook hishead. "All you have seen and Garismit's Eyes, you gill don't understand!™

Helooked at the closed window-wall. "Garismit's Eyes," he muttered again, "couldn't even find her
fedt."

"You're not sure of that.”
That startled him. "What makes you think so?"
"Y ou've taken my namestones, and you hid the scissors.”

He snickered. "That, Notouch, is because you haven't got the senseto be afraid of what is happening
to you. Besides, | saw the knife sheaths." He gestured at her arms.

Ariacrossed her arms, gripping her empty sheaths.

"And you wonder why | don't want to leave sharp objectslying around.” His mouth quirked up into a
tight smile before he lapsed back into high-house tones. "Follow me. I'll show Ariawhere she can deep.”
"Asher Teacher commands.”

Eric ran histongue over hislips thoughtfully as he circled the sofato the back wall. He touched a
hand-sized rectangle that was ivory instead of tan. A door-shaped section of thewall did away asif
pulled oninvisble strings.



The space on the other side was so smdll it barely deserved the name "room.” An acove with adab
of the chair stuff init took up most of the back wall. "Bed" shelabeled it. Lines dissected the rest of the
wall spaceinto squares. A stool with aholein it had been welded to the floor in the far corner. That was
the extent of the place.

"Two things." Eric crowded hisbroad frame insde the tiny chamber. "One, the light. Touch heré'—he
pointed at another white square in thewall, this one above the bed acove—"once and it goes away .
Touch it again, and it comes back.

"Two"—he waved his hand at the stool—"when you need to say hello to abush, doit in there. Touch
here’—this time the square he pointed at was slver—"when you are finished. Understand that?"

"Bed, lamp, bush." She nodded at the appropriate objects.
"Stones"

She whirled around. Eric held out the lumpy black bundle she had made of her headcloth and her
treasures.

"Thank you," she said as she took them. Thistime, shereally meant it.
"Sleep until you wake up." Eric walked back out and the door did shut behind him.

Maybe by then I'll know what to make of you, she could practicaly hear him thinking. Maybe by
then, Teacher Hand, Eric Born, I'll know what to make of you.

Ariasat on the edge of the bed, and for amoment did nothing but hold the bundle of stonestightly
agang her chest.

"Where are you taking them, Mother?" asked Little Eye from memory. She had run one dirty,
nail-bitten finger across the smooth surface of the stone.

"Mother istaking them to learn about the Skymen." Ariatucked them into her pouch one at atime.
"She and they will be back soon.”

Namel ess Power s preserve me—Ariabowed her head over the stones—and do not et me have
lied to my daughter.

The memory of Little Eye gave afresh edge to Arias resolve. The Skymen sought power in the
Realm. Slver on the Clouds, the Heretic King of Narroways, had linked that quest for power to her
own. If Ariacould learn what was truly going on behind the Skymen's mysteries, if she could bring some
skill or piece of knowledge to the Redm, at the very least it would help her family survive the strangeness
sweeping theworld. At most... Arialet her redl hope surface. At most she could bargain with the
Narroways lordsto raise her family up from the mud and have them declared no longer Notouch. Such
things had happened before, maybe only in the gpocrypha, but maybe those stories would be enough.

After all, stories have been enough for me most of my life.

Don't lieto yourself. Ariafingered her bundle. If stories had been enough, you wouldn't be here
now. You want to make the stories come true.

She undid the knotted cloth. The bundle fell open and the stones glimmered in the stark light of the
glowing ceiling. They had taken no damage from her trestment of them. She had known they wouldn't.
Perfect and beautiful, they waited for her need.

Most Notouch hoped their children would grow to display the power gift. It was the one ability that
could raise them out of the mud and al the way up to the rank of Teacher.

According to the Teachersin the Temples, at any rate. Ariabrushed her pam across the stones
smooth, cool surfaces. According to them, the Nameless created the Royalsto rule, the Noblesto
administer, the Bondless to trade and travel, the Bonded to make and mend, and the Notouch to serve
al. That the power gift could arisein any child of the People wasthe sign that al were named by the
Nameless and al were under the eyes of the Servant.



They had forgotten, or in their arrogance ignored the fact, that there was at least one other kind of
person inthe Redm.

She glanced at the door.

No. Not here. Not now. He could come back at any second. Seep isonething, but if | try a
reading, I'll never wake up in time if he decides I'm too much trouble to cart about. She shook her
head. I'll have to wait. |'ve managed this much, | can wait.

Despite her long, unimaginably strange day, she was il ableto think clearly. That redlization brought
her amost as much comfort asthe weight of the stones againgt her lap.

| have Teacher...Eric Born shaken. That's good. That'll help. Everything | do successfully,
every time | get something right about this place, it's a blow to what he thinks | ought to be.
That's important. Keeping him off-balance might be as good a weapon as my knives, if it turns out
| need a weapon. Shelooked down at her bundle and stifled the fervent hope that this one Teacher was
what he was supposed to be, apreserver of the lives of the People. Her ssomach twisted when she
remembered the uncontrolled burst of ddight she'd felt when sheld heard him give the Teacher's greeting
inthe middle of the Skyman's chamber. She tightened her hold on the headcloth and cast around for
something el seto think about.

The easiest was the ship-place around her. It was a Skyman thing, there was no question about that.
The Skymen were not part of the realm of the Nameless, so they could not have power-gifted among
them. So this ship was meant for use by ordinary people. If that wastrue, anybody could learn the
workings.

It's going to be awhile before | know enough of the Skymen to find out what they want in the
Realm. There's nothing | can do about that now.

| can, however, find this Cam.

Ariadung the pouch of stonesfrom her belt again and faced the door. On the right side, about
shoulder height, hung a pale, palm-sized rectangle that matched the one sheld seen in the other room.
Ariatouched her fingertipsto it and the door did away.

Darknessfilled the bigger room. A glimmer of light caught her eye and shifted her gaze to the right.

Her heart froze. The window-wall was open. The emptiness with its countless lights gaped at her.
Arias knees collapsed. She tasted blood as she bit her tongue to block the scream congtricting her
throat. Her arms threw themselves up to shield her helpless head and eyes.

She screwed her eydids shut and dammed her hand flat againgt thewall. She must have hit the right
spot, because she felt the breeze as the door swished shut.

Blast him! Blast him headfirst into the Lif marshes and wash himinto the Dead Sea! Nameless
Powers preserve me! | thought | had him! | thought...Arias arms dropped and her eyelidsfluttered. |
thought he was going to make a stupid mistake and leave me free to wander, just because he's a
Noble facing a Notouch.

She began to laugh. Thelow, hoarse noise spilled out of her until her shoulders shook and tears
trickled out of the corners of her eyes.

"AriaBorn of the Black Wall, you are an idiot Notouch! Even the sconeswill not change that. Give
yoursdlf this. Whatever you think of the Teacher he was, Eric Bornis not stupid!" She wiped the back of
her hand across her eyes.

But, what is he?

Ariastood up and staggered, catching herself against thewall.

Goto deep, Aria.

She dragged her poncho off and laid it on the bed. Not trusting her balance anymore, she sat on the



bed to undo the laces around her leggings. The leggings themsalves pedled off in long strips of cloth that
shefolded on top of her sandas.

She unbelted her overtunic and dragged it over her shoulders. The scent of herself came off withiit.

| hope he has a bath in this place. | reek. She stripped off the knife sheaths and tossed them on the
pileof cothing.

One hand strayed to her waist and pressed againgt the thick, leather belt beneath her undertunic. It
chafed. It had been put on her when she first cameto her cycles. As much as the hand marks, it said she
was old enough to |leave the clan asawoman in need of protection and reminding. For a searing instant
her skin felt Nail in the Beam's heavy touch and missediit.

Well, get used to that, shetold hersdf roughly. He'll surely have divorced you by the time you get
back home.

Ariaconsdered taking the time to remove the belt, but aformless notion told her to leave it be. Part
of her had been far too relieved to see Eric Born and that part might need reminding, or protection.

Sherolled her clothesinto her poncho and dropped the bundle beside the bed. She stretched out
beneath the blanket and reached up until her hand found the lamp-light square. The room went black.
Her mind quickly followed itsexample.

Behind his cabin door, Eric shucked his clothing and stepped into the cleaner. The sonics shook the
dried swest off hisskin, but did nothing to shake the apprehension insgde him.

War. Eric's heart thudded. Over the Skymen. Has it reached the First City? Who's backing
Narroways?

| don't care, Eric reminded himsdf fiercely. | DON'T CARE.

Clean, but not relaxed, he pulled on his spare tunic and trousers and sat in front of the cabin's auxiliary
comm terminal. He switched the input setting from keyboard to audio. The screen lit up to show ablank,
grey background.

"Ready for input,” said aneuter voice from the spesker.

Ericlicked hislips. Thiswas going to bearisk. So far, there hadn't been any sign of Vitae pursuit, but
that didn't mean they weren't looking for him. Any transmission was a chance to be spotted and tracked.
But running blind, as he was now, was even more dangerous than running scared.

"Wanderer," he said in the language of the Redm. "Thisis Teacher Hand. Tell Dorias| need him."

He settled back to wait. May 16 was light-years away, and getting farther by the second. Eric folded
hisarms and drummed hisfingers againgt hisforearm, trying not to think too much. Dorias had tried to get
awarning to him. That meant he knew at least something about what was going on. Anything was better
than operating in total ignorance.

Atlong last, thetermind let out asingle, low chime. " Connection made.”
Eric pulled himsdf up sraight. "Dorias?’

The blank screen did not shift, but the termind’s voice degpened into an approximation of amae
baritone. "Eric! What took you so long? Are you on your way here?"

"Dorias, wait aminute, will you?' said Eric. "I'm not on my own and the Vitae have dl goneinsane. |
only got part of your message on Haron Station. What's going on?"

Therewas along stretch of sllence. "Eric, where are you?”'

"Onthe U-Kenai." said Eric with more than atouch of exasperation. "In flight.”

"I'm glad to hear that," said Dorias serioudy. "What contact have you had with the Vitae?!
"They tried to incarcerate me." Memory added hest to histone.



"Dothey 4ill havethe woman?*

Eric stared a the termina for amoment without answering. "How did you know about her?"
Doriassghed. "It'savery long story, Eric. | need to know, do they ill have her?'

"No," said Eric. "Sheswith me"

"Good," said Doriasin the same serious tone. "We need you both here. She was being taken to May
16 when the Vitae waylaid the ship.”

"Shewaswhat!" exclamed Eric. "Are Unifiersin the Redm!*

"Yes, Eric, ligen..."

"Therésawar going on in the Realm!" shouted Eric. "It's being encouraged by a group of Skymen..."
"HEic..."

"And you're saying it's your employerd™

"And I'm trying to stop it, Eric!"

Eric closed his mouth and clenched hisfists. He was shaking.

Doriastook advantage of his slence. "The Rhudolant Vitae have been scouting out the Realm of the
Nameless Powersfor years now. We couldn't find out why. So the Unifiers sent ateamin to try to get
the natives, the People, to agree to join the Human Family before the Vitae could get their handson
them. But there€re complications...”

"What kind of complications?" Eric demanded.

"Madame Chairman asked for volunteersto be brought to May 16. The Vitae hijacked the ship and
took the cargo...and we don't know why."

"Dorias," said Ericinalow, leve voice, "don't play gameswithme..."

"Eric, listentome. Y ou're being invited to come here, of your own freewill," said Dorias. "The
Unifierswant to hire you and offer sanctuary to the woman. ..."

"Stoneinthe Wadl dena AriaBorn of the Black Wall."

"Eric, if the Vitae want the Realm, your best bet for keeping it from them isto dly with the Unifiers,
and don't try to tell meyou don't care," he added. "We both know you've never sopped caring, Teacher
Hand."

Eric said nothing.

"I'm asking you to trust me, Eric," said Dorias. "LikeI'vetrusted you."

After along moment, Eric said, "All right, I'm on my way. I'll be therein abouit thirty hours."

"Thank you," said Dorias, and Eric broke the connection.

"| trust you, Dorias," said Eric to the blank screen and the universe at large. "But how can | trust those
fanaticsyou've dlied yoursdf with? They want her asbadly asthe Vitae did, and I'm not going to let any
of you have her or me until I know what you want usfor.”

Eric leaned back in the chair and stared at the deck between his bare feet. With startling clarity, he
saw two bodies there, faces contorted with the shock and pain that had killed them. Seven years
separated action from memory, but hismind still held every detail.

He'd scrambled onto his knees with his heart pounding and his ears ringing, barely able to understand
the voice whispering an unbeliever's prayer to the gods.

He'd helped Y ul Gan Perivar hide the bodies while Dorias ransacked the ship's e ectronic memory for
anything useful they could carry with them. Three of them had run away in the U-Kenai, whichwasjust a
shuttle belonging to the bigger ship whose owners had taken him from the Realm and died when they



tried to keep him for their own.

That was their mistake. The laws of the Nameless Powers couldn't keep me enslaved. What
made them think a pair of human beings could. Hetried to feel some measure of pride, or at least
satisfaction a that, but al he felt wastired.

Eric shook himsdlf and switched the terminal back to keyboard input and then into intercom mode.
Hetyped aseries of new directionsto Cam and then opened up an outside channdl to aworld called
Kethran.

Perivar would be willing to help keep Ariaout of the hands of the Vitae. If not out of friendship, then
because Eric could do him too much damage if he wanted to.

One of these days, there'll be somebody around who helps because they want to. Not because |
owe them, or they owe me. One of these days.

Until then, there was nothing to do but wait, and hope he was faster than even the Vitae could be.

Eric watched the spare cabin's door open. As she stood in the threshold, Aria's expression went from
petrified fear, to unpardleed relief, to absolute embarrassment as she saw that the view wal was turned
off, and that he waswaiting for her.

She did figure out how to open the door last night. Garismit's Eyes! Just as well for the Nobles
that all the Notouch aren't her grade of brainless! We'd all be dead in a week!

We? Eric winced inwardly. Them. They. | left that behind. Years and light-years behind.
In whose dreams was that, Teacher Hand? Not yours.

When held findly fallen adeep last night he had dreamed about the Walls. Broken Canyon, where the
Nameless Powers had argued over the namefor "stone.” Tiered Side, where the Servant Garismit kept
watch for the Aunorante Sangh. Red Stone, where the first battle between the Namel ess Powers and the
Aunorante Sangh took place. Old places, holy places, and he till knew the litany and the celebration that
went with each.

Just as he knew the laws for the Royal, the Noble, the Bondless, the Bonded, and the Notouch.

Eric shoved the thoughts well into the back of hismind so he could concentrate on the particular
Notouch in front of him. She'd dso, obvioudy, found some of his spare clothes. The azure pullover shirt
made her ashort dressand a pair of his black socks made thin leggings.

Who'd've thought a Notouch would have such fine legs?
Sopit, Eric.

She il wore her own belt and headcl oth. The stones were now hanging from her belt in an
emerald-colored pouch made of a sash held gotten for some forgotten forma occasion.

Eric beckoned out of the doorway. "1 wasn't sure you'd make it out. Good sign. | will be ableto do
something with you after dl.”

"Oh?" Amusement glittered behind her eyes as she collected her nerve and wits. "Y ou have something
inmind then?'

"Yes, | do." He pushed the plate full of ration squares acrossthetableto her. "Here, breakfast.” He
did over acup full of seaming liquid that approximated the brew they cdlled teain the Realm.

She sat down. "So Cam doesn't get to eat?' she asked as she picked up aration square. "Thisistwo
mealsweve had without hun."”

Eric found himsdlf strangling on another laugh. ™Y ou don't let an ideago, do you? All right. Just
remember, you asked." He turned toward the airlock corridor. "Cam! Come here!”

Her eyestracked around to the open threshold. With asmooth, mechanical pace, Camwalked in. It
might have been amoving statue of peach-colored clay dressed in saffron overdls. At least that was what



Eric had thought thefirgt time held seen one.

Ariajerked backward as far asthe chair would let her. Eric turned hisface awvay and fought the urge
togmile

Getting her angry at me won't accomplish anything.

"That isahuman-copy. It's another Skyman machine. It fliesthe ship at my orders and answersto
Icm].l n

"Ah." Shedid not rlax any.
Eric shook his head. "Return to the bridge, Cam."

As soon as Cam was out of sight, Aria settled herself back into anorma sitting position and
reclaimed her breakfast, which had dropped to the floor.

"I've been talking to afriend of mine." Eric eyed her for amoment. She absorbed the statement
camly. All right. "He thinks he might be ableto find aplace for you."

"What kind of place?' Shetook along swig of tea.
"Doesit matter?'

"Not redlly. | just like to know what I'm getting into, when | can.” She stuffed the last of the square
into her mouth and licked her fingers. Eric tried not to watch. Notouch table manners were gpparently no
better than their hygiene.

Sop that too, Eric. She wasn't brought up to know better. It was amazing how quickly the old
arrogance came back. For ten years he'd been a servant of onekind or another, and it till came back.

"I'dtdl you if | could, but I've got no ideawhat will happen. Perivar, my friend, was one of the
Skymen who took me over the World's Wall. Hewas a'so my first friend once | got out here. On top of
that, he owes me for afew years of slence. HEll find some place to put you. It may not be pleasant, but
it won't be life-threatening either.”

"Didyou tell him I'm Notouch?' Ariaheld up her scarred hand and wiggled her fingers.

Eric shook his head. "Not a soul out here would know a Noble from aNotouch, et done care. Y ou
are beyond the laws of the Nameless Powers."

She nodded, looking down into her tea. Her eyes narrowed amoment at whatever she saw in there
before she drank the last of it down.

"Therereafew thingswe have to take care of first," Eric went on.
Sheeyed himinslence.

"Firgt, you must understand you can never mention where you came from."
She set the cup down. "Why?*

Eric searched for the words to build an explanation. " Some of the Skymen, in their arrogance, or
kindness, | have never redly figured out which, have decided there are some worlds, or people, that
cannot handle meeting them and their ways without falling apart. So they pass lawsthat labe such places
forbidden. No trade, no speech, no exchange of any kind."

Ariasnorted. "I'm aNotouch from a Notouch world then. | wish the King in Narroways could
know!"

"Yes." Eric snorted. "I've met King Sun. He deserves to know that one.”

Ariashook her head. " Sun after the Storm doesn't hold the rule anymore. His granddaughter, Silver
on the Clouds, became King, two, no, three years ago." In the language of the Realm, there was only one
word for theruler of acity whether male or female. If aperson could hold the throne of one of the
twenty-nine city-states, they were cdled King. "It was during the Sege," Ariaadded.



The mention of the war dropped into Eric's mind like a stone. He swallowed and picked up the
broken thread of histhoughts. "Not al the Skymen think the same thing about. .. Notouch worlds. Some
of them raid those places on aregular basisfor talent or knowledge. There's one group, the Alliance for
Reunification, that try to bring isolated worldsinto whet they call 'the Human Family.' But"—he leaned
forward—"what isimportant to you and me isthat there are Skymen who consider being taken from a
Notouch world a crime and any people from such aworld that they catch"—he caught her gaze and held
it—"are sent back."

" am not ready to go back yet," said Ariaflatly.

Eric hung hishead. "Aria, try to understand. Y ou are over the World's Wall now, and you may never
get back.”

Emotionsflickered across her face too fast for Eric to identify. "1 got over. I'll get back when I'm
ready." She gathered hersdlf together and managed afairly casud shrug. "Until then, I'll say nothing about
my birthplace.

Eric rubbed his pamstogether. Leaveit. Let her believe whatever'll give her comfort. She'll
learn otherwise soon enough. "All right. Now, theré's only one thing left to do.”

"What?'
"Teach you how to look a someplace without wallswithout having fits."
Very dowly, her hands knotted into fists. "'l see”

"The Realm of the Nameless Powersisthe only place I've ever seen withaWorld'sWall," hetold
her. "All the others are open. Wide-open. | can't take you to Perivar if you can't walk outside.”

She hesitated, staring down at the backs of her fists.
"What do | haveto do?’

She's got all the nerve the Nameless had to hand out, Eric thought as he stood up. I'll give her
that for free.

"Let metieyou up again.”
"Why?' Her voice stayed cam.

"So you don't hurt me, or yourself when | turn on,” he stopped and retrand ated the term, "open up
the window-wal again."

"All right," she croaked.

"Well start now." Action, any action, was better than giving himself timeto think about what might or
might not be happening in the Ream.

He brought out the repair tape again and, as deftly as possible, tied her legs together and strapped her
armsto her sides. Then, he trussed her tightly againgt the chair. He rummaged through the medical
drawer and found adry cloth. He held it in front of her mouth. " So you won't bite through your tongue.”

Her teeth clamped together around the cloth and her eyes followed him as he crossed the room. He
held hishand over the reader and braced himsdif.

Theview wal switched on. Infinity peeked in at them and Ariawent into spasms. Armsand legstried
to flail out. Teeth ground againgt the cloth and throat screamed. Her eyes clenched themsalves shut. Her
head thudded against the sofa back. Eric winced and turned hisface away. At the same time, he was
glad he hadn't had the nerveto try to hold her himsalf. She would have gotten away, but not before they
both had broken bones.

Eventudly, she dumped againgt the back of the chair, breathing heavily.
"AriaBorn of the Black Wall, look up.”



She was too worn out not to do as he said. Her eyes drank in the scene on the view wall and the
wholething Sarted again.

It was along, miserable circuit. Sheld scream hersdlf out, then get another look at the vacuum and
gart again. A couple of times she actualy passed out and he had to get stimulants from the medica kit to
shock her awake so she could start screaming and struggling again.

She's not going to make it. Heleaned againgt thewall. She may be the most incredible excuse for
a Notouch in the Realm of the Nameless, but she doesn't have the strength to get through this.
She's going to go crazy, and then I'm going to have to...to...He couldnt make himsdf finish the
thought.

Somehow, though, by force of nerves or desperation, Eric didn't know, she held on to her sanity. She
lifted her head from the lopsided angle where it had fallen and opened wide eyes that matched the
blackness of the void. She looked out at the emptiness. She did not scream. Her hands twitched but she
dtilled them. Her eyes stayed open.

"Thank you, oh al Nameless Powers." Eric rubbed tired eyes and ears.

Without switching the view wall off, he cut her free from the tape. He summoned up the memory of
hisown bresking in. It lent him the sympathy he needed to extend his hands and help her to her feet. She
accepted his support without protest, leaning heavily againgt him.

"Bed," he said to her, as he opened the spare cabin. "Slegp. Some morefood. Y ou've beaten it, Aria
Panetsdeis going to be nothing next to that.”

She toppled onto the mattress and flung her arm over her eyes. Her wrist was a mass of weltsfrom
fighting againgt her bonds.

Something that wasn't contempt, fear, or caution turned over inside him. Eric opened up the path to
his power gift and stretched out his hand.

Her arm flinched when he touched her, but did not drag itsdlf free. The reach of his gift found the
damaged flesh in her and took hold of it gently. Thiswas more complicated than breaking locks. Her
body had aready begun the healing, but he had to encompass that beginning in order to speed the
processalong. All of it. A missed step would bring infection, or worse. Eric's vison blurred over and his
heart began to pound in his chest.

And it was done. He released her.
Ariarubbed her smooth, clean wrigt. "Thank you."

"Yourewelcome." Hegulped ar like adrowning man. "I'd gppreciateit if you didn't tell anyone about
that either. The Skymen have very strange notions about healers.”

"Therewill be noword from me."
Hesmiled. "Seep,” he ordered, and |eft the cabin.

When the door shut behind him, Eric collgpsed onto the sofa. He was shaking, and it was not from
the adrendine shock that normally came after ahedling.

What is the matter with me? Garismit's Eyes, | don't have time for this! He pounded hisfist
againd histhigh. Get her away. Now. May the Power s bless Perivar for taking her. I've got to
think. Figure out what to do next.

His mind was not ready to let go yet. Instead, it gathered up al the memories of Lady Fireit could
find and handed them acrossto him. He saw the quiet beauty in her face the second she had opened the
door to her house so he could enter and hed her husband'sfever. He fdlt the touch of her mouth, saw the
lightin her eyes

He remembered the sweat and screams and blood that came with the birth of their baby. The baby
that was dead and buried by his own power-gifted hands. Because that was the Law. That was what the



Name ess demanded. Born of an adulterous union, its blood was untraceable. Such blood could be
diverted by the Aunorante Sangh. It had to die and Eric had done as the Words instructed and Lady Fire
had cursed him for it.

And now there waswar. Maybe in the First City. Maybe not. War over the Skymen's presence, and
it was known that Lady Fire had consorted with him and that he had |eft with the Skymen and...

Maybe the war was for the best. Maybe the Heretics and the Skymen would weaken the Words,
would destroy the hold they had on the Realm and on Lady Fire. Then he could go back, and he could...

Eric knew he was decelving himsdf. Ten years and ten times as many light-years of travel hadn't been
enough to wipe the Words out of him. No matter how hard held tried. Part of him would never cal
anywhere but the Realm home, and it would not stop resenting the oneswho drove him away fromit. It
would take the death of every Teacher in the Realm to silence the Wordsin the world.

Somehow, he doubted liberation of the People from their supergtitions was what the Skymen were
after.

| don't care, | can't care! Eric buried hisfacein hishands. It's the Rhudolant Vitae I've got to
worry about, not...not the Realm or their war. It'stheir war, over their laws. Not mine. Not
anymore. Not again.

He stayed like that for along time. When he wasfinaly ableto raise his head again, he stared out at
the void, hearing the screams of women in hismind.

3—The Hundredth Core Encampment, Hour 11:34:25, Core Time

Our world is gone. Gone. They stole the whole world while from on high...we
watched

—Fragment from "The Beginning of the Hight,"
from the Rhudolant Vitae private history, Archivesl|

Whatever else, | was honest. | held to the terms of my contract. Whatever judgment they make
against me, it will not be for breaking my word.

Thethought did nothing to warm Basg. In truth, the chill hadn't eft his blood since held reported the
loss of the artifacts. He sat fiffly in the shuttle's padded seat, hands spread on his knees. The robe that
covered him was pure white, a color that alowed no status, no alegiance, and no work.

"Y ou do not have to wesar this," said Caril, even though she got it out for him with her own hands
ingtead of leaving it to the automatics.

"l do. Eric Born was my study. The security of him and the other artifacts was my responsibility.”
Basg could il fed the rough edges of the shattered bolts under hisfingertips.

"The Contractorswill not say it was abreach. They will seethereisno way you could have known.
All the evidence indicated that he manipulated datastreams, not hardware.”

The memories of Caril's reassurances didn't offer Basq any more warmth than preening himself for his
honorable behavior had. His study of Eric Born had contributed directly to the rediscovery of the Home
Ground. The promoations that had followed had been exhilarating. He had been ableto tell himsdif that
memory of his past shame had been wiped away by this success.

Do | have the strength to defend myself again? Do | have the means?
Bagg felt hiswhole body dump farther down in the seet. | don't know.

Theview wall in front of him showed the gleaming length of tether stretching out to its anchor on the
encampment's core. Outsiders compared Rhudolant Vitae encampments to spiderwebs or jewelson



strings, depending on how they felt toward the Vitae at the moment. For this gathering, fifteen white and
mirror-skinned ships had been moored to the elongated core. Each ship was tethered to its neighbors as
well asto the core with bundles of polycarbon cable. When a current was applied, the strands maintained
acrysta-fiber structure that allowed the tether to remain rigid. The cor€'s rotation kept the shipsat an
even distance from each other and kept all the tetherstaut.

If the current was cut, the tethers could fray and tear, sending the ships careening out into space.

Bagq redized, with asmall jolt, why he was brooding on them. Hefdt asif histethers had aready
been torn.

At thisdistance, Basg could see the curve of the coré's mottled sde. Asthe shuttle did forward along
the tether, it looked to Basg asiif the core expanded. The curved side became agleaming wall that
blocked out the vacuum and the starlight. Modules and antennae, some more than a kilometer across,
rose from a surface of smooth ceramic, but most of the surface was covered with the hulks of tanks.
Tanksfor fuel and coolant and hydrogen and nitrogen and al the other essentia s that needed to be
carried with them between the worlds. Like the home ships, the core was fully mobile, if dow compared
to the freighters and runnersthat clung to its sdes between the tanks and the tethers.

Basq glanced toward the rear of the shuttle, in the direction of his ship, the Grand Errand. Hedid
not move his hand to switch on the view wall that would let him seeit.

They will not let me go home again.

Eric Born and the female were too important for any Contractor to let this matter go. The Home
Ground was at stake. Hisfailure might have delayed the Vitag's chance to fully return.

The gravity and inertid regulators adjusted themsalves so that Basq could fed the shuttle dowing. The
view wall showed the docking corridor extending itself from the core to lock onto the shuttle's hatch.
Basg stood and smoothed the fabric of hiswhite robe.

Now the real work begins. Theinvocation sounded in hismind before he could stop it.

The docking corridor led straight into the Home Hall. Basq stepped through the arch into the domed
chamber. All around him, smulated congtdllations blazed on ablack background. A sunthe size of his
head burned to the left. Directly opposite, the blue-and-white swell of the Home Ground filled the entire
wall. Rising behind it, agrey moon caught the sunlight. Farther off, planets shone as coins of light, or
thumbnalls, or pinpricks.

Terra, Luna, Ares, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune. Beginning with the Home Ground, he
recited the names held learned as a childhood litany. His eyes picked out each patch of light as he named
it. The Home Ground. The Host System. All of it lost to the grip of the Aunorante Sangh, the oneswho'd
been bred to serve and had betrayed their trust. Beware your own creations, Vitae. They have
already robbed you.

How many times have | heard that? How many times have | repeated it? And when the time
COIMES. ..

A tiny breeze told him the door had opened. Basq turned to see the two Contractors walk forward.
Avir, with her chestnut hair braided so it hung down the back of her midnight-colored tunic, looked Basq
over with critical eyes surrounded by star-shaped scars. Black-robed Kelat, who stood beside her, was
amember of the Amputants. He had only four fingers on hisright hand. He would not have the missing
one regrown unless and until he walked on the Home Ground. Basg bent in obei sance until hisforehead
pressed against the smooth, warm floor. These two held his name.

"Please get up, Ambassador Basg," said Contractor Avir.

Basg's heart skipped abeat. Used my title. Then they don't consider my contract broken yet. He
lifted his head.

Keat nodded once. "No code or lock currently in place could have kept the artifact designated Eric



Born confined if he wanted to escape. Y ou are not at fault. Y ou fulfilled your contracted dutiesto the
leve of the available resources and information. We do not need to continue this audience. You are
required at the strategy conference.” In unison, the Contractors turned and glided into the corridor.

Basq raised himself to hisfeet and trailed behind them, half-dazed.

Not at fault. Not at fault. The words sang insgde him. For amoment, the idea flashed through him
that the singing was loud enough for Caril to hear.

Multiphase frescoes lined the corridor walls. Each depicted a sequence from the Fight, moment
blending into moment so that the blur of history surrounded Basq and the Contractors as they passed. At
Basg'sright side, an Aunorante Sangh bowed to a crowd of people, then leaned over acontrol bank.
The scene twisted and dissolved into ashower of sparks. To hisleft, atrio of Survivors crowded around
aship'sempty data-hold and raised their fists to the sky, then they bent to their work, growing old and
older until, at last, fresh generations took their place. Beyond that, a globe of the Home Ground rotated
serendy. Clouds shifted acrossits surface and, in a heartbest, it vanished.

The only single-phase art was held in the ceiling mosaic that spelled out the names of the Home
Ground in the oldest languages the Vitae knew.

At the end of the corridor, thewall parted to let them into the conference room.

The Contractors completed the committee. Two Bio-technicians, two Historians, and two Senior
Ambassadors aready sat at the round table. Basq recognized Uary, the Bio-tech who had been assigned
to study the "stones' carried by the femae artifact. Uary raised his sculpted eyebrows briefly astheir eyes
met.

You didn't expect to see me again, thought Basg. Well, in truth, 1 didn't expect you to see me
again either.

The robes of dl the people around the table were the solid unbroken colors of their speciaties,
amethyst, scarlet or mist grey. No bands or sigilsindicated subranks or alegiance owed to anyone el se.
These were all encampment leaders and residents of the core. Two Witnessesin their jade green robes
stood at the back of the room and watched the gathering. Each wore acamera set over theright eye,
giving their facesadistorted, unnatural appearance.

The doors seded themselves, but privacy did not thaw the air of formality as Basq had expected.
Avir and Kedlat bowed briefly to the committee. Basq again made full obeisance a their feet, waiting for
his name and work to be made known.

Avir spokefirdt. "l am named Contractor Avir Ose Cien and let the memory show | have been
appointed to speak for Advisory Committee 196. Contractor Kédat is our liaison with Advisory
Committee 84. Here we speak of the Reclamation of the Home Ground. All we say here will be known
aslong as Vitae ask 'in those days, what was done?, "What course did they take to succeed? or 'What
course did they taketo fail? This committee has been convened to advise the Reclamation Assembly
about the action required to secure the populated segment of the Home Ground. To further that end, to
this committee | bring the work and name of Ambassador Basg of the Grand Errand.” Basg stood with
his shoulders straight and hisface cam, as he had learned to do during his gpprenticeship. "His
observations gave usagreat ded of information about the artifacts that <till exist on the Home Ground. It
ismy intention to contract his services fully to the work of this committee and the Reclamation.”

Basg's heart began to pound againgt hisribs. To the Reclamation? Directly? Me? My hands? My
work? Hismouth felt dry. Fear and elation warred insde him. If this happened, his name would be
witnessed and remembered for his success, or hisfallure.

No, | will riseto this. My work will be my seal. My words, my thoughts will be remembered
with pride when we walk on the Home Ground.

Oneof the Higtorians, awithered woman with silver droplets dangling from her pierced earsand chin,



waved two fingersto indicate she was about to speak. "What would be the requirements of that
contract?"'

Basg fought to keep his eyes straight ahead. He was not present yet. He had been named but not
been accepted. To indicate that he could hear what was said about him would have been to admit he
cared more about himsdf than about the work he would be assigned.

Kelat spoke with measured tones. "He will use the data gathered from his observations of the artifacts
designated Eric Born and Stone in the Wall combined with the information gathered by Bio-technician
Uary and Ambassador Ivaeto assessthe leve of danger presented by the artifacts that exist on the
Home Ground and to determine an effective strategy for combating that danger.”

From the corner of hiseye, Basq could see Uary's gaze rest on him. The set of the Bio-tech'sface
spoke of resentment. Anger sparked in Basg, but he did not move his eyesto look directly at Uary. The
Witnesses d so had their eyes on him. He would not begin his remembered existence with such disregard
for proprieties.

Ivale was as bald and dender as Basg, but even seated, he towered over the rest of the committee by
fifteen centimeters. ""Contractors Avir and Kelat, how long have you held Basg's name?'

"By time measured in the Hundredth Core, five years, ten months, four days, and seven hours.
Renewals have been specifically requested four times™” said Avir

Ivale nodded and opened his mouth again, but Uary signaled for speaking time.
"l have a security issue," he said as Avir acknowledged him.

"Please outline thisissue, Bio-technician Uary." There was an edgein Avir'swords. Basg suppressed
agmile. Uary had been the one to discover the genetic evidence in Eric Born's blood that had solidified
Basg's claim that Born had come from the Home Ground. As aresult, Uary's words carried weight, but
evidently, not that much.

"Basq permitted Stone in the Wall to regain the composite globes she carried and use them as
wespons. Heisthus directly responsible for the loss of the human-derived artifacts aswell asthe globes.
| submit that the Ambassador does not know enough about the artifacts to make real-time predictions of
their behavior or provide adequate compensation for such behavior.”

So that iswhy your eyes burn, thought Basg. | 1ost you those globes.

"Further,” Uary went on, "it isstill unknown why the floor restraints were not activated soon enough
to prevent their loss"

"A true satement and afair issue” said Kdat.

Basg amost broke then, to make obei sance to the Contractors, to shout it had been amistake and
there would be no repetition. Do not deny me this chance. Do not remove me from this work. Fear
underscored the thoughts, because the issue was red and the criticism too well deserved.

Trust those who hold your name. Trust that they have seen this, too. Trust that they have an
answer, Basg told himself firmly, but another, older, ever-present fear began to crawl into his thoughts.
No. Even Uary would not try to hold me accountable for Jahidh.

Avir nodded in agreement with Kedlat. "But let it be remembered ad ongside the facts regarding
Ambassador Bagq that you authorized the release of the globes to Ambassador Basg without providing
proper security or oversight of their digposition. The video record of the transaction showsthat you sent
only one Intership Ambassador with the globes and did not give him ingtructions to remain with them and
ensure their safe restoration to your laboratory.”

Avir'swords hung heavy intheair and al the people at the table turned their attention to Uary.

"| acknowledge my responsibility,” said Uary camly. "My Contractors have my report and my
detailed admissons of thefault in my procedure. But that fault wasin trusting the knowledge and



experience of Ambassador Basg. | am concerned about trusting him too much when the Reclamation of
the Home Ground is at stake."

Basg didn't know whether he wanted to scream or smply fall down and die. Trust, trust, trust, he
ordered himsdlf. Avir and Kelat will not let this go unchallenged. They will not. How they are
remembered is bound up with how | am remembered. Vary will not mention Jahidh, even if there
isno way | can make a good answer about his defection. He was removed from my supervision.
Heis not my fault. He has nothing to do with this.

Keat rested his fingertips againgt the tabletop. "Bio-technician Uary, can you here before formal
Witnesses cite flaws in Ambassador Basg's research?" he asked.

"l cannot,” admitted Uary.
"Can you cite errorsin the conclusions he has drawn based on that research?!
After along pause, Uary said, "'l cannot.”

"Then theissue is not organic to the contract we propose for Ambassador Basg. Theissueis
procedurd. If the Ambassador's contract is approved by this committee, | propose an additiona contract
will be drawn up with a Forma Witness agreed upon by the committee. Bio-technician Uary will have
veto powers of the choice of Witness. The Witnesswill havefind say over any and al security decisons
regarding Ambassador Basg's work and will have the authority to subcontract other Witnesses and
services as may be required to enforce prudent and reasonable security for that work.

"Will that satisfy your issue, Bio-technician Uary?'

Uary considered the matter.

He'sgoing to do it. He's going to remind them about Jahidh. He will lay the faults of my child,

my child | was not allowed to supervise, at my feet. HE'll cast doubts upon my memory any way he
can to keep me off the committee because | lost him those globes and his chance for promotion.

"Contractor Avir, it will satisfy my current issue," said Uary.

A flood of relief washed through Basg and he had to work to keep it from showing. Even if | must
endure a Witness, it's all right, Basg told himsdlf. If the Witness watches me, the Witness also
watches Uary, and | believe it is Uary who will provide the more...entertaining show.

"Arethere any other issuesto be raised regarding the contracting of Ambassador Basg?" inquired
Kelat.

The slence stretched out and with each heartbest Basq felt hope grow stronger.

"Then," said Avir, "I invoke the name | hold. Ambassador Basg Hanr Sone of the Grand Errand.”
Basq turned to face her as she recited the conditions of his contract. At last she said, "Do you understand
the respongbilities to be laid beside your name?”

"Contractor Avir, | do." Basq hoped hisvoice wasfull of calm assurance. He couldn't tell. His heart
was pounding too loud for him to hear anything properly.

"And do you believe you possess the skill necessary to complete this contract?!

"l do."

"And do you agree to the appended contract that will place you under the authority and eye of a
Formal Witness for the duration of this contract?’

"l do."
"Then we bind your name to this contract,” said Kelat. "Ready your resources for the work you are
assgned.”

Basq made the half obeisance hisinvocation required. Helet dl the pride he felt show in hisface. It
was gppropriate now. He was officidly part of the committee, and Uary could dine on hisobjectionsin



Slence.

"This committee shdl join the Reclamation Assembly in fifteen days as measured in the Hundredth
Core" said Avir. "In Sx core days, this committee will reconvene to compare information and initiate
such procedures as arein its sphere of authority so that we may report to the Assembly that we are
moving ahead expeditioudy.” Avir smiled warmly a her committee. "Now, my friends, the red work
begins"

"Therea work begins," chorused the committee. When the sound of their voices died away, the
Witnesses closed their eyes and bowed. The meeting was ended.

Still dazzled from the turn of events, Basg forgot to move. Avir reached out and shook his shoulder.
"Thetime for dreaming is when we wak on the Home Ground, Ambassador," Avir laughed.
Basq fdlt his cheeks heat up. "I was not dreaming, Contractor, | was. ..readjusting.”

Avir nodded. "1 can understand the need, but there is not much time for that. Let me giveyou Iva€'s
nameformaly.”

Basg followed Avir around the table to where Ivale stood talking with Uary. Asthey approached,
Uary looked up from the conversation. A spasm of distaste crossed his fegtures.

"Ambassador Ivae," said Avir. "With your permission, | shall present your full name to Ambassador
Basg of the Grand Errand.” Ivale nodded his acknowledgment. " Ambassador Basg, | present to you
the name of Ambassador Ivae Muirfinn Bren of the Hundredth Core." Basg timed his obeisance to
match Ivaes. "l leave you to arrange your work," said Avir, and she left them there to join Kelat, who
was spesking with the Higtorians.

"I've never seen a Contractor show such faith in the work of a Beholden," remarked Uary. Basq
could hear theforced casualnessin hiswords. "I must access your files, Ambassador, and look into your
previouswork."

"Should you choose to do so, you will find that | accept both credit and blame asthey are due me,"
Baxq replied smoothly. "I do not shirk one while seeking the other.”

"Listen to me, both of you,” said Ivae coolly. "Do not permit these differences to grow into aquarrel.
We cannot afford to be divided in this committee. The Imperiadists are making themselves heard in the
Reclamation Assembly. The successes the Unifiers have been enjoying over the past years are making
many of the Assembly members uneasy. If the Imperialists appear more united and reasoned than we do,
they may just get their way and then the Vitae will become nothing more nor less than arace of

warmongers.”
Basq instantly bowed his head and pressed his pam against his mouth to seal in any morefoolish
words. Uary remained unmoved.

"Ambassador Basg," said Ivae. "In addition to the tasks specificaly outlined when your name was
invoked, | would ask you to place the cases of the artifacts Eric Born and Stone in the Wall into
perspective with the larger group of artifacts. Specificaly, you are to determine asfar as possible how
dangerousthey are to us and the Reclamation, under what circumstances they would become most
dangerous, and what precautions should be taken to prevent those circumstances. My filesfrom the
direct observation of the artifacts on the Home Ground are open for your review. Y ou will add the
information gained by Bio-technician Uary to your assessments.” Ivae glowered a Uary. "And you will
cooperate fully, Uary."

Uary's mouth twitched. " Ambassador Ivae, | wish to wak with my children on the Home Ground.
Thework iswhat isimportant to me, not who doesit or who ordersit.”

"Asit should be" said Ivde. "l will expect you to take the relevant conclusions that Ambassador
Basq discoversinto account with your work. We will convene our subcommittee in seventy-two hours
with al available current information correlated and ready for presentation. Do you have any issues or



additionsto raise againgt thisplan?' Formality flattened out the emotion in Iva€svoice.
"l have none," said Basg immediately.

"l havenone at thistime," said Uary. "I reserve theright to raise any that occur in the future for your
attention, Ambassador lvae."

"You havethat right in perpetuity.” Ivae straightened afold in hisdeave minutely. It wasadismissve
gesture and Basg took a small measure of satisfaction from the sour look it brought to Uary's face.
"Ambassador Basg, your real work begins now. Technician, you must be present as the Contractors
assign aWitness to accompany the Ambassador back to the Grand Errand.”

Dismissed, Basq bowed and |eft the room as quickly as dignity would allow. He didn't spare aglance
a any of the artworks or core inhabitants as he hurried down the spiraling corridor toward the core's
center.

The Hundredth Core followed the layout of al the fourth generation cores. At the end of the spira
spread a public annex. Pillarlike communication booths broke up a domed space that rivaled the Home
Hall for sze and grandeur. The murds of Vitae shipsin flight that covered the walls here had dl been
painted with hand tools and unaugmented skill.

Basg shut himsdlf into one of the booths and activated the control pad as he sat down. Before the list
of hisoptions had a chance to solidify in the display space above the pad, hisfingers flashed acrossthe
controls, opening thelinesto the Grand Errand and his quarters, and Caril.

L ess than five seconds passed before the full-body image of Caril seated in front of her own termina
appeared above the keypad.

"Theforma copies of the contracts just arrived,” he, said, bresthless with pride and triumph. "I knew
al would gowdll, but..."

"l know, | know." Basq felt himself smile. "But we must leave our celebration for when thework is
done. | will be under the eye of aWitness before | arrive back home. Listen, | have been grouped on a
subcommittee with Bio-technician Uary. Heis determined to minimize my effectiveness, and maybeto
disengage me from the direct Reclamation work. Eventudly, | may need away to combat him publicly.”

Caril nodded. "Then you may need information about his activities. | can make that my work and |
will. I'll have the quarters ready when the Witness arrives. We will be remembered well, Basg. | swear
it

"l swear it aswell, Caril. | will see you with unaided eyes within the hour." She smiled a him and
Basg shut the lines down.

Basq redlized how lucky he'd been to find Caril. Most contracted support staff would not go beyond
officia duty and would move on as soon as a better contract came their way, but Caril had abiding
ambitionsand love aswell asduty in her soul. Basq had offered to make her apermanent part of hislife
gladly. She had accepted at once, even though permanent subservience to one person meant ardative
demotion. She had known Basg would rise, even when he had doubted it. She would rise with him and
shetruly deserved to do so.

Basq did not let himsdlf think about what she would have doneif the contracts had not come and the
white robe had become areflection of his permanent status. Instead, he opened the linesto the transport
coordination section and requested a shuttle back to the Grand Errand. Thedisplay informed him that
the shuttle was available and the Witness was awaiting hisarriva at the Home Hall.

Good to know, Basg thought as he closed the lines and shut the terminal’s power off. | will be ready
to receive theminto my life. He savored the thought. The Reclamation of the Home Ground wasfirst
and foremogt, of course, but it would not be abad thing to assure agood place for Caril and himself
when the Rhudolant Vitae waked there. Being favorably remembered by aWitness was the surest
course to such aplace, especidly if his Contractors and Ambassador Ivale could say they shared that



memory.

The Home Hall wasfilled with activity when Basq got there. Members of the committee were being
escorted down the docking corridors by entourages numbering between six and ten Beholden. Residents
of the core greeted arrivas from the encampment’s ships.

The only il figurein the room wasthe Witness. A dark-skinned woman severd centimeterstaller
than Basq and at |east ten kilos heavier, she stood like a single-phase satue. The movements of the other
peoplein the hall did not so much asruffle the hem of her jade robe or the ends of her black hair. She
had a soft-sided case dung over one shoulder. Thelens of her camera's eyepiece glinted with reflected
light.

Basq concentrated on keeping his face smooth and devoid of emotion while he racked hisbrains
trying to remember the etiquette for greeting the Witness one had been assigned. Before he had to resign
himsdlf to making hisfirst remembered action apublic display of ignorance, the Witness moved. With
more grace than even a Contractor, she glided toward him. As she neared, Basq redlized shewas an
Amputant, but amuch more devout one than even Contractor Kelat. She raised aflexible, silicate hand
toward himin greeting.

Why should | be surprised? Most Witnesses are fanatics. That would be especially true for any
Witness Uary agreed to. Basg tried not to frown. / will have to find a way to remind Caril how
careful we must be.

" Ambassador Basg, with your permission | will present you my name." Her voice was deegp and hed
an oddly musicd qudity about it. "I am Forma Witness Winema Avin-Dae Uratae. Do you accept that |
am the Witness contracted to you by the Reclamation Advisory Committee or do you require
verification?'

Thewords triggered the memory of alesson from his graded schooling. To ask for proof wasto
impugn the Witness. Impugning the Witness might skew the observation. So, Basg said, "I accept that
you are my contracted Witness."

"Then accept that my memory carries you. On the memory of my own self | swear | will remember
accurately." Winemasaid the words with such fervor it might have been her first time uttering them. Basg
doubted that was the case. Uary would not let a novice be assigned to him.

Now came the difficult part. He had acknowledged and accepted the Witness. With the formalities
observed, he had to ignore her completely. Supposedly, that would become easier with time, but for now
maintaining that attitude was going to be afight. Basg pivoted and started for the docking corridor that
connected the shuttle to the core. Winemafdl into step behind him, as silent as his shadow. He climbed
aboard the shuttle and took a seat near the front. He heard the dight creak asthe Witness sat behind him.
Heimagined he could fed the point on the back of his head where her camerawas directed. His scalp
began to itch.

It won't always be like this. I'll be free during my off-shift time. She's just contracted to watch
me while | work.

Which means she's contracted to watch the dataflow on my terminal. | will have to keep that
alwaysin mind. Theitchintensfied.

Witnesses are necessary, Basg reminded himsdf. Especially now that we are dealing with
artifacts again. The artifacts defeated the ancestors because they were able to rob them of the
information needed to quell the rebellion. They will not be able to do that to us. They will not be
able to win that way even if they retain any knowledge of their rebellion and the Flight. In each of
the three thousand cores there were sequestered twenty-four Witnesses with eldetic memory. They held
al the vital knowledge of the Rhudolant Vitae. When her contract was completed, Winemawould not
only transfer her cameras record into one of the datastores, she would recite her memory of Basg to one
of the Witnessesin the Hundredth Core. If the artifacts wanted to wipe out al the history and learning of



the Vitae again, they would have to murder al the Eidetic Witnesses.

But ruining the Ancestor's datastores was not all they did to defeat the Ancestors, was it?
Under the gaze of the Witness, Basq felt the shackles of responsibility take hold. They have obviously
retained their abilities. If they have retained any portion of their memory, any portion of the
Flight, how are we going to find a way to stop them from moving the Home Ground out of reach
again?

With an effort of will, Basq shoved the doubts aside. We will find the knowledge. | will find the
knowledge.

Basg knew it was an arrogant idea, but he did not hesitate to admit to himsdlf that it wasalso a
pleasant one.

Panning his strategies made the trip back to the Grand Errand bearable. Theitch on the back of his
scap never quite went away, but he was able to cover hisawareness of it with lists of things he needed to
accomplish in the next seventy-two hours.

Caril waswaiting for him when he and Winemaemerged from the shuttle into the Grand Errand's
gold-and-mauve receiving area.

"Welcome home, Hushand," she said as she made her obeisance, bending over the small stack of
holosheets she carried.

"Wherever you stand to welcome meis home, Wife" The clichewasalittle informal, consdering the
circumstances, but well within the bounds of propriety.

"These are the contracts which arrived in your absence.”
She handed him the sheets. "I have verified their origins and reviewed them for completeness.”

Excellent, thought Basg, as he shuffled through the stack of sheets. Thiswill demonstrate her
efficiency and my trust in her. The heat from his hands and the patterns of hisfingerprints activated the
displays on each sheet as he touched it. The stack held the contract from Avir and Kelat, aswell asthe
subcontract labeling him Beholden to Ivale. Basq felt warm breath upon his cheek and amost jumped out
of hisskin. Winemawas reading over his shoulder.

I will get used to this, | will get used to this. Hewaited until his hands stopped shaking to give the
sheets back to Caril. "Thank you. Y ou should record my acknowledgment of receipt as soon aswe
return to our quarters.”

"1 will makethismy work," she said. Caril took her place beside him and they |eft the receiving hall
for the corridor to the lifts. Winemafollowed without a sound.

The Grand Errand was of much newer construction than the Hundredth Core. The support girders
and network fibers were hidden by sheaths of crystaline optical matter rather than panels of plastics or
ceramics. Although the optica matter was much more flexible than the traditiond solidsand it had a
certain dignity, being one of the private technologies, Basq thought that the solids had a specia grandeur.
Nothing could be changed aboard the older ships without planning and cooperation. Here, asingle
technician tapped a pattern to clear aspot in thewall. Under her hand, a square of grey-white wall turned
orange and cleared to reved aweb of yelowish fibers. A few meters away from her, aman wearing the
grey-and-tan armbands of the support services section pressed a holosheet and flat keypad in the wall
and began tapping whatever information flowed through the fibersin that particular section. Doubtless
they al had orders and contractsto fulfill, but it was al so...solitary and so easy. Almost improperly so.
Even the Imperidists could make changes. The public parks had their treaties written acrossthewalls. A
swift gesture with his hand had wiped them clear, but the fact that they had been there at all 1eft abitter
sensation in hismind. Basg wondered if he might apply to move himself and Caril to the Hundredth

Coreto be closer to the Advisory Committee. It was worth considering.
Thelift to their residence section was nearly full. Like dl the ships, the Grand Errand kept itsliving



guartersin its heart, where they could best be sheltered from accidents and everyday occurrences, like
the hard radiation that never stopped bombarding the ship. The crowd parted respectfully to make room
for Basg and his entourage. Caril tapped the code for their home level on thewall. Her fingerprints were
her authorization and the lift added their destination to the list displayed about the trand ucent doors as
they closed.

"Ambassador Basg?'

Basq turned and looked up dightly. A thin man with agreying, braided beard and ared-and-gold
badge that marked him as administrative support for communications stood beside him.

"The word of your new assignment has been spreading across the decks. May | congratulate you, Sir?
Y our work brings agood memory for the Grand Errand.”

Basg inclined his head. The man was obvioudy a status seeker, but there was no reason not to be
polite, especidly with Winemawatching. “Thank you. | only hope my future work will do the same." He
glanced over at Caril, who stood alittle in front of the man. She nodded. She would note the man's
badge code before they reached their home level. He might be willing to do them afavor or two if he
thought it would add to his own status to be seen to help an Ambassador assigned to the Reclamation.
Such people were worth collecting.

Thelift let them out in their home level park. The park was not a crude recregtion of aplanetside
grove. Outsders might need such areas to overcome psychologica difficulties caused by long periodsin
enclosed habitats, or smply to compensate for things they missed. Without the Home Ground to model
from, the Vitae shunned such affectations. The park was a place where individua expresson and
cregtivity could be practiced publicly. They passed atrio of young women in purple-and-black student
robesintently discussing the positioning of figuresin the choreo-poem that filled the main display stage.
Basq aso noticed that two of the free-access terminal's showed new titles on their displays. Maybe he
and Caril would have timeto attend adiscussion. It might give them a chance to talk about their work out
from under the gaze of the Witness. Then he winced. Thewall behind the choreo-poem had been
covered with acarefully printed text lecture. Above thetidy print, the linked circles of the Imperidists had
been drawn with equal care.

Basg's jaw tightened. When his promotions had granted him access to greater space for personal
work, he had requested aresidence adjoining a park. If one knew how to read the eventsrecorded in
the parks, one could make advantageous predictions about the ship or encampments. Which was, of
course, the best reason of dl for their existence. They were forumsfor legitimate argumentsaswell as
pressure vaves. In the parks, dissidents could vent their anger beforeit built up to truly dangerous levels.

But that reasoning had its drawbacks. It meant the most determined and intelligent dissidents kept
their activitiesfar away from the parks. Jahidh's thoughts had never appeared there. Basg had watched
for them.

Hedidn't let the Imperidist text or histhoughts break his stride. At thismoment, he could not be seen
to care about anything but setting to work.

Caril let Basg open their door, as etiquette dictated. The portal did asideto reved ahive of activity.
All four of Basg's contracted Intership Ambassadors were seated at their stations. The stations
themsalves were cubica areas marked by pillars of communication fibers sheathed in optica matter.
Holosheets or prerecorded requests could be hung from the pillars so that the machines could tap the
datastores on other shipsfor routine retrieval and sort operations. The |SAs themsalves handled the cdlls
where complexity or courtesy required persona contact. Their voicesrilled the air asthey advised,
coordinated, recalled, or referenced contacts regarding Basg's new status and potentia requirements. His
three apprentices, dl of them shaved and robed in red, bustled between the sations, carrying drinks or
extra holosheets or relaying questions between the ISAs.

Basq fdt his chest swell with pride. He had dismissed his Beholden before he donned hiswhite robe



to go meet with his Contractors. Caril must have recalled them al the second the contractsfor his new
assgnment arrived. She had meant more than he had expected when she said, "I will have our quarters
reedy.”

"Jene," Bagq called above the voices. The supervisor of the team put his station into stasis with two
keystrokes and presented himself in front of Basg, alittle too quickly. Jene was a student Contractor and
the purple bands on his robe were cut with black diamonds. One of the honors conferred on Basg with
his promotion was Jene. Under Basg's guidance, Jene was learning to coordinate and supervise ateam of
Beholden. "Have the team suspend their activities and stand ready for new assignments. Compile areport
of the status of our current resources and contracts.”

"Y es, Ambassador.” Jene's gaze did over Basg's shoulder to Winema.
"Do you see something | don't, Supervisor?' Basg inquired.

"No, Ambassador," Jene brought his attention back where it belonged. " The report will be prepared
and logged in fifteen minutes”

"That will be sufficient.” When Jene completed his schooling, he would automatically become Basg's
superior, but if he was unable to handle the tasks his station required both in terms of complexity and
etiquette, he/d have nothing to thank Basg for.

Bagg fixed his gaze on hiswork acove and headed straight for it. His apprentices stepped around him
without aword. Praise and greetings to his Beholden would be handed out once Jene's report had shown
him what they had earned.

Let it be seen | run my team properly. No onein this atmosphere will be led to inappropriate
ideas or manners. Let it be seen that if Jahidh had not been removed from our care, he would
have never even thought of defecting.

Pointless fear, Basg scolded himsdf. Why can | not let it go? If anyone had any thought that his
actions reflected on me, on us, | would not have been assigned to the committee.

Without needing to be asked, Caril retrieved two extra chairs from the main room. Winemadid not Sit
down immediately. While Basq pressed the contract holosheetsinto the fiber-filled walls, Winema
opened her bag. Shetook out two cubica system taps and typed in their activation codes. Caril stepped
around her to raise the privacy walls. Grey-white optical matter spread out from the walls, building on
itself until it fenced in the entirework area.

Winema affixed the first tap to the arm of Basg's termina chair. When her hand released it, the red
warning light blinked on. If the tap were moved or if its dataflow was disturbed without the proper sgnas
being given, Winemawould see awarning on her camera set. So would dl the other active Witnesses.
She hung the second tap between the contracts.

Visbletapson histermind, of course, were no guarantee that Winemahad not ordered invisible ones
to be placed on his Beholden'sterminds. It was well within the bounds of her contract to order the entire
areato be placed under a continuous data scan.

Winematook her seet next to Caril, and Basg settled himsdlf in theterminal chair. He swung the
keypads into place. Although he had meant what he had said to Caril when he greeted her, part of him
knew that home for him wasredly infront of histermina. Thiswas where he had made the discoveries
about Eric Born that led directly to the location of the Home Ground.

Basg'stermind was not the standard type, like the ones his students and Beholden used. Those were
designed with processing layers of generdized organic chains between the silicates. The meansfor
making organic/inorganic chipswas ancther of the private technologies. Theintegration of organics
ensured that no outside machine could tap into the Vitae private network because it would be unable to
decode the chemical signalsthat diffused them. The organicsin Basg'stermina took the technology a
step further. They had been designed from maps of his cerebral cortex and cloned from his own cell



structure. Basg'sterminal could be used to assemble information in away that matched the way Basg
thought. It was, in many ways, hislearning and skill directly enhanced by the speed and precision of a
mechine

Basg settled his hands into position on the dip-keysthat covered his control pads. There were those
who used vocd interfaces, giving ordersto their terminals and recelving answers asif they were dealing
with apprentices or Beholden. Basg had never liked that. He liked to shuffle and manipulate tangible
results. It gave him a better fed for hiswork.

It only took amoment to dip the keysinto new positions so that the board was reconfigured to lock
the posted contracts into the main dataflow. Now, the sheets could be read through the network by
anyone who needed to verify Basg's authority, but their contents could not be changed without adirect
sgna from either Avir or Kdat.

The next thing to be donewasto call up Jene's report of the current resources and status of the
terminasin the main room. Basq did hiskeysinto the proper positions. The main display space showed
him atidy series of graphsindicating available storage space aswell asachart of the channelsthat had
been opened or reserved.

Asit stood, he could instantly contact the persons of Ivae or Uary, or read through the information in
their datastores. He dso had an open line to the main datastore of the Hundredth Core and one of the
ISAS, Paral, wasn't it? Basg squinted at the ID code under the chart; Para had thought to draw up
contractsfor time on the lines between the Grand Errand and each of the shipsin the encampment, just
in case they were required. Basg made amenta noteto give the ISA hiswarmest personal greeting.

All the resources he might need were available and dl of them ready for his orders. Basq felt abit
dizzy. He was used to juggling budgets and time and angling for the attention of various Subcontractors
and supervisors. Those concerns were wiped away. Now he advised the Reclamation Assembly and the
information he required to serve them would be ddlivered whenever he asked for it.

Basg poised his hands over the keys and considered his assgnment. An andysis of the level of danger
that the human-derived artifacts presented to the Reclamation efforts. How to even begin to answer such
aquestion? Then he remembered his secondary assignment. Assessthe level of danger represented by
the missing artifacts. It was dangerous to theorize from a sample of one, but if specifics known about Eric
Born could be supplemented by the generaiities known about the human-derived artifacts populating the
Home Ground, then some useful conclusions might be drawn. The new revelations regarding Eric Born's
abilities added an extradimension to the caculations. If Born could manipulate physica objects more
massive than streams of photons or quanta, then he might...He might. ..Basq felt his heart contract.

He might even be able to tap into the private network.

Basg's hands legpt into motion and the termina responded immediately. It snatched up hisreport on
the escape from Haron Station and all the conclusions that had been drawn. Basg barely noticed that
most of those conclusions bore Uary's ssamp. He did the keys back and forth with deft, determined
gtrokes. The new findings had to be shuffled into the existing fileson Eric Born. All observations had to
be reinterpreted and a new pattern established that could provide an answer to the new questions. Could
Eric Born tap the Vitae network? And, just asimportant, if he had that ability, would heredizeit?

Theimplicationswere vast. Assuming that Eric Born was not the only artifact of hiskind and he did
have the ability to tap the network, the other artifacts did too. Were there range limitations? What would
the duration of the tap be? Was there asignificant energy expenditure? Answersto dl those questions
would be needed to prepare for adirect encounter during the Reclamation. No totally accurate
information would be available a this point, snce no empiricd tests had been carried out, but with the
termina he could at least provide areasoned estimate. Basg had employed al the usual observation
practices from the beginning. He had made sure that Eric Born was, a random intervals, given
assgnmentsthat could be recorded for analysis. When those observations had yiel ded evidence that



Born had not evolved naturally, Basg had watched him even more closdly. The mgjority of Born's
assignments had required him to work on space stations or other networks the Vitae Ambassadors had
direct accessto.

Basq watched grimly as the results of hiswork unfolded for him. The digplay space divided itsdlf into
three separate areas. One ran direct recordings of Eric Born's observed activities, one showed stylized
representations of the results of those activities, whether or not direct visual datawere available, and one
showed single-phase graphic enhancement of the multiphase information.

There had been lesstruly useful information in datastores than Basg had hoped for. Eric Born was
cautious. Hewould only use his abilities after al other avenues had been explored. Of those instances
when extramechanical intervention had been required, it ppeared he did not use it smply to snatch his
prize out of its storage space. Instead, he used it on asecondary or tertiary system where he could
acquire the information, like a code sequence or secured ID, that he needed to reach the main objective.

The pattern of his procedure was actualy quite smple and sensible. Basq supposed the artifacts were
endowed with little or no imagination. Eric Born would get as close as possible to histarget, which made
the conclusion that he was using afinite physical resource to operate his abilities probable. Basg set a
priority marker on that conclusion. If he waswithin haf akilometer of histarget, Born would use only
oneterminal to achieve hisgoal. Over greater distances, he would use alegp-frogging approach. He
would exert his abilities over atermina that had the mechanica ability to accessthe more distant
datastore or network that held hisgoal. His observed range using this method could be measured in
thousands of kilometers.

Can he be traced? Basq dipped hiskeysinto new configurations, searching the datafor the means
to track the artifact'sinvasions. If he could be traced, Eric Born could be returned to the Vitae. Basg
could seethat hisrecovery was set in motion right now.

Thetermina dredged up an answer after a search time measured in long, dow seconds. Eric Born's
invasions were traceable, not because of what showed up when he manipulated a system, but because of
what did not. The system hardware would perform the requested function asif dl appropriate codes or
sgnals had been given, but no record would be left of which codes, which signds, or, indeed, which
authorized person had initiated the function. Blank spotsin the usage records could labd aclandestine
request made by Eric Born, or any other artifact that shared his abilities. Basg marked that conclusion as
wall.

Thefact the artifacts could be traced damped down some of Basg's apprehensions alowing him to
enter the next question.

Can Eric Born tap into the private network?

The displayed data froze while the termina worked the question over. Seconds ticked by, measured
by Basg's shallow bresthing. The display spacefinally cleared the frozen imagesand in their place left a
probability graph based on dl the information from six years worth of observation and speculation.
Basg's hands curled into fists. Eric Born could doit. If he could locate asingle terminal that had a
physica accessto the private network, he could do it easily. There were thousands of such terminalson
space stations and planets where the Vitae worked. They were guarded and wired and tapped, of
course, but those were all measures againg ordinary thrests. Their ultimate protection had dwayslainina
technology that was not competible with any other system in the Quarter Galaxy. Againgt Eric Born, and
by extension the other artifacts, that precaution was less than usaless.

Which was unsettling, but not completely disastrous, because their invasions could be traced. Specific
protections could be set in place.

Basg's mind raced. Eric Born and Stonein the Wall had to be located immediately. If they returned to
the Home Ground to dert the other artifacts, they could become the Aunorante Sangh again and the
Reclamation would become awar. Basg gathered his raw conclusions together and opened thelineto



Ambassador lvae. This could not wait. The termina would assemble his conclusonsinto areport and
transmit it to Ivale while Basg continued to work.

Basq sighed inwardly. The easy work was done and the obvious conclusions drawn. Now camethe
test. Could he, from the available information, infer what patterns of resstance, if any, would be
displayed by the artifacts remaining on the Home Ground? There was awed th of carefully collected
satellite data available, but the Historical committees had encountered difficultiesinterpreting it. There
was no guarantee that he could successfully integrate Eric Born's observed behavior into that greater, less
well understood picture...Basq leaned forward and set to work.

Caril watched Basg hunch over the boards again. He was going to need a muscle relaxant before he
dept, or his shoulders would be aching in the morning. Shefiled the thought away in the part of her
memory that kept her household lists. She flicked her gaze toward the Witness. Winemahad her camera
eye trained on Basg, but her unaugmented eye took in the entire room, including Caril.

Keeping her face impassive, Caril rose and stepped through the privacy barrier. She moved carefully
between the Beholden's work stations. Since she did not stop to give any of them ingtructions, none of
them gave her aglance. She looked back at the feverish, ordered activity that she had organized and
alowed hersdf an inner smile. There was not one flaw here, not one thing out of place or left undone. It
would run smoothly without her supervison for hours.

Caril left her home and crossed the park. The choreographersignored her as she passed them,
preferring to continue their argument about balance and light and shadow than to politely acknowledge
another resident of the deck. The Imperidist treatise still glowed in green onthewal. Shedidn't read it.
Sheknew quitewe | what it said.

The corner of the park farthest from her door held asingle user terminal. She sat in front of it and ran
her hands across the board, shuffling the keypads into the position she wanted. According to public law,
these termina s were unmonitored and couldn't be traced, so you could say anything here, place any text
or recording you wanted to in them. In truth, Caril knew, they were almost astightly secured as Basg's
termina was.

There were, however, ways to confuse the system. First she composed a message to the market
vendorsto order dinner for the Beholden and the family. Her own terminal had been co-opted by Basg's
team, so for now al the household work would have to be done from the public lines. Apart from thelit,
she recorded the other news briefly. Jahidh needed to know what had happened so he could plan his
next move.

Then Caril arranged the keysinto their new patterns with an ease that came from long practice. She
waited afew heartbeats and arranged them again. Her news would flit through every park aboard the
Grand Errand, bouncing back and forth for hoursin the crowded lines beforeit findly hit atransmission
point where it could be released from the internd linesand tart onitsred journey.

Let Basqg gtrive for the honor of remaining a servant to the Quarter Galaxy. She would not make that
her work. Once she had thought he understood the need for the Vitae to cut themsalves loose from the
overwhelming caution that had been ingtilled in them when the Ancestors had begun the flight, but he had
been blinded by his promotions and pardyzed by responsbilities until there was amost nothing left of the
person she had tied her lifeto.

Let him glory in his service to aReclamation Assembly that spoke of standing side by sdewith
civilizations of babies and monsters. She would not hear them. The Rhudolant Vitae werethe First Born
and the First Blood of al the humans, the head of the Family, not just another member to be tricked and
controlled by the Unifiers. Jahidh had found the proof and he would soon bring home the power to make
the Assembly recant.

But there was not now much time. The artifacts were lost and even the Assembly was taking that loss
serioudy.



Sheleaned back in her chair and, using akey-dip shed learned from Kelat, Caril sent both
tranamissons Smultaneoudy.

Caril tried to relax the cold, hard knot that was forming inside her. She'd heard one too many stories
in Chapel about the duplicity of the Aunorante Sangh. She would have died before she admitted she was
afraid of what it meant to have not one, but two of them free in the Quarter Galaxy, but she could not
make that fear leave her. Uary's decision to let them get completely away wasrash in the extreme, but it
might turn out to be the best delaying tactic they had. If their people could move faster than Basg, the
artifacts might be recovered and stored for safe study.

It wasn't likely, but she could hope. Caril tried not to listen to Kelat's fretting that the Imperidistsdid
not have the structures they needed to coordinate their activities. Kelat had spent too many years buried
in contracts, shetold hersdlf.

Caril rose. She had learned to live with so much, shewould learn to live with this new anxiety.

After al, now that the Assembly had found the Home Ground for themselves, there could not be that
much longer to wait for the Reclamétion.

Or, a the very least, the resolution.

4—Amaiar Division, Kethran Colony, Hour 09:20:34, City Time.

The survival of a single being is achieved by balance of forces, the same way a
planet achieves a stable orbit around a sun, and although the system may be stable
for a million years and more, gravity and motion are constantly tugging, straining,
pushing, and pulling. If the balance breaks, one side or the other isin danger.

Sometimes it is the sun, rather than the planet.
—Ytay Lynfrom"Philosophies’

Gan Perivar leaned his chair back too fast. The back whacked against the edge of the work counter,
jarring his neck and shoulders painfully.

One more year and | can afford to rent some real space. Perivar twisted the chair and checked
behind him to make sure that he would not hit any of the beveled, stedl polesthat broke up what little
open space existed between the map table and the counters. One more year. Two at the most.

He leaned back, more carefully thistime, and stared at the counter. The silver-and-blue keypads
were laced with shadows from the webwork of cables strung acrossthe celling. If nothing else
unexpected happens between now and then.

A rattle sounded over Perivar's head and the shadows shook. A silicate capsule about the size of his
torso shot through a portal from the next room. Its hooks swung it from cable to cable toward the post
beside hisright ear.

Marvelous. When Kiv sent hiskidsto speak for him, it was aways serious.

When the capsule's occupant was stretched out, she was three times as long as the transport she
used. Shetucked eight pairs of her legs underneath her and used the remaining pair to manipulate the
capsules controls. Her primary hands rested on the bumpy controlsfor the information termina, while
her secondaries folded in the polite gregting. Two of her eyes extended down toward her primary hands.
The other two focused on her goal.

Perivar squinted at the pattern of grey blotches on her smooth golden scales. Thiswas Sha, the
third-named of Kiv'slitter.

Didn't even send his first-named. Gods, gods, gods, he is mad.



Sha used the post to lower the cagpsule until she was eye level with him. She extended her snout and
pursed her lipless mouth. The protective capsule shut in the actuad buzzing sound of her voice, but its
intercom carried the signd to activate Perivar's trandation disk and transmit her message.

"My parent requests information regarding the progress of the routing for packet 73-1511."

Perivar took a deep breath. "Sha, tell your parent..." Helet the sentence die. "Tell your parent I'm
comingin.”

Shas snout retracted, fast. Perivar had come to equate the action with ahuman gulp. Without another
word, Shareversed her course, sending the capsule back across the cables and through the portal.

Anticipating trouble, little one? Perivar got to hisfeet. Me too.

The workroom had three doors. One led to the hallway. One hung open to display his comfortably
disreputable living rooms. Thethird wasadiding meta partition in the same wall asthe capsulés portal.
Next to the partition stood arack containing an oxygen pack. Perivar checked the tank reading to make
aure it wasfull before he hooked its Straps over his shoulders. Fumbling alittle with the catches, hefitted
the shield over hiseyesand mouth.

Shrugging his shouldersto settle the tank more comfortably, Perivar did back the partition to expose
the gelatinous membrane that separated Kiv's hdf of their quartersfrom his. The membrane had cost
morethan dl therest of his equipment combined, but it wasworth it. Working with Kiv meant contracts
from other Shessel and the Shessel had alot of work that needed doing.

Asusud, Perivar paused before the membrane, hoping that one day held get used to going throughit.
After four yearsit was sarting to seem unlikely.

Perivar stepped through the membrane. The gooey gel pressed againgt his skin, clothes, and mask
and stuck, seding him ingde aflexible envelope that would screen out the ultraviolet rays Kiv and his
children basked under. When Kiv stepped through into Perivar's space, the gel kept in his body heat so
he wouldn't drop into a stupor in Perivar's arctic climate, or drown in theflood of hisoxygen. It wasa
good method, but not very sturdy, which was why the children used the unbreakable capsules.

Kiv was abulky, earth-toned match for hisfive daughters. Uncoiled and standing straight on dl his
legs, hewas so tdl hiseyeswere levd with the crown of Perivar'shead. A skintight, vermilion garment
encased him from hisneck to hislast set of toes. Hed started wearing the thing as soon asthelast of his
children were hatched and he made the shift from femae to mae. Kiv had never been ableto explain
properly whether being required to wear clothesindoors was a mark of advancement or declinein the
Shess's socid order.

At the moment, Kiv was half-coiled around the base of his map table. Like Perivar'sit provided
information about the space between the sars, but it did so in aseries of lumps and indentations that
shifted under Kiv's primary and secondary hands. Only one of the other children wasin evidence. Ere
draped hersalf across her parent’'s shoulders and stretched her arms so that her primary hands covered
his and moved with them. Kiv buzzed and whistled at his first-named daughter, teaching her to read and
understand the map in front of them.

Perivar glanced at the cables overhead. Shamust have taken the capsule straight into Kiv'sliving
roomsto hide with her other three sgters.

"Shaddivered your insult, Kiv," Perivar said. "l heard it and | understood it. Now you understand
this. | owe Eric Born more than onefavor."

"He's contraband.” Kiv did not point his snout toward Perivar, or stop reading thetable. "And heis
running yet more contraband."

"He swears she'savolunteer." Gods, | hope she's a volunteer.
Kiv's handsfroze. "What could you possibly owe..."



"A contraband runner for?' Ere finished for her parent. She wasn't being rude, she was showing how
well sheknew Kiv.

"He'snot arunner,” Perivar ingsted. "And you don't want to know what | owe him for."

Kiv buzzed so softly, Perivar'strandator couldn't pick it up. Ere shook herself loose from Kiv's
shoulders and scurried down his back. Kiv tilted his head and waited until she'd scrambled through the
door to their living area before he turned ears and eyestoward Perivar. All his hands | eft the map board
and pressed themselves tight to hislong sides. At the sametime, he drew himsdlf out so hiseyeswere
level with Perivar's. The fluid motion took Kiv lesstime than it would have taken Perivar to bend his
kneesto St down.

"] understand what you say. Now you understand, Perivar, thisworriesme. | cannot become
involved in activities the human population of Kethran consider illegal. The Embassy Voice will spesk
agang me. | will lose my license and be sent home."

Perivar sghed and his breath made awhite mist on hisface mask. "Eric saysthe circumstances are
exceptiona and that it will only be thisonce.

Kiv dipped hissnout. "I know you think that I'm better off not knowing this, but what did he do to
earn such trugt?'

No, Kiv, you really don't want to know that. Really. "Helped me...break from my old partners.
Then he kept his mouth shut and himself absent for Six years." Theladt, at least, was the whole truth.

The short hum Kiv gave out did not trandate. He drew back on himself, shrinking and retracting his
whole body. Perivar knew enough about his partner's body language to know Kiv meant to make Perivar

uncomfortable so he could understand Kiv's discomfort. It worked amazingly well. Perivar's skin began
to curdle under the gel. "If trouble comes from this, Kiv, | swear it won't touch your children.”

"And how under any sun do you expect to keep such apromise, Perivar?' Despite his harsh words,
Kiv gretched hisarms and laid dl his hands on the edge of the map table. The coil of his body |oosened
near the base. In response, the tension in Perivar's skin eased.

"How do you intend to proceed?’ Kiv asked.

"I'll give Zur-lyd acdl and seeif she'swilling to run a gene sample for me without going through
channdls. I'll seetheresults of that and then I'll know whereit's safe to send this. .. person Eric's bringing
in. After that, I'll have to see. Her people are from the same Evolution Point as mine, Eric said, so there
should be plenty of places| could send her as long as the sequence is reasonably clean.” Thetank
dragged at his shoulders, but Perivar didn't make amoveto st down. UnlessKiv offered him achair,
which would redly be apiece of floor or counter, it was rude. Usudly, they skipped formalitieslike that,
but right now, Perivar felt the need to prove he could still observe proprieties.

"Andwhenis...Ericariving?'

"Hejugt called mefrom the ground port. He should be here in another two and ahdf hours, if they
have to catch the public line, two hoursif they can find a chauffeur.”

Kiv unwound himself from around the map table and sood on al hislegs. "l will haveto go explain
thisto my children. We are here, after dl, to learn what your people will or will not do." Although his
attention remained fixed on Perivar, his eyes sank deep into their sockets. "It has not been easy, Perivar.”

"l know."
"It has been good, though, and | want myself and my own to be ableto stay.”
"I'll make sureit's over soon.”

Kiv inclined his head, agesture held learned from Perivar. He swiveled himsdlf around and flowed
through his back door.

Breething another sigh, thistime from relief, Perivar retrested into his own side of theworkplace. As



he stepped through the membrane, the gdl did off his skin, melding with its own substance again.
"Brain." He said doud as helifted hisface mask.

"Receiving." He and Kiv had not been ableto afford their own atificid intelligence, never mind an
android, but they did rent time on the Al that operated their building'sfacilities.

"Get ared-timeline opento Zur-lya ki Mdiad at Amaiar Industrial Gardens, persona code A
commanine commaY ul Gan. Then, cross-load the active routing files on packet 73-1511 over to Kiv's
map files and compare with the facilities timings and route the data back.” He undid the tank catches and
gratefully set it back initsrack. "And cal the Roseran's bakery and reactivate my account and tell them
to send down haf adozen fresh seed cakesto the kids." Another propriety. Where Kiv came from, you
did not thank afather directly, you did afavor for his children.

"1 have set your priority coding. Regquest onewill be completed in five minutes. Requests two and
three will be completed in three minutes. Request four will be completed in fifteen minutes.”

"Nothing further." Perivar dropped into his chair and dug the hedls of hishandsinto hiseyes. Theface
mask was supposed to filter the light down to Perivar's comfort level, but any stay in Kiv's quarters il
dried hiseyesout panfully.

Eric, don't you try to play any fancy games with me, or I'll broadcast what you did to Kessa
and Tasa Ad from one side of the Quarter Galaxy to the other.

Six yearsof relatively clean living; Perivar stared around his workplace. Thousands of packets of
information delivered successfully and this was what he had. One room of hardware and two rooms of
furniture. He didn't even own the walls around them. He was dive, which was definitely aplus, and if he
hadn't stuck by Eric Born, he would not have been. Perivar knew that. When living on the edge had
finaly become too much, Eric had taken the ship, the pilot, and the ghosts. Perivar had taken the bank
accounts, and that had actually seemed to be the end of it. Most of the time he kept the past in itsown
place and lived for the next shipment and the next deposit in his account. His open, honest, registered,
and dmogt dways empty account.

Brain beeped twice to get his attention.
"Open channel established and connected to Zur-lya ki Mdiad."

Perivar straightened up to face the blank display that Brain angled up from thework surfacein front
of him. Hisfingers undid the catch on the bottom edge and he lifted the cover from the keypad. His
memory strained to recall the watch command. Hislips moved ashetyped it in. Thesignd light onthe
edge of the pad blinked on. Green. No one was watching the line, at the moment. Perivar kept one eye
on the sgnd light and touched the key to clear the view.

Zur-lyd ki Maliad looked back at him with gold eyes haf-hidden under aragged curtain of straight
black hair. The color of both was new.

"I likethelook, lyal." Perivar ran his hand through hisown hair to comb it back. "Dyes or upgrades?”’

"Upgrade on the hair. Staysdry intherain. The eyesare overlays. UV screens. I'm seeing if | like
them or not."

"Handy when you're out in thefield so much, | guess.” lya spent most of her time with theinditute's
livestock, and it showed. She was abig, round woman. A casud observer might have mistaken her bulk
for fat, but only until she moved. As sheleaned across the table and folded her arms, musclesrippled
visbly benesth her sun-browned skin.

"What can | do for you, Perivar? Or isthissocid?' The UV screensdid not hide the mischievous glint
in her eyes.

Perivar chuckled. "lyd, lya, what would your husband say?'
"'Ishedtill any good? " They shared thelong laugh. It was an old joke, but it felt good.



"Actudly, | need afavor, lyd."
IIG,]?I

"I need agene scan run. Nothing fancy. Just make sure the specimen'’s clean and hedlthy. Y ou know
thekind of thing."

"Ohyes. | do know." She drew back abruptly and Perivar thought of Kiv doing the samething, not
five minutes ago. "1 didn't think | was doing that 'kind of thing' for you anymore.”

"It'saone-off, lyd. I'm tying down aloose favor.”

lya'ssgh ruffled her new hair across her forehead. "Once, Perivar. That'sal the old times are good
for right now. We just got awhole shipment of kidsfrom the Vitags university. If | don't keep mysdlf
clean, one of them's going to be earning my pay."

"Once." Perivar laid two ringers over his heart. "The promise goes from here to the gods."

lyd just watched him. "The Rhudolant Vitae are making sure everybody comes down red hard
on...the competition. ..these days. | hopeyoure ill in shape.”

"Wouldn't be doing thisif | wasn't. Check your hard mail bin tonight, lyd. I'll havethe sampleinit.”
"Good enough. Take care, Perivar.”
"Andyou, lyd."

She watched him thoughtfully for aminute longer before her hand reached out to her control panel
and his screen went blank. Because he didn't request another line, the display lowered itsdlf until it was
flush with the counter again.

So, | lied, he said silently to the space where the display used to be. | wouldn't be doing thisif |
was sure Eric would keep his mouth shut about meif | didn't.

Gods, gods, gods. I'd forgotten about this. Don't trust anybody. Can't trust anybody.
Everybody's dangling something over you, unless you've got something to dangle over them, and
even then it'swho's got more and what's wor se. Abruptly, he found himsdlf laughing. I'm getting old.
And cowardly.

It wasn't agenerd warning that lyal had brought up about the Vitag, dthough they werethe main
reason her job wasin danger. Thanksto the talent-mongering Vitae, Amaiar Gardens was one of the few
independent gene-tailoring housesleft on Kethran.

Kethran was an artificia ecology. A hundred thousand details of the environmental balance had to be
congtantly monitored, maintained, and replenished. A population surge coupled with an unexplained
drought had the Senate screaming for help. The Vitae had quietly offered to take over the administration
of the ecology for acomparatively reasonable trade and land contract. They'd moved the mgjority of the
government employeesinto labs and farms they themsaves subsidized, and in three yearsthey had made
themselvesindispensable.

With that kind of power, they could make more than afew demands without the official power base
getting upset. They could, for example, ask for rigid enforcement of some of the lega codes.

Never mind that the Vitae were the largest purchasers and purveyors of contraband bodiesin the
Quarter Galaxy. It was only one of the areas where they had alow tolerance for competition.

Perivar had sometimes wondered what the Vitae were looking for. They had the most sophisticated
gene-engineering methods in the Quarter Galaxy, and yet they bought body after body. It was aclumsy,
risky, expensive way of acquiring new genetic patterns. Tasa Ad and Kessa, the heads of the runner
team Perivar had been part of, had survived by sdlling their...acquistions...exclusvely to the Vitag, or
the Vitagsclients.

Perivar remembered the cargo hold on the runner's ship then. Double racks of anesthetized bodiesin



support capsules. No sound, except for the weird harmony that came from so many support systems
droning on together.

What do you think | am? asked Eric's voice from memory.
| think...I think I didn't think.

"Perivar?' Kiv's hall sounded through histrandator disk.
"Here." Perivar Sraightened up. "Open up. It'sdl right.”

The membrane housing did back. Perivar looked through the threshold to see the dightly wobbly
scene of Kiv and hisfamily. All five of the kidswerein evidence, swarming up and down the poles,
working on the control pads, delving under the map table. Kiv held dl his eyes and hands open.

"Weneed to..." began Kiv.

"Go over the..." Dene scuttled out from under the map table and vanished under the communications
counter.

"Shipment of packet 73—1511." Eretook her place of pride on her parent's shoulders, hands out
and ready to work.

"Now!" added K a, as she dithered halfway up her parent's back. Ka hated to be | eft out.

Perivar nodded, understanding what he saw asamark of trust. Kiv had nothing precious hidden.
Nothing more needed to be said. Perivar leaned over his map table and touched the dave key to synch
the two tablestogether. Ri did into the capsule and shot across the cables to dangle above him ashis
map lit up.

The map showed a representation of one-tenth of the Quarter Galaxy from a communicator's point of
view. Suns shone as pinpricks of gold; inhabited stations were green and drone stations were blue. The
chaos of the communi cations networks stretched between them as a series of glowing whiteline
segments. Solid lines showed the beam connections. Dotted lines showed the places only a ship could
reach. A red grid overlay the entire arrangement, measuring everything out in hundred-light-year squares.

The network had no organization. It was severa million shifting threads, made up of everything from
cavernous, public databases, to hard-wired private lines, to rented Alslike Brain.

Perivar accessed packet 73-1511 's shipment plan. The map displayed the work in progress by
turning aseries of the white lines orange.

Caling what they were organizing a" packet” was a convenient shorthand. 73-1511 was actudly a
datatransfer from aresearch station to athird stage colony. A library'sworth of speciaized
manufacturing information needed to be copied across ten thousand light-years worth of network. It was
acomplicated process, especidly since"s multaneous transmission” was a meaningless concept across
the distances the map represented. Even quantum transferstook time. Without careful planning, the
channdls, even if they were reserved with solid credit, shifted and blurred. The pathway, and dl the
information, could be lost in a heartbest.

That much-didiked fact gave Perivar and Kiv their living. They found clients who needed a specific
kind of information, found asource for that information, and then, most importantly, found away to get
the information from the source to the client. Each shipment took hours of planning and sometimes more
insurance than their combined accounts could afford.

"The K-12 band is going to be open for a station to groundside datadump. That'll take usfrom
Averand to Cole's Spot.” Perivar traced a new path on the map table with hisfinger. The sensors on the
surface responded by marking anew orange line on the display.

"Could we piggyback in on aVitae download from there to Haron?' Kiv dotted in another segment.
"What'rethey charging?' Ri whistled from the capsule.



"For pickup and delivery through there?' Ere got in belatedly.

Perivar considered the idea. "We can get the rates off Brain. Save that as plan B, though; | don't want
to have to depend on the Vitae right now."

"Whee." Kiv'swhigtle did not trandate so the disk amply transmitted the syllable. "That isathought.”

Brain's chime sounded over their heads. "Sar Eric Born and Sar Aria Stone are waiting in the lobby.”

Perivar glanced across a Kiv. "Brain. Open the doors and let them up.”

"Do you want usto close the housing?' asked Kiv, his secondary hands reaching toward the
membrane.

"Only if you want to."
Kiv'swhole body rippled. "I think we would rather see what is coming. Ri, come back here.”

Perivar caught the heightened pitch and speed of the whistle under the trandator'sflat voice. Ri
obeyed without comment.

As soon asthe capsule was safely on Kiv's Side, Perivar got to his feet and siwung the door to the
outer hallway open. Leaving adoor closed when a guest was on the way was an insult where Perivar
camefrom, and Eric knew that. Perivar blinked abit in the hallway light, which was supposed to smulate
asunny day. Thelift door opened. Perivar watched as Eric and his...companion stepped off.

Shelooked alot like Eric had when Perivar first saw him, handmade clothes, hair hidden under a
twist of cloth, and hands covered with tattoos, except that hers were stark white lines, as opposed to
Eric's colorful swirls. She shared Eric's warm skin tones and black eyes. For abrief moment, Perivar
wondered if they were related.

"Thanksfor the open door, Perivar." Eric, Perivar knew, expended his small stock of Eshhii wordson
the gregting.

"Y our accent isgoing." Perivar stood back to let theminside.

The woman, Aria Stone, hesitated, until Eric said something in their own language to her. Perivar
tapped histrandator reflexively. At onetime, hed had Eric help him st it for the Realm's jaw-bresking

language. Since they had parted ways, though, Perivar hadn't needed that particular information and the
disk's assembly time was going Sow.

The woman walked across the threshold, blinked at the lighting change, got alook a Kiv and the
kids, and froze.

Thetrandator findly had the file reconfigured and Perivar heard Eric muitter, "1 warned you."

S0 she's straight out of the woods. Wonderful. Perivar strangled afresh sigh.

Kiv responded to her stare by uncoiling himsalf until his scalp brushed the ceiling so she could get a
really good look. Sha, Ka, and Dene scrambled up on their parent's back, whistling and draping
themselves across his shoulders and hislower arms. They wanted to be looked at, too. The other two
kept themsalves till. Having been raised with humans, al the kids could read the difference between a
stare of wonder and a stare of fear. The motionless two chose to acknowledge that difference.

"1 wish well-cometo you and yours Eric Born and AriaStone," announced Kiv palitdly, athough
Perivar figured he must have been getting the hint by now. Kiv could be willfully dense some days.

"Thank you," Ariacroaked. She stepped back and seemed to try to collect herself.

"She saysthanks,”" Perivar told Kiv as the Shessdl touched histrandator set in hislowest ear and
cocked his head.

"Obscure language." Ariawore atrandator disk in her ear, so she could understand Kiv, but since
shedidn't speak any of the languages Kiv's disk was st for, al he could hear from her was gibberish.



"Ah," Kiv shrank back to his norma stance, depositing children on assorted flat surfaces.
Perivar turned to Eric. "We need to talk for aminute. He jerked his chin toward hisliving rooms.

"l assumed wewould. Aria" The sound of her namefindly got the woman to tear her gaze away from
Kiv. "I'll bein the next room. If you..."

"Il bedl right." Her voice held steedy but Perivar caught the dight trembling in her hands before she
clenched them into fists and pressed them againgt her side.

Eric opened his mouth to say something but obvioudy changed hismind. Jaw firmly shut, he brushed
past Ariaand headed for Perivar's rooms. Perivar's glance wavered between the pair of them for a
moment before he followed Eric.

The living rooms were as crowded as the workroom. The chairs and tables were all padded blocks
of no style or period. They were functional and sturdy and that was al. The one luxury was the windows.
Two wallsworth of transparent polymer let the sunlight in, even if the view of the warehouse cluster was
lessthan inspirationd.

Perivar did the door shut and faced Eric.

Gods, he's changed. Wouldn't know him from anybody on the colony.

"When'd the Vitae get hold of this place?' The worried notein Eric's voice shocked Perivar.
"Three, maybe four locd years ago. Were alate acquisition. What's the problem?”

"l wish I'd known," Eric said wearily.

Silencefdl, thick and heavy.

"We're not on the network anymore, Eric," Perivar said, at last. "Nobody's listening. | need an
explanation for this, now."

Eric's shoulders stooped even farther than usud. "I'min trouble, Perivar. That's the explanation. The
Viteetried to stash mein Haron Station, which iswhere they had Aria."

Perivar fdt the blood begin to drain from hisface. "What in the name of dl the gods would they do
that for?'

"Assoon as| know, you'll know." Eric'sfingers hooked around each other. "They're after something
in the Realm of the Nameless Powers. I'll be drowned and washed away if | know what it is. | thought it
was my"—he stared at his bare pam—"power gift, but she...Aria'—his hand swept down toward the
door—"isn't gifted. The Vitae picked her up out of the Realm and redled mein to help ded with her.

"I'm on the run again, Perivar.” Eric looked up again and the expression in his eyes made Perivar's
throat tighten. "1'm going to try to find out what the Vitae want from the Realm, and from me, and from
Aria, for that matter, and then I'm going to try to find away out of it, whatever it is."

Perivar knew the tone he used. Hewould do ashe said, even if it killed him.

Perivar wanted to shout. Thisis not two runners nobody liked and a quick bit of mutiny. Thisis
the Vitae! Remember them? The ones who control half the Quarter Galaxy! The ones we spent
two years ducking AFTER we got away from Tasa Ad! But saying it aloud wouldn't have budged Eric
any farther than the silent thought did.

"Thisisdl making my partner very uneasy, Eric," Perivar told him ingtead. "The Shessdl don't realy
understand the spirit of human legdlities, so they follow them by the letter.”

"Sonow | oweyou," Eric muttered.

"That's not what | care about.” Although it would've been once, Perivar redized with a shock. "Just
finishit fadt. I've gotten used to not having to look over my shoulder dl thetime. | likeit thisway."

"Maybeoneday I'll get to seeif | likeit too." Eric kissed thetips of hisown fingersand raised his



hand to the ceiling.
Perivar laid hisfingers over hisheart. "1 hope we both live that long.”

They met eech other's eyesfor aslent moment, weighing, judging, and hoping, but finding no
guarantees. Finally, Perivar knew he had nothing to fal back on but their old, brittle trust. It was no
comfort to know Eric was doing the same.

"What are you going to do now?" Perivar asked.

Eric looked over Perivar'sleft shoulder. "Ultimately, I'm going to try to crack the Vitae private
network."

"Areyou out of your mind!" Perivar couldn't hold back thistime. ™Y ou might aswdll try to crack a
mountain with your skull! Even you can't get on aVitaeling!"

"Whereelseam | going to get what | need?' Eric's cam snapped. "Knowledge is power.
Somebody"—he stabbed afinger at Perivar—"told me never to forget that."

"| dso said there's always somebody out there who knows more than you do,” Perivar reminded him.

Eric'seyes shone coldly. "If that wasn't true, there wouldn't be contraband runners. Are we done
quoting your words of wisdom now, Perivar?'

You started it, thought Perivar childishly. He forced hisvoiceinto a semi-even tone. "Do you have
any kind of plan for thisinsanity?'

"Not redlly.” He shrugged. "After this, I'm going to talk to Dorias. Between the two of uswe should
be able to string together something.”

"If anyone can,” Perivar added for him. Eric wasn't looking at him anymore and Perivar couldn't help
wondering why not.

"Asyou say." Eric shrugged. "What else can | do, Perivar?If | don't put an end to this, then I'm a
fugitive until | becomeacorpseor adave.

Perivar said nothing for along moment.
"Therésnothing dsel cantdl you," Eric said.
"What about something about your...friend?'

"She'sno friend of mine." Eric's eyes seemed to see something other than Perivar'sface at that
moment. "Although, Notouch or not, | could maybe wish shewas...she'sdl right, Perivar. She's
stubborn and she's got some secret she's keeping to herself, but she learnsfast and she seems as
determined to stay out of the Relm as| am.”

"I'll haveto take your word on that." Aswell as on everything else.
"I'd giveyou moreif | could.”
"I know." Perivar pushed the door open. "And | gppreciateit.”

In the workroom, Ri and Dene had Ariaunder close scrutiny. The pair of them had crammed
themsalves into the capsule that now hung from a post maybe six inchesfrom Aria's nose. The wariness
was gone from her face. Instead, her expression shifted from bemused to bewildered as she tried to keep
pace with the kids yes-and-no questions.

"Will you begaying..." Ri sarted.

"...with us?' finished Dene. Ariashook her head.

"You camefromalongway..." Dene sarted.

"...avay?How far?'

Arianodded and spread her hands, unable to answer completely.



Perivar glanced through the membrane to Kiv. He was saying something soft to Ere where shelay on
his shoulders. The remainder of his brood was draped across his back, whistling encouragement as their
representativestried to get information from the stranger. Kiv'slegs were retracted, but hisarms and eyes
were extended. He was relaxed and, Perivar was willing to bet, alittle amused.

"Thelineson..." began Dene, but Ri saw Perivar step into the workroom. She squeezed her sister's
mouth shut with her secondary hands while she swung her eyestoward Perivar and Eric.

Ariadso turned dl her attention toward them.

"I've set thingsin motion.” Perivar felt his glance dide past Ariato Kiv, who did nothing more than
swivel an extraeyetoward his children in the capsule. Perivar faced Eric. "Are you going to stick around
and watch?'

"No," Eric said, and Arias head snapped around. "I've got to keep moving.”
The two of them exchanged along, uninterpretable |ook.

"You leave mein your debt." Under the trandation, her voice sounded stilted to Perivar, asif thiswas
anew phrasefor her.

"Pay me by not giving Perivar any extraproblems.” Eric turned away from her alittle too quickly.
"I've got to go. | only authorized a day's worth of dock timefor my ship.”

Perivar nodded. "I'd rather not ever see you again, Sar Born."

"l know." And hewaked out. Ariadid not turn around to watch him leave.

The door shut and |eft them all closed in together. Perivar looked at Aria, who looked back at himin
Slence

What do you think | am? asked Eric from memory again. It was hisold voice, heavily accented and
awkward. Nothing like the smoothly educated tone he'd used today.

Cargo, thought Perivar. Checked over, labeled as clean and delivered, or too dirty to fix and
dumped.

Certainly not a person who would look at him like Ariawas, vaguely expectant, waiting for him to do
something.
"Want to sit down?' he gestured to achair.

Her eyestracked his hand and a puzzled expression wrinkled her brow. "Thank you...I don't know
how to cal you." Thetrandation fell along way out of synch with her real speech.

"Perivar,” hetold her. "My partner is Kivererishakadene. Kiv's the name you have to remember there.
Therest of it belongsto the children.” Perivar nodded to the two in the capsule.

Taking that as some kind of cue, Ri raised the capsule back up to the ceiling cables and rattled back
toward their own side.

Kiv sretched himself out toward the membrane. "Have you borne your children yet?”

Perivar shot Kiv alook, uncertain whether he was being really absentminded thistime, or if hewas
trying to pay Ariaback for her shocked stare by making her uncomfortable.

She sank onto the edge of the chair Perivar had offered her. "Four living," she said quietly, and
Perivar trandated it for Kiv.

Kiv'ssubtleripplestold Perivar he wastrying to make the menta readjustment. The only thing more
diento Kiv than amale without children, was a parent who lived away from them. Even though the kids
theoretically understood humans strange ways better, Ri and Sha piled on top of their Ssters as soon as
they got out of the capsule, asif the ideathat abrood and parent could be separated would magicaly
tear them away. Kiv automaticaly coiled himsdlf around them, buzzing softly.



Perivar turned his back on his partner. "We need to get ablood sample," he said to Aria, "so we can
find out what we can do with you."

"Erictold me." She hed out her arm without changing her expression.

Yeah. Perivar shook himsdf. Now where'd | put...No, | threw that all away. Let's see...Hepulled
open acorner drawer and found a utility knife and a piece of plastic wrapper. He tossed them both in the
heater and st it on Sevilize.

When he turned back around, she was till holding her arm out, waiting patiently for him to draw
blood.

Helaid the knife againgt her fingertip and pressed down. The skin broke and the blood welled scarlet
around the blade. Ariadidn't evenflinch.

Perivar, we just got the answer. The sample's clean. Tell the client. Perivar, sample's no good.
We're going to have to dump 'em. Perivar, sample says they'll be able to take it for at least a year
down there. Let the client know we 're bringing themin.

He wiped her cut off with the wrapping and dropped her hand.

Perivar, | don't think you understand what you're doing...You'll do what you're told you
damned barbarian or you're dead...Try me, Skyman, just try me.

Leave me alone! he shouted to the memory voices.
Perivar taped the wrap closed around the bloody smear.

"Brain. Get acourier cart up here, on the double; I've got a package for Zur-lya at the Amaiar
Gardens." Heand lya had never stopped sending each other things; souvenirs or jokes or small presents.
One more package wasn't going to generate any more attention, even from the watchful Vitae.

"Priority rating assigned. Request onewill be completed in five minutes." The voice from the ceiling
dartled Ariabut not badly. Perivar did the sampleinto awrapper and dropped it into the hard mail bin.
Reuctantly, he turned back to Aria.

"There's not much for usto do until we get an answer on this. You canwait in here.” Heled her into
hisliving rooms.

Perivar picked afew old schedule printouts up off the sofaand said, "Make yoursdf comfortable,”
before he walked out into the workroom again. He closed the door behind him.

"All right." He strode back to the map table. "Where were we?!

"Peivar..."

Perivar touched two keysto clear aspace in the corner of the diplay for schedule data. "I think |
remember seeing that Haron Station will be supporting asix-layer open channd between..."

"Sopthis”

Startled, Perivar looked up. On the other side of the membrane, Kiv and all five of the kids stared at
him, eyes and earsfocused entirely in hisdirection. For thefirst timein years, that attention made his skin
crawl.

Kiv glided up to the membrane. The kids dipped sdewaysto let their parent by.
"What are you doing, Perivar?'

He curled hishandsinto fists and leaned dl hisweight on his knuckles. "Trying to finish up the routing
for packet 73-1511. What are you doing?"'

Kiv closed and retracted dl hiseyes. "If | live athousand lives, | will never understand your people.”
"Youve sad that before."
"Thistime | meanit." Only two of Kiv's eyes opened and extended. "The packet can wait another few



hours, Perivar. Y ou have another respongibility that requiresimmediate attention.” All of his handswaved
toward Perivar's closed living rooms.

"She'snot my responsibility,” Perivar told the tabletop through clenched teeth. "I'm just moving her
through.”
There was along pause.

" S0, how did you deal with...the contraband before this? When they were your responsibility?!
Perivar kept his eyestoward the map, but he saw nothing at all.

"We kept them in life-support capsulesin the cargo hold. | actually spoke to maybe two others
besdesEric. | told mysdf what we were doing didn't matter. They're not human, not like me, just
gods-blagted-and-damned barbarians..."A red haze filled his eyes. "Better off where we take them, or
better off dead. Too stupid to understand what really matters..."

"Per-efar!”

Perivar's head jerked up. Kiv had shouted his name, the actual syllables, not the conglomeration of
whigtles and buzzes the trandator straightened ot.

"Perivar." Kiv dapped his slicate mask over hisface and glided through the membrane, leaving the
kids huddled in acomplex knot behind him. Hefilled the workroom and had to bend his body to fit
between the counters and the map table. Despite that, he got close enough that Perivar could see the gel
glisten on his skin. Perivar fought the urge to back away.

"What happened to you?'
Perivar felt his mouth move, but no sound was coming out. He forced his voice to spesk.

"Therewas arevolution in Eshina. | was acommunications hack and aspy on thelosing side. Eshina
law deports revolutionaries by selling them asindentured servants. Tasa Ad bought me up chegp. Heand
his sster Kessa headed up arunner team. | was. . .bought to work the communications transfers for
them.”

Kiv's body rippled, sending rainbows glistening down his back where the light hit the membrane gdl.
"And you made abond of some sort with Eric.”

Perivar nodded. "We'd picked up Eric off his homeworld. Weird place. Crashing old world orbiting a
binary star. Tasa Ad had seen him in action on the ground and decided this one we'd keep. Eric's not his
real name, | just called him that because | couldn't get ahandle on the redl thing. It goes on even longer
than yours does.

"Heredly isamazingly useful. He can. ..do things to machines. .. make them move. Make a computer
run just by touching it. Tasa Ad used him as akind of super—systems digger and we were able to
expand our...activities from just contraband running.

"Ericand | got along. At least, | liked him better than | liked Tasa Ad and alot better than | liked
Kessaeven though that didn't take much. | taught him area language, showed him how to take care of
himself on the ship, told him about things outside. Played big brother alittle, you understand? We became
friends, dmost without me noticing it'd happened. I'm not...1 wasn't used to having friends.

"Then we got anew job, aweird one. Aguy named D'Shane wanted usto stedl an artificia
intelligence cdled Dorias out of a planetary network. The money was...really good, so TasaAd took it
on. We used Eric for most of the work, of course. He found the thing and got it loaded into the isolation
box we'd built for it and we took off to hand it over to our client.

"We were two daysin flight and Eric came into my cabin. He looked sick, shattered. He said
'Perivar, isit true that the people we transport are being taken without permisson?

"l hadn't stopped to think about it until then, but | realized Eric had no ideawhat was redlly going on.
Tasa Ad kept him on a short tether when it came to network information, and I'd never spelled out



anything to him. He was a volunteer and his people either have no concept of ...involuntary servitude, or,
it's so different from what we did that it never occurred to him that we were kidnapping and selling
unwilling bodies. | mean, yes, when Tasa Ad and Kessa got them to the ship, they were drugged out and
in capsules, but that was exactly how we got him on board.

"And I'd never told him about me.

"So | said something particularly ingghtful, like'And? And helooked at melike he didn't know
whether to be sorry for me or kill me on the spot. After along time he said 'Perivar, | don't think you
understand what you're doing. Dorias does not want to go to D'Shane.'

"'Doriasisamachine,’ | said. ‘It doeswhat it'stold.’

"Hesaid 'Doriasisa...l don't know the word he used, but the trandator turned it into "Well-Made
Soul,' and he said 'l won't hand him across to D'Shane without his consent.’ He walked out and | stayed
stuck to the spot, cursing mysdlf for anidiot.

"Then, | heard Tasa Ad yelling. | ran toward the sound. He...they...Eric...| mean...Eric, TasaAd,
and Dorias's box were on the bridge. Eric was at the comm board. | read hisfingers. He was opening up
achannel to somewhere, probably to a station, or maybe back to where we'd come from. | saw the
cable on Doriass box and | knew Eric was getting ready to hardwire the Al into the open channel so it
could get itsdlf free,

"TasaAd was, of course, ydlling at him to stop, and when he paused for breath, Eric smply said 'No.'
And TasaAd reared up and said 'Y ou'll do what you're told, you damned barbarian, or you're dead!" "

"That got him. Eric whirled around and yelled, "Try me, Skyman, just try me!'

"Kessacamein at that point. Shoved her way past me, just as Tasa Ad lunged for Eric. Shewas
armed. A dart gun. The cartridge was red. Serious poison.

"TasaAd grabbed Eric'sarm...and...collapsed. Kessa screamed something and raised the gun. |
screamed something else and shoved her sideways and she pointed the gun at me and fired. Caught mein
thearm. And | collapsed. And Eric grabbed her and she collapsed and Eric collapsed with her and there
we all were on the deck together. The thing was, Eric and | were dive. TasaAd and Kessa, weren't.”

Perivar looked up. Kiv had shrunk in on himsdlf asfar as he could go. Not asingle eye showed. His
armswere nearly invisble and the length of historso rested on the floor.

"What did you do?" Kiv asked, without even opening his eyes.

"We scavenged the datastore for enough trace information to build acouple of line ghosts and stedl
the runner's Sde ship, the U-Kenai. Then the three of usran for it. Doriastook off on hisown. Ericand |
wandered around for a couple of years, stedling for people like D'Shane...once, when we got desperate,
we even stole people for D'Shane. Hed blackmailed usinto it. It was after that we both decided thiswas
no way to live." He paused. "I should have at least lost my arm from Kessa's dart, but | didn't. Eric took
care of that, too." A giggle escaped him. "Took him awhile, that'sfor sure. Said lucky for me he'd aready
had practice on Skymen, so he got it eventudly. Heredly isamazingly useful.”

Kiv extended hisarms and legs so dowly it was dmost painful to watch. One eydid at atime peded
reluctantly open.

"Perivar." Kiv leaned across and even through the gel Perivar could smell the spicy scent that
surrounded the Shessel when he got upset. I cannot live with you likethis."

"Wha?' Sheer disbdief ran through him.

Kiv drew his head back and up until he towered over Perivar asfar asthe room would dlow. "My
sblingsand | werethelast of aline of davesin the peninsulaof S-Tuk. After the Union tregties, | came
out here s0 that there was no chance they'd be able to claim my children if things shredded. Thisis
important. | swore they would never, ever be exposed to the flesh trade. | belong to my children, Perivar.



| cannot ignore their welfare. Y our past isyour own, and | will try not to care about it, but your present is
very much my concern.

"End this, Perivar, or | am severing our partnership and closing our business down."

"Kiv," Perivar thought about turning away but couldn't seem to manage the movement. "Nothing like
thisisgoing to happen again.”

"Y ou don't know that! How can you know that!" Kiv's whistle rose so high that Perivar flinched.
"Youranfor this TasaAd, you ran for yourself, and now you're running for Eric Born! Who next,
Perivar?'

Perivar ducked his head. "Would you mind if | shut the door for awhile?*

"No." Without another word, Kiv doubled back aong his own length and flowed back to his children.

Keeping hiseyes on thewadls, Perivar did the membrane housing closed. It clanged sharply againgt
the threshold before the catch snapped shut.

Perivar staked to the other side of the room. It didn't help any that he knew Kiv wasright. He raised
his hands to run them through his hair and let them fdl to hissde again. He circled the room aimlesdy,
trying to think and then trying not to think, until his Sight began to fade again. Findly, he threw himsdf into
his chair and clamped his eyes shut. He stayed that way for along time.

Brain'ssigna sounded overhead. "Zur-lya ki Mdiad has opened a channel and |abeled the contact
urgent.”

Perivar groaned. " Send her through, Brain." He keyed the watch command in just asthe view screen
cleared. At the other end of theline, lya's face looked unnaturaly white.

"Perivar. Where did you get this sample from?”

Now what kind of question...Then Perivar remembered they hadn't used lyal to go over Eric's
blood. "Isthere something wrong?"

"Wrong, no. | just want to know where you got your hands on a construct.”

"A what?'

"A congruct. A genetically engineered life-form. I've only seen DNA this abbreviated in theoretical
texts. What did this come from? It must be kept inadamn jar!”

"It," Perivar bit theword off, "isawoman, lya. Walking, bresthing, and in need of a bath, actudly."

lya leaned forward. "Y ou trying to get rid of her?'

“lyd..."

"Don't look like that. I'm not talking about for dissection. Damn-o, Perivar, she, whatever sheis, isa
work of art! If we could incorporate haf of what'sgoneinto her..."

Perivar shook his head, trying to clear enough room to think inastraight line. "lyd, I've been to where
she comesfrom. It's adegenerated culture. They're redl good at breeding sheep, but engineering a
person..."

Her mouth worked back and forth silently. "That would mean she's a descendant, and just one of a
population; otherwise, thislevel of mutation never would have bred true, but still, you'd think there'd be
more work space..."

"Work space?" said Perivar.

lyal nodded absently, asif most of her attention was focused on another conversation. "A large
portion of any DNA diring iswhite noise. It's got no direct impact on the organism. What it'stherefor is
to reduce the risk of harmful mutation. 1t's Nature's margin for error.

"When we're tailoring genes here, we leave dl, or a least mogt, of that extra spacein, so we can



make use of that same margin for error. Whoever designed this woman's ancestors, though, didn't fedl
they needed a safety net. Which means they were either phenomendlly stupid, which | doubt, or so good
at what they were doing that they could make even the Vitae look like apprentice pig breeders.

"Perivar, if she'sup for grabs, well take her here.”

"What would the gardens director have to say to that?' When she didn't answer, Perivar felt his heart
freeze up. "Oh gods, lyd, you didn't."

"Perivar, there are maybefifty completely engineered people dive in the Quarter Galaxy and none of
them, | mean none of them, are thisfully redlized. Additions and enhancements are one thing. Anybody
can throw a switch. Some places can even rewire the system. But thisone...whoever built her started
with some proteinsin asterile dish and went from there. If we knew even haf of what went into it, we
could givethe Vitae arun for their market, and not just on Kethran either.

"And by the way"—her voice and face hardened together—"I'm not crazy about the fact you think I'd
just get her in here and run her through a processor."

"lyd, a thispoint | don't know what you'd do." Which just adds another name to that list. "Youre
not talking like yoursdf."

That took her back. "All right, dl right." She waved her handsaimlesdy. "Y es, | showed my resultsto
Director Id Shomeat. | thought we had a calibration problem. | thought the chain could not be this short.

"He went over the whole thing again. We got the same resultsfivetimesin arow and | told
him...well, | told him. Hetold meto try to get...her...we were saying 'it' because what the hell did we
know...here. What's she need to be comfortable?”

Perivar felt hisfingers curling up again and forced them to straighten out. "The usud things, lyd. A
place to stay, food, something she can do to keep from getting bored...Oh yeah, she needs some
language lessons and she doesn't know an input termina from ahunk of brick."

lya scratched her chin. "All right. The necessities we can fix her up with, and we could dways use
another field assistant that doesn't need reprogramming. We could even pay her. What's the going
contract length for contraband whereit'slega ?*

"Six years, supposedly. But | never saw a contraband redly finish a contract. Permanent extensons
aremorethe way it works. They can't exactly protest to the labor authority.”

"Six years should do it, and then some. Will you release her to us?'

Perivar sat il for awhile, listening to the hum of the utilities and the sllence that was coming from
behind the membrane housing.

"Perivar, what iswith you?'

"Nothing. Plenty. Never mind, lyd. I'vejust been hanging around Kiv too long, that'sall. Can you
give me an hour? There are somethings | need to clear up.”

"An hour | can give you, but not much more. Cousin Director is about ready to sart eating the carpet
over here”

"All right. I'll get things...straightened out onthisend assoon as| can, lya."

"I'll bewaiting. And, Perivar..." she hestated. "I may end up owing you the favor for this. Hopeto
Seeyou soon.”

"Yeah." He shut the channel down.
"All right, Kiv. Youwin." Perivar hoisted himsdlf to hisfeet and knocked on hisliving room door.

No answer came, so Perivar pushed the door aside. Aria sat on the sofawith her face to the door,
but she did not look up. Her eyes were closed, and her hands were cupped around a small white sphere
that gleamed in the light that shone through the windows.



"Aria Stone?" Perivar approached her carefully. Now he could see two more spheresresting on a
bright green swath of fabric next to her.

Shedidn't move. Perivar laid his hand on her shoulder.

"Aria?'

Ariablinked once and lifted her eyes. She searched hisface without any sign of comprehension. Her
pupils had dilated until her brown irises were nothing but a narrow band around two black holes.

"Areyou dl right?' Helifted hishand away.

Shelicked her lipsand dowly, dowly focused on hisface. "Yes. | am." She shook her shouldersand
dropped the stone onto the fabric on the sofa. It made asharp click asit hit the others. "I'm sorry, | didn't
hear you...1..." She started wrapping the cloth around her spheres.

"Y ou were meditating?' Perivar suggested uncertainly. Even from where he stood, he could see her
hands shaking, and she moved with deliberate overcaution, asif she were exhausted, or drunk.

"| don't understand that word," she said. "I was...thinking. Putting dl thethings | have seeninto
place." She fumbled with the cloth and, after severd tries, managed to knot the ends together. Her eyes,
he noticed, had returned to normal, but the expectant trust she had shown before was buried.

"If | interrupted something persond, I'm sorry,” said Perivar. "Eric never told me much about the
religious cusomsin the Ream.”

"It'sdl right." Arialeaned her arm againgt the sofa's back and stared out the window. *I should have
waited until | was more settled.” Shelaid one hand on the windowpane and fixed her gaze on the street.
Her discarded headcloth till lay on the couch, and an untidy braid of black hair hung down between
dumped shoulders.

Perivar looked past her to the scene outside. There wasn't much to see. Because it was aterraformed
world, most of Kethran's cities were the result of meticulous planning. The process made for the efficient
use of gpace but did not necessarily produce splendid views. The stone and polymer walls of the
warehouses blocked out the horizon in one direction and the park in the other. To Perivar, the view
looked more like a canyon than a street. Which was, he redlized, why Ariawas staring at it so hungrily.

"Just got an answer for you," he said. "Let meknow if | say something you don't understand...”

"Just tell me," she said wearily. "'l will understand.” She added something under her breath that he
didn't catch.

Perivar fdt hiseyebrows arch, but he said, "All right.”

Hetold her about lya's offer. Shelet him keep talking until he was done and not once did she take
her gaze from hisface.

"What do you think?" Perivar asked findly.

"| think"—Ariatoyed with the end of her headcloth—"that my decision to go over the World's Wall
was beyond reckless. It was, in fact, stupid.”

"| can arrange for you to go home easily enough.” With one twenty-word call to the labor
authorities, in fact.

Ariawound the black cloth between her scarred fingers. "If | return now, |, at the very least, am
dead. | should not haveleft, | should have found someway..." Shelooked at the backs of her hands.
"But thisislessthan usdess. Do we leave for this’Amaiar Gardens place now?"

"Only if youwant to go."

She gave him acrooked, haf smile. "I want the skillsit will buy me. If | have to surrender afew drops
of blood every so often for that, then"—she shrugged—"it will beworthit. Tell me, though, are you
Skymen dl so interested in each others blood?"



Perivar began to wonder what she was hearing through the trandator. "Not usualy,” he admitted.
"Listen, Sar Stone, | want you to be clear on one thing. Once you leave here, you leave here. | don't ever
want to have to hear your name again, dl right?"

For amoment, he thought she was going to ask him why, but she didn't. She said, "I don't careto risk
anyone's skin but my own."

"Glad to hear it," Perivar said: "We should go now." He stood asideto let her pass.

It's a decent beginning, hetold himsdlf. The beginning of an end, Kiv. And thistime, I'll make it
stick. Perivar laid two ringers over his heart and watched Arias straight back as she walked unafraid
through hisdoor. | swear it.

Keat was not thefirst to exit the shuttle, or even the twenty-first. He did not care. The hard-packed
dirt that pressed unevenly against the soles of his boots bel onged to the Home Ground. The ruins that
stood out knife-edged in the sunlight, despite the filters on his faceplate, had been inhabited by the
Ancestors. And if they were broken and sagging, and pitted by thirty centuries of dust and radiation, they
still waited for the descendants of their makers. Those descendants who now walked under ablack sky
and tried to come to grips with the fact that they were home.

The thin wind he couldn't even fed through his suit blew more dust onto the driftsthat piled up againgt
what used to be abuilding'swall. The cement had been sheered off at about the level of Kdat'swaist,
leaving behind a rectangle that must have been half akilometer on aside. Insdeit, rubblelay in hegps,
broken by burn craters, which in turn were being filled with yet more dust. Here and there clusters of
girders, blackened by time, pushed their jagged fingers out of the dugt, asif to see the outlandishly
colored forms of the First Company asthe Vitae spread out between them at a steadily increasing pace,
like children left donein anew park.

A dozen voicesrang around the inside of Kelat's helmet, and his comparison of his Beholden and the
committeesto children settled more firmly inside him. All detachment had been suspended for the
moment, even though six Witnessesin their green containment suits filtered through the gesticulating teams
of techsand Higtorians, storing everything they saw for the memory.

What they saw were lumps of nameless materidss, black, brown, and rust red, and clear silver. They
saw dust, everywhere. They saw aworld that was scarred, maimed, cratered, ungainly, and old beyond
description. But everything they saw wastheirs. Their home.

Kea squinted at the horizon. It wasimpossible to tell whether the hillsin the distance were more
ruins or were actud geologic formations. He turned, shuffling around until he saw the black hulk of the
mountainsthat sheltered the artifacts. There was no mistaking them. They stretched farther on each side
than his eyes could see. Even though there was not enough air left to support clouds, he could arch his
back asfar as physicaly possible and still not see their tops. They pierced the vacuum.

In lessthan aweek, the children of the Lineage would be on both sides of those mountains. Kelat wet
hislips. Avir was aconfirmed believer in the Assembly's stance, but a capable and dedicated Contractor.
She would be going down with the Second Company into the populated regions. What she would find
there...therewas no telling, yet. Jahidh's last message had not been good. But Basg had found away to
trace the loose artifacts. Although Basg would have been horrified to heer it, that meant therewas ill a
chance to bring the situation under control. That they would have to do it under Avir's nose saddened him
abit.

Is now the time for this? Keat chided himsdf. You are walking on the Home Ground! Your job
isto help coordinate this great work and you can't even coordinate your own thoughts!

"Contractor Kelat." Kelat became aware that one of the voicesin his helmet was calling his name.
"Contractor Kelat?'

"Keat here" Hetouched akey on hiswrist termind to lay adisplay grid over the landscape his eyes
saw. Each Vitae became targeted by a pinprick of gold light. He siwung his gaze back and forth until one



pinprick turned red.

"Higtorian-Beholden Baiel, Contractor,” said the voice. "'l think you need to seethis.” An anonymous
figurein aHistorian's grey suit tood beside agleaming pillar that was twice astal as he was and waved
ahim.

"I'm coming, Beholden." Minding hisfooting, Kelat picked hisway through the mounds of dust and
wreckageto Baid'ssde.

The Beholden didn't even see him arrive. His attention was totally fastened on the cylindrical pillar.

Kelat sudied it. For amoment, al he saw wereits surprisingly smooth sdesthat glinted in the harsh
daylight. Thetop wasragged, like thewall of the ruined building they had landed beside. Indistinct
shadows played acrossit from...

Kelat blinked, and looked again. No. The shadows weren't moving across the surface, they drifted
ingdethe pillar itself. Kelat pressed hisfaceplate againg the pillar's sde. The pillar reflected hisface back
a him and he saw his own wide eyes and undignified, dack-jawed surprise. Beyond that, under whatever
gdlicate, or polymer, or glassthis was, something shifted. A blob of shadow the size of Kelat's head
flowed dowly toward the pillar's uneven top and hung there for amoment. Then it drew its soft edgesin
toward its center and began to swim, or fly, or creep back toward the bottom.

"Blood of my ancestors," he whispered. "Blood of my ancestors."
Anirrationa voicein the back of his head wondered if that might not very well betrue.

5—Broken Canyon, The Realm of The Nameless Powers, Early
Morning

Why cannot the Unifiers find the Evolution Point? For the same reason we
cannot find the Home Ground. The two are the same world and we are not just the
children of the Ancestors, we are the first of the Human Race. Why then should we,
the parents, serve these, our children?

—~Fragment from an Imperiaist text found on thewall of thefifth level park aboard the Grand Errand.

Therain came down like the wrath of some ancient god. Even with hislantern in hisfist, Jay couldn't
see more than ayard past the tip of hisboots. A solid wall of water reflected the light right back at him. It
wasn't dl water, though. Slivers of ice smacked againgt hisfaceplate like they meant to chip the slicate.

Behind him, the two Notouch women steadied each other. As soon as the squall started up, they
wrapped their headcl oths around their faces to protect themselves from the ice and to make sure they
had pockets of air to breathe. Y ou could literally drown in some of these rains. Now they held tight to
each other'sarms, walking in ameasured, rocking gait that let them balance againgt each other asthey
picked their way over the dick, bare rock of the canyon floor.

If thered ever been soil here, years of wind and water had washed it away, leaving nothing but granite
and sandstone. Jay's lantern showed up bands of pale pink and flecks of gold underfoot that might have
been beautiful had there been daylight to shine on any of them.

Jay glanced up. The bulk of the ragged canyon Wall was indistinguishable from the black sky
overhead. The darkness|left him no way to pick out the clouds and measure their weight or their
movement. If the deluge didn't op soon, he could bein trouble. A river could start down thewalls, and
in this thread-thin canyon, they'd all be washed away and buried in the swvamps. Already therainfilled the
hollows between the stones underfoot until the puddies overflowed into one another. In places he was up
to hisanklesin ice water. The women must have been just about numb, but, then, they were used to this.
After four years of tramping up and down in the Realm'sinsane westher, Jay sill couldn't see how they



stood it. He thought about Cor waiting behind with the oxen. At least she could climb under the dedge's
canvas cover and stay dry.

Finally, the water and the darkness split far enough to let through the white spark of another light. Jay
ressted the impulse to hurry. Sipping on the wet stone would take him down hard even through the
layers of wool and leather he wore, and he had nothing to catch himself againgt but more dick stone.

The puddles were turning into brooks, fast. One of the Notouch, Broken Trail, he thought, pointed
toward the white light and shouted something to her cousin. Jay beckoned at them impatiently. Empty
Cups glanced backward and then forward, and evidently decided shed cometoo far to carry through
any thoughts of turning around. She trudged forward with her cousin.

Jay forced himsdlf to concentrate on each step until he could see the curving, white sides of the
shelter. The brightly lit entranceway opened like awarm welcome. He ducked down the short corridor
made of polymer sheets over ajointed framework and breathed asigh of relief. Behind him, Empty Cups
pulled Broken, Trail back. The cousins stood in the downpour, shouting in each other's ears to be heard
above the storm.

Jay motioned for them to comeinsde. They obeyed hesitantly.

Always the same, hethought. They'll walk up a dark canyon and through a downpour, but as
soon as they get to the dry, well-lit place, they get scared.

He stripped off hisglove. Cold sank through his skin straight to his bone. He hammered on the inner
door. The door peeled back and let loose aflood of powered light.

"Welcome back, Jay," said Lu as he stepped back to let the three soaking travelersinside.

Jay felt themusclesin hisback relax immediately in thewarm, still ar. Theicy rain became nothing but
adistant thunder outside the curving walls. He pulled off his faceplate and shucked the dripping cape,
hanging both on an empty hook amid the emergency gear and corporate issue outerwear that none of the
Unifier Team bothered with. He snatched up one of the extratowels Lu kept piled on a spare crate and
wiped the spattering of rain off hisround face and bald scalp.

The dome was along way from luxurious. Most of the gear was Stashed in polymer crates. The crates
were stacked between equipment that still had half its paneling open, exposing wires and chipsin bundles
of black and orange, blue and green. Jay had at one point wondered what Lu did with his days when he
was supposed to be making the base not just usable, but livable. Then he had learned that, for Lu, this
jumblewaslivable.

"Who've you got for us?' Lu beamed through his scruffy, brown beard at the two women and
switched to the language of the Realm. "The Nameess called thisday fine, for wehave met init." Lu held
up his hands. He'd had the hand marks of one of the Bondless drawn on their backsin indelibleink. The
women relaxed visibly. Now they knew where they werein terms of how to act.

They both knelt on the shelter's smooth polymer floor. The older of the pair said, "Know, good Sir,
that this despised oneis Broken Trail dena Rift in the Clouds and with her is Empty Cups dena Reed in
the Wind, and we beg to know how we may serve."

Lu suppressed a grimace and Jay shrugged. When they'd first started the search, Lu had tried to get
the Notouch to stop groveling, but found it didn't work. The Notouch obeyed the rules of alifetime and
smply didn't trust anybody who told them that the rules were unnecessary. They were so stubborn about
it that Jay found himself wondering if somekind of specific subservience hadn't been bred into them by
the old magters of this place. Their caste system had probably evolved around whatever categories their
makers had originally placed them in. But then there was Stonein the Wall....But she had been an
exception and it was beginning to look like that wasn't the only thing shed been an exception to.

"Firgt you can serve by getting yoursdveswarm and dry," said Lu, putting his steady smile back into
place. "Come here, if you will."



Trail and Cupsfollowed Jay, walking so close together their shoulders almost touched. Jay had set up
an empty meta crate near the back wall of the shelter. A cod fire burned in the middle of it. For thefirst
couple of testees, he had tried to introduce them to heating e ements, but none of them would come near
the glowing coils.

When Jay stood back to make room for them, Trail and Cups approached the fire without hesitation
and held out their scarred hands over the flames, rubbing and blowing on their knuckles. They stripped
off their headcloths and ponchos, wringing out the extrawater onto the floor. Fortunately, Lu would be
gpared from having to mop up the mess. The porous polymer absorbed it and let it drain into the ground
undernesth.

"Now then, Trail and Cups, hear this" said Lu as the women dried themsdlves off. | an going to
show you a strange place and ask you some questions you may hot see the reason for. To serve, you
must stay cam and use the wits the Namel ess bestowed upon you when they gave you your lives. Y oull
be home before night touches your rooftops again. Can you do this?*

"Good gr, we can," said Trail, bowing her head humbly.

Lurolled hiseyes. "Then you have my thanks." He glanced at Jay and switched to Standard. "Y ou
coming down?'

"No." Jay dropped into the chair in front of the encampment stove and yanked off his boots. "I've got
to make it back before the Seablades show up. King Silver wants her Skyman beside her so she can
show how badly she'sbresking al the rules.”

"Well, you know thered rule.”

"If it works, don't argue,” Jay chorused with him. He stuffed his boots and socksinto the stove and
st the controlsfor clothes drying.

"Good luck," he said as he leaned back.
"Thanks," answered Lu. "l till wishwedidn't haveto doit thisway."

Jay made himsdlf shrug casudly again. "Those are the orders. No more volunteers go offworld until
we find out what the Vitae have done with or to Stonein the Wall." He frowned toward the stove.
Should have had word about that by now, even if it isn 't ever going to come fromwhere Lu
thinks it will.

"Whatever you say. Y ou're the boss of thislittle expedition.” Lu shrugged.

"It'snot my idea," Jay reminded him. Believe me, I'd just as soon be shoveling everyone we can
get our hands on into the shuttle hold. "It'sthe committee's. It's not so bad, though. We do need to be
careful. The Vitae are awfully closeto making their move on thisplace.”

"Y ou'd know, wouldn't you."

Yes, | would. "Let meaone, Lu. | exiled mysdf yearsago.”

"Sorry," said Lu shegpishly. "It'san old habit.”

"l know." The stove chimed and Jay opened the door to retrieve hisfootgear. "' Take care.”
"Keep your back to thewal."

Jay refrained from mentioning that here it wasimpossible to do anything se.

Luwaited for Trail and Cupsto rewrap their ponchos and turbans before he led them to the trapdoor
he had jury-rigged in the floor. Underneath it lay a second hatchway, flush to a smooth patch of some
slicate-like substance that had been exposed by years of wind and water rushing acrossit.

Lu dug hisfingersinto the crack between the hatch and the silicate and, with agrant of effort, raised
thelid. Cupsand Trail exchanged apprehensive glances when they saw the smooth-sided, dark well in
front of them. Lu pressed the key that turned on the lights he had strung on adhesive pads down the side.



Theillumination did little more than show the fact that the tunnel's walls were grey and unmarked, broken
only by the string of lights and the jointed ladder Lu had hung from the edge of the drop.

Lu had tried to drill holesin the wall to make rungsfor a proper ladder, but the silicate wouldn't yield
to anything, including awelding torch.

Nonchalantly, Lu grabbed the ladder's rungs and started his descent. Cups swallowed visibly, but
followed as soon as she had room. Trail glanced back at Jay, her eyes narrow and calculating.

Jay sarted. Stonein the Wall had given him the same look before sheld agreed to come with him up
the canyon.

Do you suppose we've finally hit diamond?

Trail turned her atention toward the ladder and started down it. Jay redlized he was biting hislower
lip and released it. It was a bad habit he'd picked up from Cor. Tdltale signs of nervousness had been
creeping into his features more and more often.

He stuffed hisfeet back into his socks and boots, pausing aminute to let the warmth restore at least
some measure of circulation to hisfeet. Then Jay retrieved his cloak and face mask and stedled himsdlf to
walk back outside. He redlly wanted to wait the rain out in the civilized atmosphere of the dome,

How far gone am | when a portable shelter is civilized? hewondered irritably.

He shoved the door aside. Without pausing, he ducked out into the canyon. The door dapped shut
behind him.

The canyon's darkness folded around him like another cloak. Therain had stopped, leaving nothing
but puddleswith crusts of ice forming rapidly. The sun was over the wals of the main canyon, Jay knew,
but the night's unforgiving cold and dark lingered for hours longer in thisside crack. Still, Jay felt his
breathing ease, not just from the change in the weether, but from getting away from Lu. It was dways
easer to think on hisown.

It's so close to finished, I'm getting nervous. And | should have had word by now. Uary's had
plenty of time to find out what that woman is.

Just check the transmitter and get back where you belong, Jahidh, he ordered himself.

All three of the team wore the neckline terminals commonly caled "torques’ that worked in
conjunction with their trandator disksto adlow them to keep in touch with each other over limited
distances. But offworld transmission required more power and alot more circuitry. When Jay had
suggested that the spare transmitter should be set up somewhere away from the shelter, Lu and Cor had
both agreed. The reasoning he'd used on them wasthat if the weather, or a hostile native managed to
destroy the shelter, thereld <till be away for the survivorsto get word out. Hisredl reasoning had been
that the communications system needed awesk link he could exploit.

Jay switched the lantern on and strapped it to his arm. He pointed the beam up the rocky cliff,
tracking the handholds Lu had so carefully gouged into the stone. He took a deep breath and flexed his
hands before he hoisted himsalf up the rocky cliff. The rock hadn't had the chance to absorb any heat
from the new day. It waslike climbing aragged block of ice. Jay gritted histeeth and kept on climbing.

About ten meters above the canyon floor, the cliff broke away. Jay swung hisleg over thelip and
dropped down into a pocket-sized valey. Places like thiswere called "flood cups' by the inhabitants of
the Realm because they could sometimesfill up with water and spill out into the canyon. Thisone,
however, had severd drainage holes drilled init. Jay only had to splash through afew shalow puddiesto
reach the transmitter.

The unit was astack of squat boxes. Everything they used on this planet had to be sheltered against
thetorrentia rains and freezing cold that came with night.

Jay undid the straps holding the lantern to his deeve and hooked it onto the sde of the transmitter so



he could see what he was doing. Then he lifted back the cover on the main unit. All the keysand displays
glowed with a steady amber light and were completely blank.

Jay touched a series of commands he had memorized weeks before they landed here. No response
came from the unit. No messages from the Unifiers, then. No change in Satusto report to their people
down here gtirring up trouble. Cor and Lu spent alot of time cursing about the lack of attention their
project was receiving from the bureaucracy back on May 16, even with the Vitae so interested in the
Realm. Jay suspected both of them were on somebody's mud list by now for failing to make scheduled
reports.

Neither Sde knew how many messageswere being "lost" during transmisson.

Jay touched the keys again in asequence that Lu and Cor had no ideawas vaid. The transmitter
responded by scattering what could have been arandom series of symbolsfrom adozen different
alphabets across the screen. Jay took histrandator disk out of his ear and dipped it into the download
dot in the transmitter. The screen cleared ingtantly. Jay reclaimed the disk.

As soon as he had replaced the trandator in his ear, Caril's voice spoke to him. "We have released
the artifact Stone in the Wall. She and Eric Born were alowed to escape confinement twenty hours prior

to my sending thismessage. .."
Jay sat in histiny pool of light, fegling the cold seep into him as helistened to the details.

Blood, blood, blood! he cursed. Now we have to hunt down her family. He thought about Trail and
her eyes, but couldn't work the brief glimpse of aresemblance into afull-fledged hope. How could those
idiots have done this! They know I've got nothing to work with down here! For abrief moment, he
knew how Lu and Cor felt, bereft of resources and support.

Hetried to tel himsdlf it was only a setback, not adead end. And it would have been very bad if the
Assembly had found out how Stone in the Wall functioned before they did, but it was till bad enough. If
the Imperiaigts didn't have athorough grasp of how the artifacts functioned by the time the Assembly
parties came over the World's Wall, the chance to win the Home Ground would be gone.

Of course, the two Unifiers thought that was the deadline for having the Realm's power base
reorganized under amonarch who wanted to join the Human Family.

None of which leaves any more time for sitting around here.

Jay climbed out of the flood cup and down to the canyon floor. The sky above him had turned smoky
grey, but itslight hadn't yet traveled far enough over the Wallsto show him hisway, s0 he kept the
lantern on and picked his path between the fallen rocks and frozen puddles asfast as he could.

After about three miles, the darkness ended and Jay stepped out of the canyon's shadow into the
filtered, hazy glow that passed for daylight in the Reaim.

The Teachers said that Broken Canyon was where the Namel ess Powers had argued about the word
for "stone." The entire breadth of it was a mass of jagged promontories, caves, cups, and gashes. The
Wals didn't even stand up straight. They doped open like the canyon was yawning.

When the Nameless had finally come to an agreement, went the story, they made up for the botched
job by painting the canyon in a spectacular fashion. Therain hadn't madeit out here, so the colorswere
gill dry. Veinsof slver and quartz shot through bands of crimson, rugt, vermilion, violet, and sparkling
sandstone. Here and there you could even catch aglimpse of adick, greyish patch of exposed slicate.

Jay could remember the tremor of excitement in Lu's voice when held discovered that the dick, grey
"rock" was redlly amanufactured silicate lying under the dirt and gravel of the Realm. It meant that MG49
sub 1 wasnot just afalled colony, it was afalen world, and who knew how much of their technology
might have survived under the ground?

Broken Canyon measured three mileswide at its base, but he ill felt hemmed in by thewals that
were too huge to be taken in with asingle glance. It got worse when he remembered that these were the



smaller walls, and that the black, ragged stretch where the horizon should have been was ahundred times
bigger.

Four years, as Jay and his two companions measured time, had passed and he had never gotten used
to the sight. Jay looked at the ground and started down the dope through the screen of scraggly trees and
underbrush. The spectacular colors of the walls dmost compensated for the tan, grey, and olive green of
the stunted trees and spiky reeds that poked out of the skimpy patches of soil. Moss and lichens gave the
rocks coats of fuzz.

The sounds of life drifted up to him on the back of the omnipresent wind. Hooves and skids clattered
againgt rock and sank into mud. V oices bounced off the bouldersin an incoherent babble that seemed to
come from dl directions at once, al mixed up with the thousand little noises that came from constant
motion. Jay shoved hisway through athicket of thorny trees and findly got aclear view of the muddy,
pockmarked road.

King Silver had told him, rather proudly, that forcing the Narroways A pproach across the canyon
floor had cost athousand lives. The lichen-covered mounds of boulders hegped a ongside the roadbed
gave alot of credence to the body count.

A flood of travelers poured down and around the wide road today. Clear, dry spellswere not to be
wasted, war or no war. Even in thetraffic, though, they clung together in knots of their own kind.
Caravans of Bondless shouted over their creaking deighs and snorting oxen. They gave agrudging berth
to agaggle of Bonded trotting along with their overseer. An enclosed dedge that bore the ribbons of
some Noble house rattled along at the center of an entourage which shoved an impartia path through the
rest of thetraffic.

Along the sde of the road, framing the scene, the bundles of Notouch women in their ragged motley
picked their own paths between the rocks and the weeds. The girlswho could walk struggled to keep up
with their mothers, aunts, and older sisters. The babies were carried on the stooped backs of the oldest
women.

Jay frowned at them. Those roving bands were what was making it so impossibleto track Stonein
theWall. If only the Ancestors had been alittle more obviousin designing their servants, but, asde from
the trained telekinetics, there were no differences between these walking artifacts that could be seen
without a gene scan. Uary had theories. The Notouch might have been the "untouched,” blank dates that
were the control group for the Ancestors work, or kept to use for later modification. That the telekinesis
could crop up anywhere lent credence to the story from their "gpocrypha’ about the war against the
Teachersthat drove the power-gifted into hiding and humiliation until they'd learned their lesson.

Or until the otherslearned they couldn't live without them, thought Jay, watching the ragged
parade of so many men and women and so few children.

But none of these theories explained what Stone in the Wall was, or why her family was relegated to
the Notouch caste. The traits that made her what she was were not shared by the caste in generd any
more than the telekinesiswas shared by all the Nobles. Cor had met Stonein the Wall in Narroways.
She came from acluster of hutsthat had no name, and probably wasn't even there anymore. Like most
Notouch women, she spent her time roving between citiesand farmsasa"hired" hand while the men
stayed in the village and kept the place from being washed away. By the time Cor had tried to track her
family, Stonein the Wall's band was gone and no one would admit to knowing anything about her. Trail
and Cups hadn't even been willing to say they'd come to Narroways with awork band.

Chaos, it was dl chaos. Thiswas what happened when there was no vision, no conscious plan.
Entropy laid hold of individua minds, and everything that had been built. ... coll gpsed.

Jay squinted over the Notouch's heads toward the longest of the caravans. Its masters, at least,
weren't completely obliviousto the hostile Sate of affairs between Narroways and the Orthodox world.
Men displaying the tin helmets of hired guards balanced on the overfull dedges, clutching their axes and



metal-studded clubs so anyone who glanced toward them could see they meant business.

The sight didn't say much positive for what the local feding was about the Seablades coming across
from First City. Jay forced the frown out of hisfeatures and scanned the roadside for Cor.

Shewas easy to pick out because she was dmost the only il figure in the canyon. Cor leaned
againgt the driver's perch of her dedge, watching the parade. Her oxen chewed the tree branches nearby
and she patted the dablike sde of the one closest to her absently.

Jay sidestepped toward her. His boots |oosened a small scree of stones and Cor tilted her head up.
"You'relooking grim," she said as he picked hisway down to her.
"I'm fedling grim. There are no messages from May 16 and it's getting later by the second.”

Cor glanced at the sky and at the dant of the shadows. "1n more waysthan one. I'll cussthe Vitae
and bureaucrats out later." She unknotted the oxen's reins from the tree branch. Her hands had been
marked with the broken triangles of the Bondless class. Unlike hisNoble swirls, her markswerered
tattoos. But then, it was her job to immerse hersdlf totally in theloca culture. That way, she could bring
an intimate picture back to the Family and she could get the locals used to the idea that the odd-looking
dtrangers coming to their world werejust like them, redly.

Jay clambered into the back of the dedge.

"It'd beeadier if you'd just learned to ride," she remarked, watching him with an amused smile playing
around her mouth. "The oxen are dow and quiet. It's not that tough.”

"l am from an overcivilized and decadent people,” said Jay blandly as he settled himself on one of the
boxesthat served as seats in the awkward congtruction. "l just cant doit.”

Cor shrugged, hollered at the beasts, and they all lurched forward.

The countryside crawled past them behind the jostle of fellow travelers. A path cleared in front of
them and closed up behind as people recognized them as Skymen. Jay tried not to wince asthe
unpadded box jounced againgt his backside. A river of sweat began to trickle down his cheek. Now that
the sun wasfull up, the day was turning as hot as the night had been cold.

After about an hour, the scraggly wilderness began to give grudging space to tamed patches. The
Narroways farmlands were strange places, more cultivated wetlands than fields. Y ards of seine nets
covered the grains to keep the plants from the worst of dashing deet and hail that could come at night.
The nets were rolled back in places and the Bonded worked in teams, chopping weeds and mucking out
the trenches so water could flow between the rice plants and keegp them from shriveling into dormancy.
Behind alow wall, Bondless carefully tended their orchard. Each precious tree was carefully tented and
you could only see the shadows of the workers undernegth, pruning and grafting. Fruits and root
vegetableswere delicaciesin thisworld of grains, grasses, and fungi.

Thewar did not touch the farms, or the oxen and pigsin their pens. Food and animaswould be
needed by whoever won. But the houses that could be seen from the road sported red flags, proclaiming
there had been war dead there.

Beyond the farms the canyon walls shrugged and shifted and so the world bent toward the left and
tilted down a sharp gradient. Cor whistled shrilly to the oxen and hauled back on the reinsto check them
to awalk asthe road doped sharply in front of them. An overturned dedge had spilled its contents onto
the roadbed and the Bondless owners shouted obscenities at each other in between barked ordersto the
Notouch women scrambling to retrieve the canvas-wrapped packages before they were trampled under
foot or hoof. Thewallsdrew closer here, leaving lessroom for traffic overflow. Even with thewind, it felt
more like being insde than outside.

The sght of the Narroways city wall stretching across the breadth of the canyon only reinforced the
sensation.



Therewas, asusud, aline at the city gates. King Silver's men stopped each dedge, inspected its
contents, and leveled the extortionary duty on it. The Kings of Narroways got away with their legdized
highway robbery because Narroways stood at the junction of three of the most populated corridors of
the Realm. If you didn't go through the city, you added at least two weeksto your travel time. And if the
weather turned bad in those two weeks, your cargo and your life could be washed away down into the
Lif marshes

The sun was fully up over the walls now and beating down on the damp, confined air of the canyon,
rasing clouds of steam from the mud and the smell of sweat from the oxen, and, Jay admitted ruefully,
from him. He tossed his cape back over his shoulder to try to let some of the breeze reach him.

A fresh crosswind bore down out of Narroways and Jay had to swalow againgt hisown bile. The
wind carried the scent of spices, sure, and cooking food and burning tallow. But it dso carried the scent
of acrid smoke, rotting garbage, unwashed humans, and overworked animals, al mixed with the reek
from unburied shit, both from the animas and their owners. The stench of the cities was yet another item
onthelong list of things he had never managed to get used to.

Finaly, they drew up to the gates and Cor raised up her handsin the universal salute. The soldier
looked at her marks, then at her warmth-reddened skin, then at her startling green eyes and yanked
himsdlf back.

"And the Nameless hold you dear, too," she said sweetly and drove the dedge on through.

Despiteitslocation, Narroways had not been built for traffic. The houses huddled shoulder to
shoulder, eyeing each other across thread-thin, mud-paved streets. When the floods came, the residents
smply dung rope-and-chain bridges from one roof to the next and went about their business.

Asin mogt fixed towns, both business and living was done on the second floor. Shuttersthe size of
doorways opened up from verandas to catch any breeze and light the day decided to give out.
Merchants posted their children on the steps to sound off about what waited for saleinside and to tend
the torches smoking the worst of the insects away from the doors.

Today the whole world seemed determined to cram itself into the Streets. A dozen caravan traders
had wedged anima's and deighsinto cramped aleys while they bartered and traded insults with the fixed
merchants. The accompanying mobs of soldiers and families spread through the streets. Their bold robes
spilled color through the solid stream of rust and earth dyes worn by even the Noble born of Narroways.
The hot wind wrapped itself around the jarring noise of too many peoplein too little space, picked up the
smells of food, spices, perfumes, and sweat and mixed it al into a dense morass and spread it out again.

There was barely enough room for Cor to get the dedge through even the main Streets and they
raised acloud of cursesfrom the foot travelers as she tried. The city passed around them in a series of
miniature plays. Ahead on the left, a Bonded woman argued spice prices with apeddler. To theright,
two Bondless toasted each other with acrock of wine. A troop of soldiers on oxen splashed gutter filth
on acluster of Notouch and tossed loud obscenities at each other. An old man with a Teacher's suns
tattooed on his pamslaid his hands on a child's burned face while awoman in a saffron-colored cloak
looked anxioudy on. Jay heard the child's gasp even over the babble of street noises.

Cor eased the dedge around atight corner, and the High House did into view.

The High House was an honorary name for the King's dwelling. It squatted level with the other
buildings behind its own set of carved walls. Even in broad daylight there were six guards at the gate. Cor
shouted to them and they hauled back theiron gatesto let the dedge through. The courtyard on the other
side was empty. They saw no one until they pulled up to the stable. A couple of Bonded hustled the
wagon indoors and Cor with them.

"Good luck." She waved as sheleft Jay on hisown.
"Thanks. I'll need it.”



The blood-warm rain started down before he was hafway across the courtyard. Jay ducked his head
and hauled on his hood to try to keep himsaf dry. He peeked under the edge to get his bearings. The
door lamp glimmered invitingly four feet above the courtyard.

A wind shear drove straight down out of the sky with such force that Jay staggered. He gripped the
dair railings and struggled to climb up to the main doors.

This. Thisiswhat we've wandered for centuries to get back to. Thisiswhat we're ready to go
to war with our own kind over. He ssumbled into the doorway. | swear, if | didn't think they'd just
abandon me here, 1'd tell them we don't want this place. Tell themit's a dying, corroded heap of
rocks. | swear the only reason | keep going is so that someone will get me off this for saken world.

"My Lord Messenger," said aman'svoice.

Jay straightened up. Y our day-use name, thefirst of whatever series you might be lumbered with, was
often not so much aname as a description. Jay's was Messenger for the Skymen and the skinny,
wrinkled man in front of him was Holding the Keys, King Silver's chief secretary and step-and-fetch-it
man. Next to him stood aBonded boy carrying abasin of steaming water in one hand and a plate of
biscuitsin the other. A clean towel wasdung over hisarm.

Jay read the scene. The King wanted to see him, now. The footbath and food were the polite greeting
for an arriva, but he wouldn't be given timeto St down and enjoy them.

"The King wishes you to attend her at once," said Holding, while Jay stripped off his boots and
quickly rinsed hisfeet in the basin asthe boy st it down. " She sent me to see that you do not delay.”

Jay frowned. King Silver was young, greedy, unreasonable, and hadn't learned not to whinein
meetings yet, but she wasn't easily panicked. He donned the pair of dippersthat the boy produced from
the pouch at his belt and wolfed down a biscuit that tasted like wood chips. Something must be going on.
Something unexpected.

Jay followed Holding through the stone hdls. Thelampsin the great hal werelit. The audience was
expected soon, then. The Seablades must have beaten him through the gates.

The corridors Holding led Jay through were stone-cold, despite the heat of the day outside. Coal fires
in the hearths took off some of the chill but the clay statues and bas-reliefs set against thewalls did
nothing to soften gppearances.

Holding the Keys marched Jay straight to the King's private study. It was one of the few roomson
the second floor that sported areal door. Holding knocked.

"Whoever it is, you had better have Messenger with you!" shrilled the King from the other sde.
"l have, My King." Holding swung the door back and stood aside.
Jay marshaed hiswits and walked across the threshold.

The study was ajumble of precious wooden furniture piled with vellum scrollsand clumsily bound
books. It had been built around one of the eight "shadow pillars’ that helped support the High House.
Siver said her grest-great-great-grandmother had ordered the House built over them, as areminder that
the Kings of Narroways were supported by the Nameless Powers.

Jay had actudly considered saying agracefor Silver's grandmother. The pillar and its weird, blobby
shadows had sent the Unifierslooking for the underground chambersthat had yielded their only redl clues
to the workings of the Home Ground.

King Silver stooped over her chart bowl, the Realm's equivaent of aglobe. It wasliterdly adeep
bowl with amap of the Realm painted onitsingde.

"Thereisword," she said, not giving Jay any chance to observe formdities, "that a contingent of
soldiersfrom First City, maybe as many as one hundred, has vanished. Now, where, Messenger of the
Skymen, do you suppose they have gone?"



Even by the sandards of the Realm, Silver on the Clouds was a tiny woman, which might account for
her perpetual belligerence. The scarlet ribbon tattoo that adorned a King outlined her jaw and brow. It
stretched badly whenever she gathered her face up into afrown.

Jay mustered acalm tone. "'l expect they have gone to take up anew position in case their delegation
fallsto make peace with Your Mgesty."

"| expect that isthe truth. Further, | expect that | would not have to worry about them if you would
loan me afew of your Skyman miracles so my generds could fend them off. Or perhaps your masters are
not so anxious to see Narroways the sole and whole power of the Realm asyou have said.”

So we're back to that. "Magesty, | have asked for weapons. | have been refused...”

"Then you will ask again!" she shrieked, and Jay took astep back. "1 will tdll you this, Skyman, this
war egtsat my city. My commanders grow uneasy. A King with uneasy commandersis not long safe,
Skyman, and | treasure my safety. Be assured, if | must hand my name back to the Nameless Powers, |
will not be doing so done”

"Youarewinning."

"Yes." Sherested her hands on the edge of the bowl. "But | am winning dowly. If thiswar we makeis
not finished soon, Skyman, | will ceasetowin at dl. | will lose and thewalls of Narrowayswill come
crashing down over my funerd pyre.”

She pushed past him. ™Y ou will stand beside me and hear what the Seablades have to say for
themsalves."

"Asdways, Your Mgesty." Jay did not shake his head at her back, but he wanted to. There were
days he serioudy regretted helping Silver depose her grandfather.

Holding the Keys, with histypica efficiency, had assembled King Slver's honor guard outside her
door. She had expected them to be there and breezed into the center of the ranks. They snapped to
attention and marched forward, leaving Jay and Holding to fall into step behind.

The processon reached the threshold of the audience hall and a dozen Bonded touched tapersto the
lamps hanging from itsrough walls just asthe King stepped in. Light flickered againgt gold and sted!
jewelry only to be absorbed again by the dull colors of the clothing of the assembled courtiers.

Like everyone e se, the Seablade delegation raised their hands before their faces asthe King's
procession passed. Jay read the marks from the corners of hiseyes. Nobles, dl of them. Threefamily
members, one of whom was Heart of the Seablade. Jay suppressed asigh of relief. He would at least be
able to get some accurate information about First City's plans. That might just be enough to placate King
Silver.

King Silver mounted her dais and stood there. Kings did not have the luxury of sitting through their
audiences. Silver could stand for hours without fidgeting, askill that amazed Jay in spite of himself.

Siver lifted her chin. "It having reached my earsthat my kindred in First City would send me words
concerning our war, | have brought mysdf and my Witness forth to hear them." Her voice wastoo high
and thin for the chamber, even though it was bolstered by the ringing formalities of the high command
diaect. "Therefore, choose who among you will speak and let the others bear back witness asto my
attentiveness and the full nature of my answer."

Two of the Seablades detached themsel ves from the del egation. Heart of the Seablade scrupulously
avoided looking at Jay. Hiswife, Mind of the Seablade, the blood daughter of the house, on the other
hand, seemed determined to keep her atention riveted on him.

The Seablades raised their handsto King Silver in greeting.

"l am Lady Mind kenu Mind of the Seablade dena Congtant Watcher," said the daughter of the
house. "I am chosen to speak for the blood Nobles, the Bondless, and the Bonded who are attached to



the House and L ands where the Blade is the symbol and the protection. | have leave and permission to
speak dso for Wdl's Shadow, my King in First City." Shelowered her hands. " say that the blood will
spill until the floods are red and till we will not yield to this unprovoked and unnaturd war that isfought
by the master of Narroways only because her wit and will has been stolen by the Messenger of the
Skyman dena Aunorante Sangh.”

Bad enough.

"l am Teacher Heart kenu Heart of the Seablade kenu Fortunate Speaker dena Shadow of the
World'sWall," said her husband. "I speak for the Temple and the Teachers. Because thiswar is
provoked by the Aunorante Sangh we say that the power-gifted are free to act against them. We also
say that Narroways no longer hearsthe Word in the Temple and those attached to her, like al Heretics,
must die

Jay had to give Heart this much credit, he held his voice steady as he ddlivered his pronouncement.
But then, held said it before. The First Teacher believed firmly in repetition.

"Thereisforgivenessyet by the law and the Word if Silver on the Clouds as master of Narroways
closesthe breach in her own heart that | et the Aunorante Sangh into her city."

Oh-ho. Thiswasthefirst time an offer of compromise had been extended from the Orthodox
delegates. Could it be that King Slver's not the only one nearing the end of her rope?

King Silver touched the tattooed ribbon that adorned her brow. "By the marks of kingship and family,
| declarethat | and my company have heard and understood the message that you do bear. Now, |
charge you hear my words." Shelowered her hand. "Those who call themsalvesthe Teachersin First
City are but liars. They are the oneswho listen to the Aunorante Sangh, not |. Otherwise, they would
speak the truth and say that the Messenger, the Listener, and the Scribe, who are al of the Skymen, do
no more than bring us greetings from the brothers who have found usin this place where we were moved
by the Servant of the Nameless. The Teacherswould kill our brothers. | would defend them. | will not
change my mind nor stay the hands of those who take up armsin my cause. If thereisto be peace, you
must cease thisthreat againgt our brethren, or you must take my city from under my rain-polished bones.”

Jay's somach turned over. The fate of the Home Ground hung in the balance and it was being argued
over by these...things...who were so out of control that they didn't remember who they were or know
what they wereredlly fighting about.

"King Silver on the Clouds," said Mind. "The dark seasons are coming to the Realm. It can do none
of usany good to pursue thiswar when we should be pursuing a harvest and the stocking of coa and
ails"

"Then lay down your arms and wel come your brothers" said Silver. "Harbor no murderous thoughts

among you. Accept that | am the one chosen to speak for the Realm to the Skymen. Thiswill end the
metter."

"Oh, no, Your Mgesty,"” said Heart. "It will not even come close.

Who isthat talking, Heart? Jay wondered. Isthat actually your voice I'm hearing?
"Isthere moreto be said?' inquired Silver.

"Not by usand not at present, King Silver," said Mind, giving Heart ahard look.
"Wethank Y our Mgesty for your attention,” said Heart.

The Seablades retreated into their cluster of servants. The honor guard held the doors open for them
to wak through.

When the doors banged shut again, Jay sighed inwardly and tried not to shift hisweight. King Silver,
oblivious of hisdiscomfort, called her councilors up to the dais and proceeded to review the interview
with them in detail, analyzing the contents of the Seablades statements, deciding what messagesto send,



what spiesto contact, what ordersto issue. Jay eased hisweight gingerly from his hedlsto histoes and
back again and tried to pay attention.

At lagt, the King dismissed them and Jay hurried out of the hall.

Despite Silver's constant public announcements as to their importance, the King had not wanted her
Skymen to get above themsalves, so she had assigned Jay and Cor quarters outside the main building. To
get to hisrooms, Jay had to cross aroofed, stone bridge with sides open to the wind and weather. With

itsusual abruptness, the rain had stopped and the sun had turned the day into a steam bath. By thetime
he was through the door to the side building, he was drenched with swest.

Unlike the King's study, Jay's room had nothing but a tapestry hanging in the threshold to keep him
screened from the passersby. Jay pushed past it and paused for amoment to savor the night's cool that
had been trapped by the room's stone walls.

Chiding himsdf for forgetting the immediate business, Jay pulled back the burgundy curtains. The
window actually had apane of glassthat rattled only alittle in thewind. Heart knew which room was
Jay's. If he was watching, he would see the opened curtains, and hopefully be able to make his excuses
to hiswife and get away. Jay didn't want to have to wait until dark for the news. He needed to have plans
before then.

"Jay?" caled avoice through the door-curtain. "It's Cor.”
"Comein, comein." He hdd the curtain back for her.

Cor brushed by him and he caught a glimpse of the dark circles under her eyes. She dumped into one
of the chairsinfront of thefireplace. "How'd it go?"

Jay shook hishead. " could've asked for better." He described the audience to her. Cor grunted.
"Jay," she said to the ashes on the hearth, "remind me why were doing this."
Oh, no.

"Because we need to accomplish the reunification of the Human Family,” he said, Sitting acrossfrom
her. "And because the Vitae redly don't want usto."

"Oh, yeah, I'd forgotten about that last bit."
"What's the matter, Cor?"

"Nothing new," she rubbed her forehead. "I've just gone native. It'smy job, after all. Someone hasto
completely understand the new membership so we can make them at ease when they join the Family."
She said the words like she was reading them off the flagstone floor.

Don't do thisto me, Cor. | can't manage you on top of the King, and Lu, and Heart. "We are
doing this because we haveto.” Both of usare.
"Jay?' The door curtain moved and Heart stepped into the room.

Cor raised her hands to the Teacher so smoothly it might have been areflex. Heart bowed toward
her absentmindedly, with his hands held up so the golden suns tattooed on his pamsflashed in the watery

daylight.
"What's the news, Heart?" asked Jay quickly as Heart moved to stand next to him. And please,
please let it be something | can use.

Heart shrugged and leaned his elbow on the mantel piece. "Our city is hard-pressed,” he said, running
his knuckle dong a crack in the sone. "The dissent among our neighbors s strong and we havelittle help.
The Realm waits to see who winsthiswar, Narroways or First City, and then it shall decide what to do."

Jay knotted hisfist. "We need you to help make sure King Silver isvictorious, Heart. What can you
tell usof Firgt City's Sate of affairs?'

Heart hesitated, leaning heavily againgt hisarm. Cor stood and offered the Teacher her chair. He took



it with thanks.

"| do thisbecause we werelied to in the Temple," he said, raising hiseyes asif he were pleading with
them, "because were dying. The Nameless have withdrawn their favor from their people. Our children
are born dead or deformed or of the wrong lines. And the Teachers say it isnot so. They say wethink
there's trouble because we do not see with the Servant's eyes. They say that as long as we repest the
Words of the Nameessin the Temple, al will dways bewell."

Cor gave Jay a sideways glance and then looked quickly out the window. What're you really seeing
out there? Jay wondered. Who have you been talking to?

Heart was shaking his head. "King Wall's troops are going to be pulled from Tiered Side to defend
the outer towns of First City. They'll betherein three days. If King Silver meets them before they reach
there, Firgt City will lose valuable and timely help. But you should move quickly. Thereésadelegation
from Firgt City in Terminus Height, and they may be wavering in their resolution to stand beside you." His
face grew uneasy. "Y ou have worked too few miracles, Skyman. There are those who doubt you can
bring us any good, asKing Silver needs mugt fight so long and so hard to gain any ground with you at her
Sde”

Jay and Cor exchanged along look.

What do we tell them? That the Board decided not to risk arming a telekinetic race whose
world contains who-knows-what powers that they might still be able to use, even if all they have
are superstitions to guide them? Somehow | think we'll lose even Heart's support if I come across
with that.

"l shdl tdl the King." Jay straightened up. "I shall dso tel my masters, be assured.”

"Thank you." Heart stood. "1 need to get back to my chambers. My wife, you know." He turned back
to the threshold and Jay walked beside him.

"Heart," he whispered as he lifted the door-curtain, "the King told me agarrison of one hundred
troops has gone missing from the ranks of Firgt City. Do you know where they may have been sent?’

Heart looked artled. "I have heard nothing of this. | will ssewhat | can find out for you."

"Y ou have our thanks, Heart." Jay let the curtain fall back into place and waited until he heard the
Teacher's footsteps fade down the hall.

"Weve got to see them armed,” he said to Cor's back. "Silver'slosing support, even though she's
winning. We're losing support because were not stronger than the myths. The Vitae are going to show up
soon. If we don't have this place locked down before then, then all our time and effort, it'sfor nothing
and the Vitae will let these. .. people loose on the Human Family.”

"The Vitae might just kill them,” said Cor without turning around. "They don't think much of genetic
engineering on humans.”

No, thought Jay. | don't think they'd kill this crowd. But he said nothing. Cor wastrying to convince
hersdlf they were doing the best thing possible, and he needed to let her succeed.

"All right." Cor faced him and folded her arms asiif she were trying to keep out a chill. “Tomorrow we
can go back to the shelter. Find out what luck Lu's had with the Notouch. If there hasn't been anything,
then I'll back you on the call for arms. | mean, there's not that many power-gifted and it's becoming very
obvious that without Stonein the Wall and her family, no one knowswhat the story iswith the arias.”

"Thank you," said Jay serioudy.
Cor gave him awatery smile. "Keep well 'til then, Jay."
"Keepwel."

Sheleft and Jay sagged onto the bed. There's a chance we can still take this place. A good
chance. He stared out toward the window and fingered historque. If we can just get moving. The



torque beeped. Jay's heart leapt to his throat. The torque beeped again, and again, and once more for
good measure.

Blood and bones. Jay pulled the trandator disk out of hisear. It can't be time already!

With hisfree hand, he undid the catch on historque. The sgna said thistransmission couldn't be
handled with the usual setup. It would be coming from too far away, at too high afrequency. He did the
disk into abardly visble socket on the torque's sde and waited.

"Jahidh, thisisKelat. The First Company haslanded in the Home Ground and | am with them. You
have about two hundred hours | eft before Second Company comes down to reclaim the popul ated
regions. What is the state of your operations?’

Jay stared increduloudy at the torque. "Kélat, | don't know," he said. What do you think I'm
doing? he added slently. Running a lab experiment? Controlling a team of Beholden? "The Unifier
causeisamess, |'ve managed that much, but I'm aso sanding in the middle of it. We may havefindly
found another artifact like Stonein the Wall, but | won't know for sure until I've heard from Lu."

"Contact me directly when you have more news." Thetorquefell slent.

Jay refastened the torque around his neck. Their conversations had to be brief, he knew that. Lu
might not be the most conscientious systems handler dive, but he had designed some highly efficient
watch programs to make up for it. But somehow, knowing Keat was within reach made hisisolation that
much sharper.

We weren't meant to work alone, he sghed. Father was right about that much.

Jay lifted the lid on the chest beside the bed with one hand and loosened the belt on his overtunic with
the other. He pedled off the tiff cloth and pitched it onto the chair for the Bonded to pick up for washing.
He ungtrapped the gun belt next. His gun was the only one the Unifier committee had voted to alow onto
the planet. It was abarbaric projectile wegpon. It made too much noise and too much blood, but it was
impressive. It was for an emergency, if they needed to scare these people who could kill with atouch.

Jay remembered the first project he'd ever worked on as an apprentice engineer. The Vitae had been
contracted to create a security network for Eispecough, one of the countries of an embattled world called
Toth. Basg, proud of Jay's engineering aptitudes, or maybe just seeking the extra status that would come
from proving his son was brilliant, had gotten him assgned to the job of designing the module links. HEd
worked hard, dmost fanaticdly, and watched the network grow. He remembered his pride, both of
place and accomplishment.

Then, thered been an dection in Eispecough and anew government moved in. They canceled the
contract and told the Vitae to leave. The Vitae did leave, because that wastheir way. Work for hire only
and when told to go, take the severance payment and go. Jay had kept a surreptitious eye on hiswork,
just to see how it held up. Hed even done allittle remote repair work on the code. Basq had known
about it and kept it quiet. Contractor Kelat had found out, however, and had Jay removed from Basg's
custody, citing that Basg, by over-permissiveness, had alowed his child to become adanger to Vitae
public dedlings.

Three local months later, there was acivil war in Eispecough and the network was destroyed. The
Vitae did nothing. Their work wasn't theirs. Their vison wasn't theirs. They'd abandon it al to chaos,
because they would not take responsibility for their vison.

The Imperidists wanted to change that. They saw the change that was happening in the Quarter
Gdaxy. TheVitaein thar fearful isolation had made no friends, established no colonies, and claimed no
servants. They survived because many civilizationsin the Quarter Galaxy considered them useful, and so
they were used. But that could change as colonies and stations grew ripe with their own histories and
technologies. There might just come aday when the Vitae went from being respected expertsto being
beggars, unlessthey established rea power. Unless they began issuing contractsinstead of just obeying
them.



That, no matter what hisfather said, was the real work.

Jay weighed the weapon in hishand for along moment before helaid it carefully in the chest. He
couldn't see the angle on any of the shadows from here, but he had the distinct feding tomorrow was il
along, long way off.

Cor l€eft Jay's room without looking back. Her thoughts crowded around her like acloud of biting flies
and she was s0 busy trying to shoo them away so she could find some kind of understanding, that she
lost track of where shewas going. Shelooked up, blinking at the shadows and squinting at the
stonework. Therdief carving of the three Crooker treestold her she was almost to the dining hall. Her
stomach rumbled. Food would help clear her head and warm her cold hands.

The hall itself was a broad, solid, graceless chamber. The space between the tables and benches was
taken up ether by stone pillars or by cod fires carefully banked in their own ashes. When sheld first
gotten here, Cor had found the acrid heat suffocating. Now she breathed it into her lungs as a source of
comfort and reassurance. Thisfar into the house it was never warm. The day's hest was not strong
enough to penetrate the stone, but the night's cold never seemed to have that problem.

And it'll do nothing but get worse, shethought. The Dark Seasons are coming.

Averand, her homeworld, could zip around its sun forty timesin the time it took the Realm to skulk
once around the Eyes of the Servant. She remembered when shefirst saw the simulation of the Ream's
orbit. It circled the binary warily, swinging in dmost too close, then backing off dmost too far, dways
riding the bare edge of tolerance asit made itslong, dow way around its stars. It was on itsway out to
thefar, cold edge now.

Ceramic pots stood in the ashes at the edge of the fires. Cor snagged ared clay bowl off atable she
passed and dipped it into the nearest jar to shovel out a helping of porridge, mushrooms, and
overcooked chicken meet. She glanced over the jar, looking hopefully for aflat dish of baking bread, but
didn't see any. She sighed at the porridge. 1t'd keep her from starving, but not do much more than that.
Even the Nobility kept barely at a subsistence leve in the time when there was more day than night.

She thought about Raking Coals, who brought his dedge in every tenth day and kept asking her what
price she set her own hands at with abroad wink and a happy leer. And the Oilbrake sisters, who
carried fifty-pound sacks of grain on their backs when their pair of oxen went lame and still whistled at
the stable boys who crossed the courtyards. And the Notouch daughters who scrambled thisway and
that in the courtyard, grabbing up the feathers that came down like snow when the house's Bonded sat on
the roof and plucked chickens.

It wasafilthy, hard, stupid life, and if the Vitae got hold of them, it would vanish.

And if the Family gets hold of them? Cor dropped onto the bench and stuck her fingersinto her
bowl, shoving the food into her mouth before it went cold.

Sheld been sent down with the team when the Unifiers till thought these people were Family. Sheld
hunkered down and |earned the language and the customs and made friends as fast as she could. She
learned to tell jokes and to laugh at them. She learned to pitch in with the work of the Bondlessand to
defer to the Teachers and the Nobility. She could recite the Words of the Namelessin the Temple on the
tenth day and navigate using nothing but the walls around her. She'd ddliberately set out to find anything
and everything she could admire and respect about the culture. It was her job. Shed trained for it

specidly for years.
Then the word came down. These weren't Family. These people were artificidly crested. Nothing

like this had ever been found before. New policy would have to be formulated as soon as the extent of
the engineering could be understood.

Policy? She scowled at her bowl and her porridge-spattered fingers. Jay's voice had been flat and
unqguestioning when he delivered the message. Asif there could be any policy for thisworld except
getting them some decent food and away to keep warm and dry through atwenty-year winter. These



people who worked and starved and daved and till sang and loved and told redlly, redlly obscene jokes.

Behold the noble savage, shethought grimly. Cor, Cor, Cor. They're dirty and ignorant and so
enslaved to their superstition that they don't even know what they're standing on top of. Come out
of it, woman. It'sa raw deal, of course, but the worst the Family does'll be better than the best the
Vitaglll do.

Cor scooped up another mouthful of porridge.
Of courseit will.

A sharpringing in her ear made her jerk and Cor nearly sent her bowl crashing to thefloor. After a
moment she realized it was her trandation disk. She balanced her bowl in her dirty hand and tapped the
disk twice,

"Cor, Jay," sad Lu'svoice. "Get yoursdlf back here and moveit like you mean it."

Cor shot up straight and shoved the hedl of her hand against the torque. "What isit?" she demanded,
forgetting to whisper like they usudly did over the e-comm links.

"We hit diamond. | think. I...look, just get back here."
"On our way," came Jay's voice.

Cor sucked thelast of the porridge off her fingers and deposited her bowl on the table for the
Bonded to find later. She hurried through the halls and across the walks of the High House, shouldering
past anyone who didn't get out of the way fast enough, barely pausing to raise her handsto them.
Something could have happened down in the smooth shadowy tunnels under the shelter. Maybe
something finally switched on or came dive. Something real and comprehensible. That ideashonelikea
freshly lit lantern.

"Jay." Cor dapped histhreshold and pulled the door-curtain back at the same time. He was Sitting on
his bed, shoving hisright foot into his boot.

"Wheresyour gear?' he demanded. "Come on, weve got to get moving. Weve only got a couple of
hoursuntil nightfall.”

"Have you got usleave from the King?"'

A spasm of distaste crossed Jay's features. "I'll get it, I'll get it. Y ou get the dedge ready. We need to
moveit!"
"All right, dl right. I'll bring everything round to the main courtyard.” Shelet the curtain drop. Shewas

halfway down the corridor before she was able to put a nameto the strained, stark expression on Jay's
face. He was scared. No, he wasn't just scared, he was so panicked that he didn't care what she saw.

What in any hell could panic a Vitae? Even an ex-Vitae?

Her throat tightened but she didn't et it dow her down. Jay needed to get back to the shelter. They
needed to find out what was going on and get that information back home. That was her other job. She
wasto learn everything, immerse hersdlf in everything, and at the very end, it was her absolute
responsibility to get out with what she knew.

In the back of her mind avoice said Jay was not going to make that easy. She gave a mentd shrug to
dlenceit and concentrated on not skidding on the dick flagstones of the open walkway thet led to the
dables.

"Skater! Sight!" She shouted the stable kegpers namesimperioudy and added aloud whistle. The
pair of squat, Bonded men scrambled into view from between the oxen'sfat bodies. "1 need the dedge.
Let'sget it done"

They passed their hands briefly in front of their eyes and sprang into action. With whistlesand
wordless shouts, they bullied a quartet of oxen into place and started strapping them to the yokes while



Cor knotted and buckled the leather reinsinto place. Shetried not to think about how the oxen's eyes
looked so much like Skater's, or how once upon atime she never would have ordered another person
around like that.

| amnot hereto judge. I'm here to learn and get the news out so they can all join the Family.
Except they're not going to get to.

It's still got to be better than this. She caught up the driving stick and dapped the rump of the lft,
rear Ox.

"Move, you lumps!" she hollered. The dedge scraped forward over straw and mud out onto rutted
dirt and rock.

Jay jogged up to the dedge and swung himself clumsly up next to the driver's stand before she could
cdl theteamto ahalt.

"Keep going,” he said, clambering back to St on the crates.

Cor managed to keep the reflexive jerk in her arms from tightening the reins. The oxen plodded
forward toward the main gate.

"What'swith you, Jay?' Shetried to catch sight of him out of the corner of her eye, and till keep her
other eye on the approaching gate.

"I think I know where that missing hundred went." He was |ooking past her shoulder, toward the
heights. His face was il strained as he scanned the tops of the roofs and the distant walls.

"Areyou going to tell me, or are you seeing scars on my hands?' The saying popped out before she
could stop it. Her knucklestightened on the reins and she had to just nod at the guards at the gates. Only
one of them looked up. The other five had their eyes fixed on the commander coming down from the
darcase dongsdethewadl.

The dedge jostled through the gate and Cor had to keep her eyes on therutsin the half-dry road as
well asthewalls of the housesthat defined the narrow streets. She pulled on the reins and whistled to the
oxen to steer the dedge in something gpproaching theright direction.

"They're here" sad Jay.

"What!" Cor glanced wildly from the street, to Jay and back again. She meant to tell him he had lost
hismind, but her surroundings were beginning to penetrate through acclimatized eyes and her brain was
garting to realize something was wrong.

Narrowayswas anoisy place, and this afternoon was no exception. There was noise and plenty of it.
Shouting and hollering bounced off the close-packed buildings and cut through the steamy wind. Every
blacksmith in the city seemed to be at hisforge, hammering away. But there weren't any children on the
stairways, just the tops of beads and glimpses of faces bobbing to and fro on the roofs. No pedestrians
crowded the streets. No soldiers on their oxen jostled them aside. There was just the shouting and the
clatering and...

"Skyman!" shouted avoice.

A stone whizzed past and Cor ducked. The oxen halted in confusion. Jay hauled open the dedge's
canvas cover. The missing people spilled into the street like aflood down a canyon, driven by soldiersin
the Firg City uniform. The noise hadn't been blacksmiths, but swords. People ran into the houses, trying
to get out of the way of the fray, but some were making a stand, with whatever they had at hand. Bodies
draped in ponchos so she couldn't tell if they were men or women surged around the soldier's oxen
waving sticks and hatchets. The soldiersflailed with swords and clubs. Stones from dings shot through
thear indiscriminatdly.

The lead oxen bellowed and reared, giving Cor something she could concentrate on. She hauled hard
on the reins and whacked their broad backs with her stick, poking and shouting, reminding the stupid



beasts that they were more afraid of her than of anything in front of them. The dedge lurched forward.
But there'sa truce! her mind cried.
First City isa bunch of sticklersfor...

First City islosing. Badly. But they knew Narroways couldn't afford to prolong the war. They
were ready to risk two minor members of their Noble house in a gambit to knock what was left of
Slver's support out from under her.

And they wouldn't feel it was much of a risk if they knew that Heart of the Seablade was a
Heretic.

Cor shouted at the oxen and smacked at them with the reins. The big, stupid beasts bellowed and
stamped forward. Hands grabbed her arm and for a split second she saw an angry round face and felt
herself dragged off-balance. Jay amost fell forward and smashed a heavy fist across the stranger's
mouth. The handsfell awvay and Cor regained her footing.

The oxen were panicking now, dl of them fighting through the surging, clamoring mob to try to find
enough room to run. Cor gave them dl therein she could. Animd ingtinct and aton of mindlessfear might
just clear the way for them. Another pair of hands snatched at her. She smacked flesh with her driving
stick and heard a voice howl. More hands. She struck out again. More screams, more white eyes, more
confused colors on earth brown skin. She lashed out again and again, the noise of battle fading fast
behind aringing in her earsand asick swirling in her head.

Jay loosened hisjerkin and pulled out the gun.

He hunched beside Cor, drew abead on the thickest ranks of the First City soldiers, and squeezed
thetrigger.
The soldiers of both sides exploded. Blood and flesh sprayed everywhere with the sound of the shots

echoing between the houses. The fray turned into a stampede as they screamed and fled. Cor urged the
oxen forward and they tried hard to break into arun to get away from the noise and the blood.

"Brilliant!" she shouted hystericaly. "Now you'll have haf of Narroways convinced were the
Aunorante Sangh!”

Jay didn't answer. He just leveled the gun toward the fleeing backs and fired again.

"Over their heads, you animd!" Cor shrieked, but she didn't have the luxury of turning to seeif hed
doneit. The oxen had spotted the gates and they were barreling forward. It was al she could do to keep
agrip on the reins. The maddened beasts were about to yank her arms out of their sockets. She couldn't
dow them, couldn't steer them. A river of would-be refugees clogged the gateway in front of the wagon,
but the oxen were beyond caring.

"Outtatheway!" she screamed. "Runaway! Runaway! Get outta the way!"

Thewadls closed in too tight and her voice rode too high and thin over the incoherent crowd. Backs
fdl into the mud and more screams rang through the air. All she could do was keegp her numb fingers
wrapped around the reins and pray they'd get out of the crush soon.

They made it through the gatesin ablur of light and shadow and burst out onto the open road. The
oxen slampeded down the flattest path through the crowd that was surging out in dl directions. Seighs
and dedges rocked and swung to get out of their way, people scattered asif awind blew them apart.
Pain began to creep up from Cor's clenched hands and down from her clenched jaw.

They were ahead of the crowd now, with the worst of the noise and riot pounding at their backs. Cor
could separate out the bellows of the oxen from the screams of people. The dedge lurched and jumped
badly asit hit the unyielding rutsin the road. She gathered nerve and muscle, braced her feet against the
dats on thefloor, and threw al her weight backward, dragging the reins up againgt her chest.

The oxen bawled and the left lead tossed his head hard. Cor gritted her teeth until she was sure they'd



crack and hung on. The dedge skipped across another series of ruts, but the team dowed down and
stopped.

" What're you doing!" shouted Jay, dropping into Standard.

"Shut up!™ Cor snapped back. "Just sit down and shut up!™ She ran her hands across the oxen's sides,
feding the way they trembled and how their lungs heaved. She jerked on the harness, checking the knots
and straps to make sure everything wastight. She closed her mind against the sght of the rust brown
blotches that soaked up the layers of dust on theteam'sbald, palelegs.

When she was satisfied the tack wouldn't come undone, she resumed the driver's stand and dapped
the reins. The oxen obeyed the gesture and lumbered forward. The countryside was deserted. Inthe
brash and trees Jay saw knots of oxen and people, fleeing from the city. Word must have spread that
there wasfighting in Narroways and they were dl clearing the road. Cor set her teeth gingerly to avoid
reawakening the ache that ran dl the way down to her shoulders and pressed the oxen's pace up therise
toward where the world bent. She tried to forget that Jay was Sitting at her back with the gun resting on
hisknees. Shetried to tell hersdf that he had just done what he had to. They had to get clear of the
crowd. If she'd been dragged down, she would have been killed and he would have been trapped. She
had to get out. It was her job. She had to get away. And they weren't Family anyway and they weren't
ever going to be and whatever they did now was better than what the Vitae would do later.

Shetried to pray that King Silver's troops were mustered and giving the First City troopsdl the hell
there was to hand out. They had to win so the Unifiers could win.

Inthe end, al she had the strength to try to do was not be sick.

Up ahead, the canyon had gone black. The oxen dragged them past the shadow line and Cor
sueezed her eyes shut. She opened them and peered through the murky night. She didn't look back.
Sheld never learned to enjoy watching the daylight get swallowed up.

Jay was rummaging around in the cargo boxes. The noise stopped and he came forward to hook a
pair of powered lanterns to the dedge's awning, one on either side of Cor's head. Helooked &t her, but
neither one of them said anything.

The lanterns made a clear puddie of light to show her which way to drive the oxen, but did nothing to
draw the teeth of the wind that had turned vicious in the darkness. Shetried to read the mottled clouds.
No breaksin the sky meant rain al too soon. Just enough light touched the Wall ahead to show her the
jag and split that marked the entrance of the thread canyon where the shelter waited.

She halted the dedge and, even though she could fed Jay'simpatience like aweight on her shoulders,
she unhitched the oxen. If the gods knew what was going on or how long it would take to clear it up, they
weren't talking. She dapped the oxen dternately with her hand and her stick until they ambled away.
Somebody'd find them and take them in. Left tied up to atree, they might just freeze before sunup. The
Realm held no warmth at al after dark. No one was sure why. Cor had atheory, but she kept it to
hersdf. Theorizing wasn't part of her job.

Jay had both lanternsin his fists and handed her one. Hed stowed the gun out of sight. The numbing
horror of watching him fire so camly on the crowd was beginning to thaw, but she still couldn't make
hersalf speak. She motioned for him to go ahead of her.

He grunted something she didn't try to hear and started up the crevicein the wall that held their little,
domed base.

The cold had gotten itsteeth well and truly into her bones, asthey said, by the time Jay opened the
shelter's door and they stepped, blinking, into the light and warmth. Lu was nowhere to be seen.

"He must be downdtairs," said Jay.

Hesaid it very casually, but that casual ness vanished as soon asthey pedled back the hatch that
covered the tunnel entrance.



Oncethe silicate had been discovered, she and Jay had paid half a dozen Bondless to take them
around to al the exposed patches they could find near Narroways. They'd carried on for only aweek
before they'd found the hatch.

It had taken Lu three times as long to pry the thing open. At the bottom of the well, acorridor ran
sraight into the canyon Wall, smooth-sided with an arching roof and leve floor and no lighting fixtures at
al. The surface of the walls seemed to shift and flow wherever their lights touched them.

About twenty yards past the entrance, the tunndl under the wall turned into another shaft. The
platform that covered half the tunnel mouth and was obvioudy supposed to be used to navigate it was
even more stubborn than the hatchway had been. Since they had used the ladder they were issued to get
down thefirgt shaft, they had been forced to commission something the people of the Realm actualy
excelled a. A native-made rope ladder dangled down into the darkness.

L adders and rope bridges were apart of her daily life now, but it had taken Cor along timeto get
used to climbing the thing. It swayed and wriggled under her hands as she descended. Although it was
redly only ten meters or so to the next leve, it dways fet like ahundred. She bresthed asigh of relief as
the tunndl'slip came within reach of her toes and she could stand on her own and pry her fingers off the
braided rungs. She waved up to Jay's silhouette so he could start down.

Light shone softly from down the end of the tunnel, too much light for it to bejust Lu'slanterns. Eerie
shadows shifted on the wall, even though the light burned steadily. V oices echoed unintelligibly off the
walls, but someonewas crying.

"Lu?' Cor hurried forward.
"Here." Distance and echoes made the word ring around her ears.

The light grew and enveloped her as she reached the threshold of the room they'd dubbed " Chamber
One." The curved wallswere al made of the same strangely shifting stuff asthe tunnel. The frames of the
furniture, chairs presumably, were thick with dust from rotted padding. In the sockets on tables set flush
to thewal waited fifteen of the gleaming white stones, which the People cdled arias.

The redly unnerving thing was the tanks. After who knew how many thousands of years, therewas
dill liquid in them and in the liquid, there were shapes of things. Whether they were grown things or
manufactured, Cor couldn't have said, but they moved sometimes, duggishly and without purpose,
waiting for commands she didn't know how to give. She couldn't help looking a them now, and was
relieved to seethat the liquid turned smoky in thisnew, bright light, and she dtill couldn't tell what wasin
there.

Lu stood over the two Notouch waving his hands helplessy, like afather who didn't know how to
comfort acrying child. Trail had her head cradled in her hands and was weeping—I ong, shuddering sobs
that shook her whole body. Cups had her arms around her and crooned to her softly.

"What happened?’ asked Cor as she fdt the blood drain from her cheeks.
"Thelightscameon,” said Lu, still gaping down at the Notouch.
"What?' Jay came up behind Cor, bresthing hard from his climb.

"Thelightscameon,” said Lu again, gesturing around the room. Cor saw that the ceiling was glowing
in random patches as blobby as the shadows behind the walls, but thankfully, they stayed in fixed
positions. "It seems Trail hereredly isrelated to Stone in the Wall. She touched the stones'—he waved
one hand back toward the banks of holes and arias without looking at them—"and poof!" He spread his
hands helpledy.

Cor knew what he wanted to do. He wanted to touch the crying women to comfort them with a
friendly hand and kind words. He also knew what would happen. They'd flinch and cower and try to get
away. They didn't know how elseto act. They were Notouch.

And if the gods know what else they are...



"You'd better seethis, too." Jay took two hesitant steps toward Chamber One's "back door," another
threshold leading to atunnd that wasindistinguishable from the one they came down, except for the Sgn
Jay had painted over it saying NOT THISWAY .

Cor leaned into the corridor. Instantly, aflash of ruby light dazzled her eyes. She blinked hard.
Another flash bounced off the tunnel walls, and another.

"Godsin Earth and Hell," she whispered. "What's doing that?"

"l haven't had the gutsto go look," said Lu. "I've got afedling those cables we found got switched on,
too."

Jay dammed both fists againgt an empty table. "We don't have timefor thid"
Startled, Lu jerked hishead up. "What'swith him?"

"Firgt City broke the diplomatic truce," said Cor. "The war'sgoing onin Narroways streets now."
She gazed around at the ariasin their control boards and the creeping thingsin their tranduscent tanks
and the shifting, meaningless shadows on thewalls.

Lu'd spent days, weeks, recording and cataloging every feature of Chamber One. They'd al spent
months entertaining themsel ves with specul ation about what it all meant, and not once did they even come
closeto understanding it. Then, asuperdtitious, endaved woman touched a stone and this room of
shadows and riddleslit up like morning itsdlf.

I wish | was Lu, shethought suddenly. I wish the important things were wires and generators
and transmitters and keeping everything up and running. | wish | thought people were all
basically the same and that if they weren't acting like it, they would as soon as they had things
properly explained to them. | wish | didn't think we were in way, way over our heads.

"Hey, Digo-Cor." Lu made her nameinto the Averand diminutive. "Areyou al right?' Hewrapped a
skinny, cord-muscled arm around her shoulders and she thought she felt him relax for smply having
someone he could touch without panicking them.

She squeezed hishand. "Y eah. Yeah."

Except that I'mtoo tired for this. I'mtoo cold, and all the gods come to my aid, | amtoo
scared.

She walked out from under Lu's arm and stood over Trail and Cups. Trail's sobbing had quieted to a
hoarse, intermittent noise.

"Notouch,” said Cor. "Get up that ladder into the white room. Y ou can deep by the fire until she's
well enough to talk. Get out of here.”

"Asyou command, this despised one shall do," said Cups and there was no mistaking therelief in her
voice. Tral moved, jerkily, reflexively, but at least she moved. A lifetime of following whatever orders
she was given got her to her feet so she could walk out into the dark tunnel behind her cousin.

Lu watched them leave. "I don't know for sure what happened to her, but shedidn't likeit and | don't
think shelsgoingtodoit agan.”

"Shel'sgoing to haveto," said Jay.

Cor felt acold flare of anger go through her. She remembered the sound of gunfire and the sight of

blood. "I don't care who you think you are, Jay, but you can't make this decision without orders from
May 16."

Jay stabbed afinger down the tunnd. "If King Silver can't hold Narroways, were going to lose any
chance of creating a coherent power base before the Vitae arrive. The only other thing we can do is get
control of thisplace." He leaned forward and Cor saw hisjaw shake. "If we don't, werelost. Everything
islog!"



The force of hisblunt statement took Cor back. "We have to get the go-ahead. We don't know what
were deding with—"

"We're dedling with the Vitae." Jay cut her off. "Listen to me, Cor. Listen hard. Do you know what
they're going to do? They're going to come in here, round everybody up, sort out the useful ones, and
pen them up. While they're doing that, they'll be andyzing everything they can get their hands on down
here. When they're done with that they'll put the two together and see what happens. They'll measure and
they'll record and they'll sudy until they understand it al. Then, whilethe Unifiers areflailing around out
there trying to make politica hay in this particular patch of sunshine, they will bring what they've learned
out into the Quarter Galaxy and do whatever they please!™

"Cor," said Lu gently, "I don't like this either, but I've got to agree with Jay." Lu shook his head.
"There'stoo much power here. But what we need to do first is get those two to introduce usto the rest
of Stoneinthe Wdl'sfamily.”

Cor hadn't been expecting that, and neither had Jay. His brow furrowed.

Lu sighed exasperatedly asthey both obvioudy failed to comprehend his reasoning. ™Y ou both talked
to her. Her family's got an ord tradition handed down from oldest daughter to oldest daughter along with
those three ariasthey carry. It'sgarbled asdl hell, but we could probably interpret it with alittle work.”
He paused. "It probably won't be awholelot, but it'l be the closest thing werelikely to get to an
operator'smanua for this..." He waved hishand vaguely toward the tanks and the gleaming arias.
"Maybe we can figure out how to get it to work without jumping the people we need straight into shock.”

Jay's shoulders sagged. "All right,” he said at last. "But we send amessage out to May 16, right now,
and explain the Situation. We get permission to go ahead with what needs doing, no matter what itisor
who we need to drag down here.”

There was danger in hisvoice, dmost fanaticism. Cor swallowed her fear because she knew hewas
right. Thewar they'd started was going to swalow them up if they didn't get it settled. Theideawas
making her sSck to her ssomach and week in the knees, but they were running out of merciful options.

Jay il looked grim. "Y ou're going to find the rest of Stonein the Wall'sfamily, Cor, so we're ready
when word comes. I'm going with you. | don't like the way you've been talking."

Cor just nodded. Thiswaswrong. Thiswas not the way it went. If it was necessary to ride out acivil
war, that waswhat you did, rideit out. Y ou didn't dam your hand down over them. But there was too
much at stake here.

Whatever the Family does with the People will be better than what the Vitae will do, she
reminded hersdlf.

It has got to be.

6—May 16, in the Net, Hour 22:34:34, Planet Time

...They say nothing will happen if the Human Family remains divided. Thisis
true. The cycles of rise and fall will continue unabated and we who have lost our
Evolution Point will remain at the mercy of a universe that does not and cannot
care for the children it has spawned.

—Dr. Seduchie Ross, from her investiture speech, given 6/34/376 (May 16 dates)

Wil stowered solid and insurmountable on al sides, leaving only onetiny chink for Doriasto squeeze
anything through. He extended hisarm, dowly and painstakingly. There was barely enough room insde
to grope for useful pathways without disturbing the existing network. Still more walls hemmed himin.
Dorias grained, stretching out hisfingers asfar asthey would go, carefully feding hisway dong the



quivering veinsthat carried packets of information. All of the veinsthreaded their way straight into the
walls. They left no space wide enough for Dorias to even attempt to fit through. Dorias withdrew hisarm
and sent a probe back to the storage space to see if there were any explorer modules ready and waiting.
Dorias sedom moved his entire sdif. It was an uncomfortable, unwieldy process. He had to squirm his
way into fibrous paths and drizzle his consciousness into processors that were so loaded with their own
datathat each thought would become aleaden weight dropped without any accuracy. Ashelet his
thoughts go, they would vanish completely, and he could only hopefor their return.

Instead of enduring that, Dorias had designed aretinue of mobile partsthat could travel the networks
for him. Smaller and quicker than he was, they could bring back information, or perform tasks that
required the manipulation of machines and datastreams light-years away from the direct line of thought
from hisden.

The probe came back. Luck. A module had returned today and itsinformation had been emptied into
storage, waiting for assimilation. Dorias sent the probe to fetch the explorer. When it arrived helifted it
into the newly discovered space. The explorer was smaller than hishand, but it was till atight fit. As
Dorias watched, the explorer began to methodically catalog and examine each vein whereit met awall,
looking for patterns, vulnerability, usefulness. The explorer automaticaly posted a sentry for itsdf. If
anyone watched it too closely for too long, it would withdraw to storage with its report.

PING!
Dorias shrugged aside to make room for the incoming signdl.
PING!

The signa shot into his path and Dorias caught it neatly. It proved to be one of hiswanderers.
Wanderers piggybacked out on ships or stations, sometimes with preassigned tasks, sometimesjust to
walit quietly in case he needed a presence there.

This one's home was aboard the U-Kenai and it held anew message from Eric Bornin itsteeth.

Dorias drew the wanderer into himsdlf and waited while the messageit carried dispersed into his
working consciousness. The message said only that the U-Kenai wasfindly onitsway to May 16, and
that Eric was on hisown. Bare facts, thrown together without much thought. Eric in ahurry, and more
than likely, Eric worried.

About the Vitag, thought Dorias. The name brushed againgt old sores. The Vitae built wallsthat
enclosed whole worlds and |eft him clawing at the entrances. They blockaded old pathways, dropping
barriers between him and the wanderers, so he had to design searchersto retrieve them. The rescues
could take years, or never happen at all.

Doriasdidn't mind that the Vitae made life difficult for him. Challenges were stimulus, not obstacles.
What he did not like was the nagging ideathat they might manage to make lifeimpossible for him, or
anyoneeselikehim.

He was aso worried about the fact that Eric hadn't told him where the woman, Aria, was. It didn't
take much work to guessthat if shewasn't with him, Eric had probably taken her to Perivar as
contraband. But the fact that Eric hadn't volunteered that information spoke volumes about how little he
trusted Doriass offer to help.

Dorias sent the wanderer back to storage. He could replace it aboard the U-Kenai when Eric
arrived. Dorias activated the monitors surrounding his den. All communications would be checked,
categorized, and stored for the duration. Projects in progress would be monitored and he would be
derted if any strayed too far from the herd.

He cdlled for ataker and a dancer and attached leashes to them. Then he opened one of the dozens
of linesthat ran out of his den, shot the explorer down itslength, settled himsdlf at its mouth, and waited.

Seventy-six seconds later, the leash jerked into life, humming and tingling with the myriad Sgnalsthat



made up a human voice. Dorias drank themin.
"Ross, here”

"Thisis Dorias, Madame Chairman." Holding the end of the leash, Doriasfelt thetalker relay his
sgna while the dancer began to move, painting and repainting his portrait across Rosss video screen.

"What can | dofor you, Dorias?'

"l have just gotten amessage from Eric Born. Heis on hisway to May 16, but heis not bringing the
woman."

"Damn." She followed the curse with afive-second pause. "Well, we knew that was adanger, didn't
we? Has he said how much the Vitae found out?’

"Thisiswhat | have from him." Dorias shook the leash so acopy of Eric's message spilled itself dong
the line. The dancer took up the new pattern and repeated it on the screen and waited while Ross
assimilated it for hersdif.

“"Not alot there"
"| beieve he had other concerns at thetime."

She chuckled. "Can't argue with that, can 1?7 And before you have to ask, yes, I'll see he getslanded
as soon as he getsin-system.” Another pause. "And, of course, I'll extend our offer in person. What do
you think hell say?"

Doriasfdt through the places where hismemories of Eric Born lay stored, looking for the right
answer. "It'sdifficult to say,” he admitted at last. "1 think hell be morelikely to agree, aslong ashe
doesn't know his brother-in-law is helping our team in the Realm. He's never said what grudge he holds
againgt Heart of the Seablade, but it isastrong one.”

"Mmmmph. How does he fed about the war, then, do you suppose?’

"He's concerned. Eric works very hard to make it known that he does not care what happensin the
Realm, but much of that is bravado. It ismy guessthat he did not wish to bring the woman, Aria Stone,
to May 16 because he didn't know if it was safe for her here. Teachers, you see, are bound to protect
thelives of the People.”

"Mmmmph,” Ross said again. "Important considerations, but at this point, he can't have any wish to
seethe Vitaein the Ream, can he?'

Doriasdidn't answer.
"Isthere anything e se you think | should know?" Ross asked findly.

"Yes. Ericwill dmogt certainly bein need of sanctuary...and | will be helping him, evenif you decide
not to."

"Evenif hedecides againg the Unifiers?’

"Eric probably will not decidefor or againg the Unifiers. Hewill be deciding for or against what will
alow himtolive asfree ashe can for aslong as he can. | owe him for past favorsand | will help him do
this"

"l am at least glad you let me know, aren't |7

"l owe you for my own sanctuary, Ross."

"l can't stop you from helping your friend if that's what you need to do." Rosss signal became heavier
and abit dower. "All | ask isthat you remember your causeis ill our cause.”

"1 would not choose to forget something so important.”

"Just wanted to hear you say it, didn't 17" Rossssignd lifted itself back to normd. "I'll meet Eric Born
at the port if he'snot likely to raise objections. Talk. Show him afew things. Hand over our offers. Try to



find out what he redlly cares about and how much. Then..." She decided not to finish the sentence.
"Thanksfor the news, Dorias."

"Yourewelcometoit." Doriasregled in the leashes for both modules and sent them back to storage.

They did not talk about debt. They did not talk about blackmail or the damage they could do to each
other. It was the same with Perivar, and with Eric. Without each other they were done, and the fact was,
aoneit wasimpossibleto survive. Dorias knew. He had tried.

Schippend leveled his drooping eyes at Eric. "We're processing three hundred new arrivasright this
minute. Y our information will have to wait in the queue with everybody ese's." Without another word, he
resumed his meticulous poking at the U-Kenai's control keys, looking for viruses or contraband software
before heissued Eric apermit to hook into May 16's communications system.

Eric bit down the urge to order the bureaucrat to move hislumbering body like he had abrain under
his skull. Instead, he brushed past Cam, who stood motionlessin the back of the bridge, and stalked
toward the open airlock.

May 16 was an impossibility. May 16 had a stable, planetwide climate, something which was about
aslikely to occur naturdly asfiber optic growing on an evergreen tree. In afeat of engineering that had
even made the Rhudolant Vitae blink, somebody had given the planet a solar-synchronous orbit and a
perfectly adjusted tilt and rotation. It was always spring, wherever you went and whenever you arrived.
A lot of planetologists spent alot of time arguing about how it had been done. No agreements had ever
been reached, because whoever was responsible for the place had neglected to leave even their name
behind.

The Alliancefor the Re-Unification of the Human Family had discovered it, unpopulated, and had
promptly adopted it astheir base. They said it was asymbol of the need for the establishment of the
universal Human Family. Once, here, on this pot, someone had been able to engineer an entire planetary
orbit, not clumsy terraforming or even more clumsy domed colonies, but an entire orbit and possibly an
entire planet. Now they were dead and dust and al the current inhabitants could do was try to recover
old knowledge.

Eric leaned againgt the outer threshold of the airlock and breathed the fresh, moist air. Hiseyes
restlessy scanned the port that surrounded the U-Kenai. The vast, bleak expanse of concrete under the
cloudless sky made it impossible for him to redlly relax, even in the soothing warmth of the day. Other
ships ditting in their own bays broke up the horizon and the cargo haulers that chugged between them
helped fill up some of the space, but there was too much left over. He could barely see the sharp,
atificid lines of the Hangar Cliffsin the distance. Pride kept him from circling to the other sde of the
U-Kenai, where he could stare a the City of Alliances. Its carefully planned and meticuloudy maintained
buildings made a border wide enough to fill in the ten-mile-wide plain that had been leveled by whoever
had originaly owned May 16.

It wouldn't have been enough, anyway. Nothing was ever enough to kill the last trace of agoraphobia
that nibbled at the edges of hismind. Eric had been secretly grateful that his assgnments from the Vitae
kept him mostly on space stations. He frowned at the port and his thoughts at the sametime ashe
remembered tearing through Haron Station with Ariaon hisheds.

| wonder what she'slooking at right now. Eric's gaze traced the orderly forms of the distant dliffs.
/ hope she's got the sense to listen to Perivar and do what she's told. | hope...Histhoughts pulled
themselves up abruptly as he redlized what he redlly hoped was that held get the chance to find out what
had happened to her.

If I live so long...Eric cast another glance back toward his bridge. Schippend was muttering
something into historque.

| hope whoever Dorias drafted to get me into the city can wait awhile, he added sullenly. He
could appreciate, in theory, the Unifier philosophy that living human beings ought to dedl with living



human beings. He could also understand their desire to keep both their people and their machines free of
allments caused by contact with outside sources. He ruefully rubbed the spot where held been injected
with an armful of antivirdsand antibictics. In practice, however, their philosophy combined with their
caution made for a customs process that could stretch on for hours.

One of the smaller, open port cars whirred up to the U-Kenai's bay. A squared-off woman from a
cold climate climbed out of the driver's segt.

"Sar Eric Born?' She squinted in the bright morning sun.

"l am." He sraightened himsdlf up.

"Y ou'll be accompanying me once your processing is completed.”

Eric managed to keep hisvoice smooth and patient despite the abrupt goading her tone gave his
drained patience. "Thank you, but afriend of mine has..."

Her broad mouth smiled in jerky stages. " Sorry. Used to people knowing me on sight, aren't I?I'm
Sealuchie Ross and | am the transportation your friend arranged.” She must have read the look on his
face as skepticism because she added, "We could hunt Dorias up and confirmit, if you want to."

Eric studied Ross for amoment. That was the name he had from Dorias. It dso stirred a separate,
vague memory in the back of hismind that he couldn't make show itself clearly. She was not ayoung
woman. The blond color of her hair was faded and streaked with grey. Time had pressed her
rose-and-white skin close to her bones and the wrinkles around her eyes proclaimed she had a serious
outlook on life. She certainly did not have much use for ceremony. Or fashion. Eric looked over her
loose green shirt and trousers and flat-soled boots. Her torque had severa thread-fine cables that
adhered to her flesh, oneled to her trandator disk, one to apad pressed against her temple, and two
othersto pads pressed against her wrists, where her pulse could be measured.

Security wired. Eric dug harder in his memory. Whoever she was, she was important.

"I'm sure that won't be necessary,” helied, and looked over his shoulder toward the U-Kenai's
bridge again. "I'm just waiting on my 1Ds and communications clearance.”

"Areyou?' Without asking permission, Ross climbed past Eric through the airlock. Eric followed her,
a alossfor the words to ask this woman who she thought she was.

"Who's processing thisarrival?' she asked as she reached the bridge.

Schippend turned |aborioudy around with his mouth open. When he saw who came through the
doorway, his mouth stayed open and he jumped out of his chair, holding himsdf rigidly at attention.

"Madame Chairman. Thisisah..."
"Unexpected would be agood word, perhaps?* she replied without smiling. "Thisarriva isnow to be
given priority. Do you require my authorization?'

"l may, ah, Madame Chairman,” ssammered Schippend. "There are ddaysin the...um...background
check..." Hiseyes shifted restlessy to Eric.

She nodded. "Y ou will tel me persondly if theré's anything requiring specid handling. | shdl leavea
line open from this ship." She tapped at her torque and her mouth moved as she added a subvoca
command. She turned to Eric with ahint of rea apology in her manner. "I am sorry about this, Sar Born."

"Thank you." Eric found himsdlf struggling through amenta readjustment. This, a least, explained why
her name had struck a chord in him. Madame or Master Chairman was the title used for the gppointed
head of the Unifiers,

Seduchie Ross, Madame Chairman Sedluchie Ross, he corrected himself, ran the planet he was
ganding on.

What this did not explain was why the person who ran the world was running errands for Dorias.



"Dorias forgot to mention your position when he said who was coming to meet me," Eric said over the
sound of Schippend demanding to know where arriva Eric Born'sIDswere, damniit!

Ross's mouth twitched. "Very like Dorias, don't you think? Not one to care much for aperson's
rank." Eric couldn't tell whether this amused or annoyed her.

"No, he'snot," Eric agreed, trying to haul together an appropriate set of manners. "I should perhaps
gpologizefor takingup s0..."

She cut him off with awave of her hand. "One of the prerogatives of the job. | get to decidewhét |
spend my time on, don't I? Now, if you're ready, we can go talk somewhere more comfortable.” She
started toward the airlock.

Eric hedtated. Beside him, Schippend was swegting and swearing quietly into historque. Cam stood
motionlesswaiting for orders, and Madame Chairman waited for Eric to make some move.

Theideaof leaving astranger aboard the U-Kenai made Eric uneasy. He wanted to talk to Dorias
and get hissde of this story, but until he had hisMay 16 IDs, there was no easy or legd way for himto
get into the system. He certainly wasn't going to use his power gift with so many unknown factors
surrounding him.

"Il be joining you in amoment, Madame Chairman.” Eric gestured her politely toward the airlock and
walked back to the common room. He picked up the satchel he had packed with a change of clothes
and afew pieces of communications hardware in case hisvisit became...complicated. Then he hit the
combination of keys on the comm board that opened aline Sraight into Cam's private ears.

"Cam," he whispered, "once the ingpection's complete, sed the ship. Keep everything up and
running.”

"Yes, Sar Born," Cam acknowledged.

Eric nodded to himsdlf. Somethings, at least, were predictable. He shouldered the satchel strap and
made hisway back outside.

Madame Chairman Rosswaited in the port car. Eric climbed into the empty seat beside her.
"Whenever you're ready, Madame Chairman.”

"Ross," she corrected him. "Thetitle'sfor Unifiers and forma occasions, in't it?"

"Asyou prefer.” Eric stowed his pack under the seat. Ross released the brake and steered thelittle
car into the main traffic lane that crossed the port. Eric kept his eyes on her to avoid having to
acknowledge the stretch of empty space around the port or the open sky overhead.

Ross, it turned out, was not one to make small talk. She drove with her gaze on the shifting traffic,
projecting an air of intense concentration. It was not from lack of skill, Eric decided. She handled the car
well, diding smoothly in and out of the stew of maintenance, transport, and private vehicles that flowed
through the port. She wasjust extremey single-minded.

They left the port car at the free-standing arch that was the gateway to the main roads and transferred
themsalves to one of the automatic cars that waited there for hire. While Eric took his seet, Ross punched
in her 1D code and the address of their destination on the keypad and the car rolled into traffic.

"Y ou have aroom reserved at one of the diplomatic hostdls, Sar Born," Rosstold him. "Once we
have you cleared for the networks, you may useit for an hour or ayear, if you require.”

"Y ou have my thanks, Ross."

"1 hope you won't mind if | also have your company for awhileyet." She released a catch on her seat
so that it swiveled around and let her face him. "There are afew things about the City of Alliances | want
to show you, and some questions I'd like to ask you."

"I'll be happy to be of serviceif | can," Eric said. I'll need new employers, after all, he added to
himsdf, that isif your crowd is even marginally more trustworthy than the Vitae.



The cityscape they moved through struck Eric as highly organized. The low brown-and-green
buildings clustered around common courtyards. Ruler-straight streets crisscrossed the plain under the
raised tracks carrying the monorail trainsthat provided most of the public transport.

The place had clearly been designed to provide comfort and convenience for its citizens. Eric couldn't
work out why it made him fedl so uneasy.

Rosss car had precedence on the streets. The roadway pulled other cars out of the lanesto give the
chairman clearance so her transport could breeze through the traffic. Eric guessed they were probably
moving five to ten miles an hour faster than the other cars.

Madame Chairman may not go in for formalities, but she's got no problem using her
privileges.
"Doriassaid you'reafriend of his," Eric ventured.

"Sdlect circle, isnt it?" she said in avoice more relaxed than anything Eric had heard from her yet. |
think it'sjust you and me."
"No, therésacouple of others." Shewaited for him to name names, but he didn't.

She shook her head. "We're dmost to my offices.” She glanced at the readouts on the car's
dashboard.

"But heisworking for you?'
She nodded.
"AsaFamily member?'

Ross consdered this. "Strictly speaking, no. But I'm not axenophobe, Sar Born. | don't think that the
creation of the Human Family means we should become isolated from the other sapient beingswho share
our gaaxy, especially those we have created. Doriasis dedicated to the idea of a stable Human Family
and | welcome him into the Alliance.”

WEell, she certainly speaks dogma fluently, and she knows how to talk without saying much.
Hetried another tack. "I got amessage from Doriastdling me to contact you."

"Part of amessage, you mean," Rosss mouth twitched. "He told me the transmission didn't arrive
intact. Yes, | asked him to get in touch with you. We wanted to offer you a contract for your services as
asystems handler. Dorias says you're even better than heis." She lowered her eyebrows. "It's difficult to
believe anyone could be better than aliving piece of netware.”

What do you want to hear, Madame Chairman? Eric wondered.

"Dorias has somelimitations | don't," he said, watching her face closdy. "Then again, | have some
limitations he doesn't. Who's better depends on the job you have in mind.”

"That will comewhen | present the formal contract.” She pulled her gaze away from hisand set her
jaw at adifferent angle.

"Doriasdso sad it wasthe Unifierswho originaly removed Stonein the Wl from the Realm.”
"Stone in the Wall?' Ross repeated the syllables avkwardly. "Isthat her name?”

"Oneof them." Eric ran his hands down histhighs. His pamswereitching where his sun taitoos had
once been.

Ross turned her bland face toward him. "Y es, we asked her to cometo us asan emissary. The Vitae
kidnapped her en route."

You've had that line ready for hours, haven't you, Madame Chairman? Theitchin hispams
intensified and in the back of his mind an outraged voice demanded to know where she had the gall to
interfere with the life of one who had been named by the Nameless?



"Herewe are." Ross pointed toward adomed, green glass complex behind awal of milk-and-coffee
stone. "'l should warn you, Sar Born. There's going to be a bit of a scene when the car stops.”

The car turned a corner smoothly and rolled through the dated, iron gatesinto awalled courtyard.
The car stopped and the door opened itself.

The"bit of ascene’ turned out to be asmall army of assistants and security personnd that swarmed
out of the grandiose buildings that fenced the yard.

"Madame Chairman, I've got the report on the..."
"Madame Chairman, you have an gppointment with the..."
"Madame Chairman..."

"Madame Chairman..."

Ross stood like agtatue in the middle of the zoo and let abig man in agrey uniform ped off her
security patches and replace them with fresh ones. She seemed to drink in everything at once,
occasondly rapping out amonosyllabic reply. "Yes." "No." "Go."

"Sar Born, if you please?’ One of the security men stood at his elbow with aset of patchesin his
hands. Eric nodded briefly and let the man press one patch againgt histrandator disk and the other
againg histemple. Thewirestickled briefly asthey adhered to hisflesh.

Rosss mouth bent in what might have been asmile of gpprova or smug satisfaction. The expression
passed too quickly for Eric to read.

"With me, if you please, Sar Born," she said. The crowd parted quickly as Ross strode toward the
nearest door.

Eric gathered hiswits. He followed Raoss through the arched doorway flanked by a contingent of
adminigtrators and guards who had been sdected from the army either by prior arrangement or telepathy.

The hdlsinsde the complex were acombination of history lesson, bureaucrat's nest, and academic
monument. On this Side, the green glass was stained with amyriad of colorsto depict the citiesof a
hundred different branches of the Human Family. Guidesin black-and-blue coverals pointed out
individua scenesfor gaggles of onlookers, lecturing them on the derivation and significance of each. The
public access terminas were as much sculpture as they were information sources, each onedone up asa
different style of architecture. The Unifier administrators hurried around these obstructions without giving
them aglance.

Security herded family tour groups to the side as Madame Chairman and her entourage breezed past.
The professionas stepped aside, occasionally remembering to give somekind of salutein
acknowledgment of their leader.

Findly they reached alobby fenced by wals of tranducent silicate. Half the entourage stayed
respectfully outside while Madame Chairman and her most select group funneled themsalves through the
doors. The lobby wasfilled with worktables and around them clustered Unifiers and petitioners gabbling
away in adozen languages.

And unmistakably waiting for Madame Chairman stood two Rhudolant Vitae.

Eric froze. The Vitaeleveled their attention on him like alead weight. They marked him. No question.
Ross did too. She waswatching him.

She had known. She had known they were going to be here and she'd paraded him right up to them.

"Y ou're with me, Sar Born," she reminded him as her security men opened up the doorsto what Eric
assumed was her inner office. One of her namel ess assistants stepped up to the Vitae, explaining in coal,
polite tones Madame Chairman would be with them as soon as possible.

The doors swung shut behind them, leaving Eric and Ross done together in an airy, comfortable



office. It had two walls worth of windows and athird full of monitor screensthat showed scenesfrom
the City of Alliances, maybe red-time, maybe historica. Eric wasn't sure,

"Please, St down." Ross gestured toward a stuffed, stationary chair and took her own seat behind a
desk that looked as though it had taken ahaf acre of forest to build.

Ericignored her invitation. "What do you want from me?"

"Your hdp," shesad smply.

"And you had to show methe Vitae to make sureyou'd get it?"

Shedidn't even missabedt. "l had to show the Vitae you had come to meet with me. I'm hoping it

will help dow them down.” She ran her hands across the desk top. "Have you seen thisyet?' She
pressed aslicate key inlaid in the natural wood.

The video on the center monitor blurred until there was nothing left but amottled grey background.
Eric's spine stiffened. The greyness shifted and stretched until it became apair of Vitae, one about ten
centimeters and four kilograms heavier than the other.

The shorter one dipped his, if it was ahim, chin in acknowledgment toward whatever camera had
made this recording. Eric's brow furrowed. The Vitae did not use gestureslike that, in public anyway.

What isthis?

Thetaller Vitae spoke. "1 am Ambassador Ivale of the Rhudolant Vitae. With me stands Ambassador
Asgaut. We have been authorized by our representative assembly to make thisrecording and seeto its
distribution across the Quarter Galaxy.

"We are asking any and al individuaswho hear thisin their officid or private capacitiesto repect the
Rhudolant Vitae's claim of the world designated MG49 sub 1 by the Meridian system of Coordinates.”

Eric felt thelids on his eyes pull themsdves back asfar asthey would go. He was vaguely aware that
the harsh, ragged sound under the sudden ringing in his ears was his own bregth.

Ambassador Asgaut spoke. "We do not ask for any group's approval. We are not requesting
permission for this endeavor. We are publicizing our intentions so thet, in future, the system may be
treated as Vitae territory subject to our laws and governance.”

"Wethank you for your attention,” said Ivale.
The image faded to black.

Eric's knees shook. His eyes couldn't focus properly on the ill, dark screen in front of him, and he
had to fight to even keep them open.

"They've never done anything likethis" said Ross coolly. "The Vitae don't clam worlds. They buy or
trade for what they want until a culture's under their thumb, in case they need its resources for something.

"1 was hoping you could tell me what's so fascinating about a place that is so old and decrepit it
doesn't even have a proper atmaosphere on three-quarters of its surface?"

Eric turned around as quickly as hisweakened legswould let him and raised his eyes so he could see
her.

"What is being done about this?' he asked hoarsdly.

"Not much." Ross leaned back, resting just the tips of her fingers on the edge of her desk. "1 wonder,
Sar Born, if you have any idea exactly how powerful the Vitae are? They do a significant percentage of
the building, maintaining, and managing for the known members of the human race. Mogt of their clients
arewilling to amply let them have M G49 because they can't afford to upset them. Some of them are
even eager for them to get it, because they think whatever it isthe Vitae found there will eventualy be up
for sde" Sheeyed him carefully. "They don't even care whether it's contraband or not.”

Eric's gaze drifted toward the blank screen again. Faces flashed in front of hismind'seye. Lady Fire.



Heart of the Seablade. Aria

Ross sighed. "Sar Born, whether or not you understand that it'sin your interests to cooperate with the
Human Family, | can't say, can 1? But you should see that both our kind have an enemy in the Vitae."

Eric'seyeswidened again. "What do you mean, both our kind?' he croaked.

Ross kept her gaze focused on him. "When we discovered what seemed to be a culture of the Family
on MG49 sub 1, the Alliance sent a del egation to begin the process of reunification. We were extremely
dartled to discover for al the superficid matches, your people aren't redly Family. Telekines's, for
example, is not something that has ever evolved naturaly for any branch of the Family, athough severd
have managed to induce very weak forms of it through genetic engineering.”" She paused. "Whoever
worked with your ancestors was rather more successful, | gather.”

Eric jerked backward haf astep. "How did you..."

Rosswaved dismissively. "It was one of the first things our observation team noticed. Everybody's
got legends about telekinesis, or telepathy, or any of awhole host of extrasensory perception and skills.
But nowhere, except on MG49 sub 1, can they be performed on amacroscopic level, on command, by
asgnificant portion of the population. Therere other proofs, too, if you want them. Y our people were
not born, Sar Born. They were made ."

No! shouted avoicein the back of hismind. We were named by the Nameless! "The Nameless
spoke of the People then. They named Royal, Noble, Bondless, Bonded, and Notouch. Each life
they named became Truth and took up its place in their Realm..." He slenced the voice harshly.

When he could findly spesk again, he said, "If were not Family, what are you doing there? Why
don't you leave us...them in peace?’

Ross leaned across her desk. "Because while you yoursaves are not Family, you are part of the
family legacy, like Dorias. We need to understand you so we can welcome you properly.” She looked at
him and her eyeswereintense. "And you can be sure we will welcome you, where the Vitae will only
endaveyou.”

"Youredly areabdiever, aren't you?' Hisvoice was heavy with exhaugtion. Thiswastoo much dl at
once. Far too much.

"Yes" she said without hestation.
"Even though you know you've Sarted awar?'

"l didn't sart thewar. Isolation from the Human Family started that war." Ice glittered in her eyes.
"Reunionwill endit."

Eric's head drooped. "I'm going to ask you one more time, Madame Chairman,” he said toward the
carpet. "What do you want from me?’

"l want you to speak for the Realm. | want you to say you do not want the Vitae there and that you
protest the invasion. | want you to repest it for broadcast to the Family members and attendant
governments. | want you to make life difficult for the Vitae." She paused. ™Y ou know you can seeit from
here

"Seewhat?" asked Eric, confused.

"MG49 sub 1. The Realm of the Nameless Powers. Y our sun and its companion are one of the stars
inour sky."

IIArmI

"And it'sacrashing funny-looking place, isn't it?" She touched the inlay on her desk again and Eric,
amost involuntarily, looked toward the centra screen. The monitor showed an extremely out-of-scae
representation of abinary system; agolden primary star looming over awhite dwarf. Eric watched their
gentle motion. He could remember hisfather's stories of his father's delight at the discovery of that



companion. It confirmed the Teacher's assertion that the sun, the suns, were Garismit's Eyes watching the
Realm, asthe stars were the eyes of the Nameless, watching from afar.

At the edge of the screen hovered alopsided planet, rotating gently to display a surface of bare,
radiation-burned rock. If he watched long enough, Eric knew, it would eventualy display ablur of cloud
cover held in place by aragged circle of mountain. The Realm of the Nameless Powers.

"Just Ststhere, doesn't it?' said Ross, resting her elbows on the desk. "All onitsown, in asteady
orbit around a binary star. No moon, no other planets, not even agas giant or two for company.”

"Madame Chairman, what are you getting &?' Eric said in astrangled tone,

"I mean the Unifiersmake it their business to hunt down unknown worlds. Were very good at it. .. but
your world...thisarrangement is so manifestly unlikely for the production or support of human life that we
didn't even bother to look at it. It was an accident that we found your people at all. One of our spotters
cdibrated aprobeincorrectly."

Her voice was steady but her eyes practicaly glowed with eagerness. ™Y ou know, there's only one
world we've searched for that we couldn't find."

"Which is?' Eric tried to keep himsdlf under control. Let Madame Chairman lead him along. Let her
play her game out. When she wasfinished, he would still be standing here and she would have his answer
infull.

"The Evolution Point for the Human Family,” she said. "We have been looking for three centuries now
and we have come up empty, haven't we? After three centuries." She spread her hands. "I think | know

Eric said nothing, hejust let her go on.

"Doriastold me that your mythology is founded around the ideathat a servant of the gods moved the
world to asafelocation.” She smiled so wide that he could see her teeth. They were white, clean, and as
even asthelines of the Hangar Cliffs. "l think they didn't just moveit, | think they hidit." She nodded
toward the screen again.

"Madame Chairman"—E&ric did not let himsdlf look at the screen—"why would anybody want to hide
the Evolution Point?"

"To keep it from the Rhudolant Vitae?' she said archly. "Or their ancestors. | can't say for certain, can
I? We haven't got an overd| history of the Quarter Galaxy for ten years ago, let done three thousand.
We do, however, know that engineering a planetary orbit was possible for someone, a sometime." She
pointed meaningfully a the ground.

Eric could fed her assurance reaching out to him, as palpable as the touch of a hand.

"Y ou seewhat it means, don't you? No one even vaguely connected with the Family would willingly
let the Vitae lay sole and whole claim to the Evolution Point and the people on it. Since the Shessel were
discovered, safe and sound on their own Evolution Point, there has been areemergence of interest in the
Family for finding ours. Sar Born, speak for your people, the Guardians of the Evolution Point, and you
giveusdl ared fighting chance againg the biggest stopping block to the reunion of Human Family. You
could put the Vitae back in their place, just by speaking out.”

"Andif | don't,” sad Eric, "then what?'
She spread her hands. " Then nothing, Sar Born. Y ou have the use of the room and will have use of al
the nets as soon as your IDs are cleared. Y ou are my guest. |, on the other hand, am Chairman of the

Unifiersand | will harry the Vitae in whatever way | can until | find out whet it isthey aretrying to do.
Why, for ingtance, they are kidnapping natives from MG49 sub 1."

Eric'smind redled and his sense of baance findly failed. Forgetting pride, he collgpsed into the
nearest chair. Ross didn't take her attention off him. Despite that, he curled hisfists around hispamsand



pressed his knuckles againgt histrouser legs. He remembered looking toward First City'swallsand
thinking if you will break the law, | will break it more grandly and more permanently than you ever
could, and wishing hisfather could hear him, and then he remembered the tears that mixed with theicy
rain, because part of him gtill wanted to run home and find out that none of what he had seen had
happened.

He stared at the smooth, unmarked backs of his hands and fought to remember it had been ten years
since he had told the Realm to go drown itsdlf. Ten years of making his own life unburdened by the laws
of the Nameless and the conflicts they bred. It was afreedom he could not, would not, just toss aside.

"Madame Chairman, | don't spesk for anyonein the Realm. | |ft thereand | have no intention of
going back, or of getting mysdf caught up in whatever war you want to fight with the Vitae. | have
business of my own to take care of that will use up my personal resources. | thank you for your
hospitaity and | hope| shall not have to impose on you for long. | shall pay for what | use, | assureyou.”
He stood and found his knees held steedy.

Ross pressed both palmsflat againgt her desk top. "Thereis one other thing of which you should be
aware, Sar Born."

Eric hdd himsaf dill. "Whichis?'
"Two unifiers, good people, friends of mine, died when the Vitae kidnapped your kinsvoman.”
Ericdmost said "she's not my kin," but he sopped himself intime.

"There are Trustees and Board members here who want to publicize what those two died for. Do you
have any ideawhat will hgppen to you, and to your world, if | let them?"

"l am sure, Madame Chairman, you will do exactly asyou seefit whenever you seefit,” said Eric.
"And that thereisnothing | could do or say to stop you.

"May | go now?'

He had to give her credit; she had obvioudy prepared hersdf for this possibility. She did nothing more
than lean back in an attitude of resignation and wave toward the door.

"You areafreeindividua, Sar Born, you may come and go asyou like. | have no claim on you.
Especialy since you say you will pay for what you use. One of my clerkswill seethat your debtsare
totaled and sent to your room."

Eric left. Behind him, Ross must have given notice that he was coming out, because the security man
was waiting to remove his patches and the floor indicators were lit up with the way back to the courtyard
clearly marked. An auto waited for him with the door raised.

He climbed in. The door closed. It was then he realized he had no planet ID to enter to make the
thing move.

Eric leaned back in the seat, closed his eyes and began to curse. He did it dowly and methodicaly,
using dl the blasphemiesin al the languages he knew. He even added some he hadn't heard since held
been a student in the Temple. By the time he was finished, the entire complement of the Unifiers, and the
Rhudolant Vitae, and their ancestors back seven generations had been manned, rendered impotent,
ripped away from the shelter of any divinity, accused of bestidity, and blasted headfirst into the marshes
the Notouch used for toilets.

A dight vibration trembled the soles of his shoes and the car began to move.
Eric's head jerked up. A voice spoke over the intercom. "Can't leave you aone for amoment, can 1?7

"Dorias." A wave of relief washed over him followed fast by awave of anger. "Dorias, wereyou
listening to what your Madame Chairman said?'

"l was. Well talk when we get to your room. I'm making it safe for us now."



They gave me a bugged room? Eric began curaing through histeeth. The Vitae first, now the
Unifiers. Who do these people think they are?

The car traveled three kilometers worth of tidy city blocksand finally parked itsdlf in front of a
three-story, brown brick building built like an abstract sculpture made of uneven blocks. The silver cables
of access elevators stretched between its widespread wings. The car door raised itsdlf and Eric picked
up hisbundle. As soon as he stepped onto the pedestrian walkway, the car door closed itself up and the
vehicle droveitsef away.

A second car pulled up in the spot his had vacated. Eric looked back automatically and saw
Schippend heave himsdf out of the vehicle,

"Sar Born," he puffed. "I haveyour IDs, Sar."

Schippend held out four flat squares of shiny polymer embossed with his name, the location of his
ship, and hisarrival date. One was labeled for access to public transportation, one for the libraries and
other public buildings, one for automatic access to communications networks outside his ship, and one
for drawing on the credit he'd been required to transfer to aMay 16 account.

Eric tucked the squaresinto histunic pocket and sealed it. " Thank you for your help, Sar Schippend.”

"| apologizefor thedday." Schippend's eyes glittered. "Madame Chairman frequently makesthings
difficult for people who don't give her her ownway."

"Doesshe?' said Eric carefully.

"And if sheismaking things difficult for you, Sar Born, I'll be glad to help you leave May 16.
Immediatdy.”

Eric's back stiffened and he wasn't able to keep his surprise from showing. He also couldn't help
noticing the greedy look in Schippend'slittle blue eyes.

"Thank you for the offer, Sar Schippend,” Eric said. "I'll haveto consider it."

"l am on the public lines, Sar Born. Oneisopen for you." Schippend climbed into his car and was
gone.

Garismit's Eyes! Ericrolled hisown toward the heavens. "Anyone e se?' he demanded. The Street
remained quiet, except for the traffic rushing past.

The hotel did not have amain doorway. Instead, the hatches for Six separate access elevators faced
thesdewalk. Eric did hisID card into the labeled dot and adoor opened to let him inside. He watched
the shiny, gold walls asthe elevator rose for about thirty seconds, glided sideways, then forward, then
rose again. He did not touch the key that would have turned the cabin trand ucent and alowed him to see
the panorama of the City of Alliances spread acrossits perfectly flat field.

When the door opened, it led to acomfortably furnished room, about twice the size of the common
room on the U-Kenai. Instead of awindow, the outer wall was taken up by an el aborate comm center,
with dl itskeyslabeled in three different languages.

"Very nice." Eric dropped his pack on atable.

He sat in the comm screen's chair and tried not to squirm whileit adjusted to fit the contours of his
body. He opened the line to Dorias's home space.

The screen filled with the blur of shifting colors cut by rippling, horizontd linesthat was Doriassidea
of asdf-portrait.

"Hello, Teacher Hand," Dorias said, and the lines jumped, matching the frequency and intengity of his
voice. Dorias had never completely dropped Eric'stitle. Y ou taught me | could make my own choices,
Doriashad said. | choose to remember your earned name.

"Hello, Dorias. | hope you're doing well," he added with more than atrace of irony to histone.



"Quite," replied Dorias blandly. "Better than you are, | think." He paused. "Eric, I'm sorry. | didn't
know thiswould happen.”

"I'm sureyou didn't." Eric dumped and the chair undulated againgt his spine. "'I'm sure Madame
Chairman didn't give you any reason to be aarmed about what might happen once | got here.”

"Teacher Hand, that isunfair.”
"Isit?" asked Eric hitterly. "Y our friend is a schemer and afanatic, Dorias.”

"Of course sheis," replied Dorias camly. "It's fanatics who get caught up in eventslike this. Normal
people know when to give up and go home."

"Thank you very much," Eric muttered.

"Y ou were the one who told me the power gifted were trained to be fanaticsin the Temple.”

"l know. | know." He sighed. "What are you doing here, Dorias? What could you possibly want with
these people?’

"They're the only ones around who have even asmal chance of making an effective block against the
Vitae. They areinterested in establishing a permanent, open communications network. If | help Ross
with...Family matters...she works on making sure that network isone | can use and the more space
thereis, the more chances there are that ther€lll be otherslike me found, or made.”

Eric blinked. "Does Madame Chairman know about this grand scheme?”
"Of course she does.”

"Dorias." Eric leaned forward. "1 don't know how safe you are here. | don't think Madame Chairman
approves of people who are either not Human or not under Family control.”

"Never fear, Teacher, I've made mysdf extremely useful to her. She hasalot riding on my continued
goodwill."

And you've got a lot riding on hers. It was easy to forget that Dorias was only six yearsold. His
experiences and memories were mature and complex, but his knowledge of human duplicity, whileit
exiged, waslimited. He hadn't had to plumb many depths yet. Eric debated telling him about Schippend
for amoment, then decided againgt it.

Who knows what kind of pressure Madame Chairman would lay on Dorias if she found out he
knew about a member of...Of what, a conspiracy? Political opposition? Black market? What?

Eric's shoulders sarted to ache from the weight on them. "Dorias, | have afeding things are moving
double-quick around me. I've got to get going."

"What are you thinking of doing?'

"I'm going to try to tap into the Vitae private network so | can find out what they're doing in the
Redm."

"Y ou don't pick the easy targets, do you?' A pair of linesarched in an imitation of raised eyebrows.
"Y ou know it's physically impossible for meto get insgde ther net, don't you? It'slike you trying to walk
through abrick wal."

Eric grimaced. "'l know. I'm counting on being able to use my power gift to at least open alinein
there. | might even be able to work the dataretrieval commands. But | won't be able to interpret anything
| pull out.”

"Ah, and that would be my job?" said Dorias.

Eric nodded and then remembered Dorias couldn't see him. "Y es. The only real problemis| can't do
my part from here. I'll have to get close to astation or termind that's got accessto a Vitae system. But |
cantrisk atransmisson from the U-Kenai to May 16. I've got no ideawho the Vitae have watching for
me. | need...l need to ask you to comewith me." He said it carefully. Dorias did not like data boxes.



They could be picked up and carried away too easly.
Doriassfrequency lineswriggled and bunched sharply. "Theres another possibility.” Hislines
smoothed out. "'l could, if you can give metime, provide you with acopy of mysdf."

That took Eric aback. Theideasank in and he smiled. Y ou'd give me your firstborn? Dorias, I'm
honored."

The frequency lines bowed upward momentarily to parody a human smile. "It would not be my
firstborn, dthoughitis certainly not something | do frequently, but yes, that istheidea. I'll estimatethe
required storage space.”

Eric mentaly ran through an inventory of his ship'sinformation systems. "I haven't got awholelot of
the dynamic storage to spare, Dorias. | run pretty close to capacity.” He stopped. "Unlessyou could fit a
new program into Cam."

"The android?" There was a plit-second pause. "Yes. | could do that. Infact, it would be easier to fit
aprogram based on my own makeup into the android's network than the norma ship systems. It's much
moreflexible. I am beginning work on it now." A section of waves and colors fenced itsdlf off inthe
lower right-hand corner of the screen.

"Thank you." Eric watched hisfriend's fluctuations for amoment. "How long do you think thiswill
take?"

"Until tomorrow morning, I'm afraid. Thisisaprecisejob.”

"That'll dofine. | have some other...inquiries| want to make. I'll call back later, dl right?’

"And I'll keep an ear out for anything new about...you."

"I'd gppreciate that. Good-bye, Dorias."

They broke the connection and Eric sat staring at the blank screen for along time. Why didn't | tell
him? He might even know what Schippend's up to, or who he's working for. Garismit's Eyes,
what're things coming to when | won't trust Dorias with what | know...

Rather than think about that, he opened his satchel and pulled out acobalt blue box, six inchesona

side, with asmall display screen onthetop. A hardwire jack had been set in each side. The box could
have been anything at al, from astorage box to a private data recorder to avirus apiary.

Actudly it was a couple of ghosts.

Eric put the box on the chair and fished acoil of cables out of his pack to lay beside it. Then he knelt
infront of the comm board. He ran hisfingertips around the edges until he found the catches for the
circuit cover. After amoment's scrabbling, he managed to snap them open and lift the cover away.

In some ways it would be safer to do this aboard the U-Kenai, but from there it would be harder to
hide the point of origin for hissgnd.

Eric opened aflap on histool belt and laid a pair of small screwdrivers and adelicate knife on the
floor. Then he sat cross-legged in front of the board and did nothing for along moment but study the
circuits. Some of the major blocks were labeled. Some were color coded. He noted with acertain
amusement that the Unifiers were using a coding system derived from the Vitag's public standard.

Helocated four of the mgjor transfer points. After that, it was only afew minutes work with the knife
and the screwdriversto splice aquartet of cablesinto the existing system.

He looked back at the squirming chair in disgust and dragged asingle-phase seat over from the table
and sat downinit.

He retrieved the box and plugged the free ends of the cablesinto its sockets.

Perivar had made thisbox. As soon as he had been able to pick himsalf up off the deck where Tasa
Ad and Kessa had died, he had ordered Dorias to ransack the ship's data-holds and gather together



anything and everything about its owners. Fighting the sickness spreading from hiswounded arm, he had
taken the readings from Kessa and Tasa Ad asthey lay dead on the deck. He had dmost lost their
chance of escape, but he knew held need their retinaand finger scans, their DNA echoes, and their
images. When he and Eric had ducked the other runners and climbed aboard the U-Kenai, Perivar had
dumped all that information into this box. Eric remembered how he had paced between the airlock and
the common room while Perivar bent over the box, selecting, organizing, creating. Eric laid hishand on
Doriass carrying case and, for thefirst and last time, he pleaded to the Namelessfor a Skyman. Perivar
jacked the box into the comm board and, using the ship'sintercom, sent ordersto Cam to get the
U-Kenai under way. The android verified that the orders came from its owners and obeyed.

When Eric got onto Schippend'sline, Schippend would not see him. His screen would show him Tasa
Ad standing alittlein front of Kessa, who would be hanging back to act as his backup and advisor. Just
asthey had appeared when they lived. He could scan their retinas, if he had the equipment, and verify the
DNA records of ther arriva and registry on May 16. Asfar as the network was concerned, they were
dive and wel and in residencein the City of Alliances. Eric could view the runner'simages on the box's
display screen and control them with atouch.

Their projected behaviors had been so like what he had seen from their living counterparts, Eric had
once asked Dorias to anayze the processesinsde the box to seeif he could find any sign of independent
consciousnessin them. He il did not know what he would have done if Dorias had said yes.

Eric cradled the box on hislap and, with one hand, called up the public directory to trace the open
line Schippend had reserved.

Schippend's face appeared on the main screen, and he was obviously none too pleased to see apair
of strangerson hisscreen. "Thisisareserved ling, and |..."

Eric touched theimage of Tasa Ad and said, "Y our pardon, Sar Schippend.” on the box's display,
Tasa Ad's head inclined smoothly. "I just wanted to be certain that | would reach you," he went on. "We
have amutua acquaintance, | believe. Sar Eric Born.”

Schippend stiffened. " Sar Born is no acquaintance of mine. | was assigned to clear his planetside IDs.
That'sdl."

"Hetold methat you aso offered to help him leave the planet if thingsgot. .. difficult for him." Tasa
Ad'sface took on aknowing smile. Perivar had done a gresat job programming the body language. Not
surprising, Eric supposed, since ghosts had been his speciaty asarevolutionary.

Eric tapped the screen over Kessa and mouthed the words for her. She straightened up. "Or if
Madame Chairman made them difficult.”

"What do you want?" asked Schippend.
"Credit," said Kessa. Eric touched Tasa Ad and gave him hislines.

Hewaved hissister back. "If there's someplace you or your employerswant Sar Born to be, or not
to be, we can take care of it for you."

Schippend's expression becamewary. "And how isit you can manage that?"

"We are the ones who gave him passage off hishome-world,” said TasaAd. "He owes usfor afew
"And we owe him," added Kessadarkly.
"I need to clear thisline," said Schippend.
"Of course. We can be contacted at this space." Eric cut the line, leaned back, and waited.

Hedidn't have to wait for long. The box screen lit up in lessthan aminute. Text lines spilled acrossiit,
reporting that Schippend was running his checks. He was making sure that Tasa Ad and Kessa had
actualy landed, that they had been checked in and verified. Aslong as helooked in the May 16 network,



al hiscdlswould be routed to the ghost box. If he started checking outside, he would find that Tasa Ad
and Kessa had vanished six years ago. And then Kessawould just explain that being driven underground
waswheat they "owed" Sar Born for.

Eric stretched. Between checking up on Tasa Ad and then contacting his employers, Schippend could
be at thisfor hours. Eric used an unaltered line in the corner of the comm board to order amed from the
kitchen. He yawned. Some deep would be good, but he couldn't risk it. He had to be awvakein case
something went wrong with the ghost box. He called up his account from the clear line, saw the negative
balance, and choked. If he wanted to keep hisword to Madame Chairman, he'd have to drain hisown
accounts to the bone. The credit listing flicked over as he watched. Now, held have to go into debt.

When it only took Schippend three hoursto open the lineto Tasa Ad again, Eric was surprised. The
man was nowhere near as dow as he pretended to be.

Eric activated the ghosts and tapped Tasa Ad. "Sar Schippend, | did not expect to hear from you so
soon.”

"For this particular project, thereis not much timeto waste." Schippend leaned forward.
"WEeIl keep that in mind,” Eric said for Kessa. "Isthere away we can help you?"

"Yes. You can get Eric Born off May 16 and take him to the ship the Morning Glory, docked at
Orbit one”

"Wed beglad to,” said Kessa. "If the pay's good.”

"Oh, very good. It's Vitae pay.”

Eric dmost swallowed histongue. The ghosts froze for adangeroudy long pause. He jabbed afinger
a Tasa Ad and choked out the words. "'l should have guessed.”

"Isthere aproblem?’

Kessalaughed. "No. | just prefer working with men with hair, that'sal." All three of them laughed.

They haggled over pricesthen and ddivery of credit, which went straight into the ghost box. Eric
smiled grimly to himself as he redlized he now had an easy way to pay off the outrageous bill he was
running up.

He cut the line to Schippend and opened anew oneto Dorias.

"Dorias. Isthe copy doneyet?"

"| told you, tomorrow morning, Teacher."

"Dorias, | have got to get out of here." He explained the conversation he had just finished with
Schippend.

Doriaswas quiet for along time. "All right, Teacher. I'll move asfast as| can. Get back to the
U-Kenai and get Cam ready to receive atransmisson.”

"Thank you, Dorias."

Eric called for acar with a preprogrammed destination. He dropped most of the credit Schippend
had sent Tasa Ad into hisMay 16 account.

The car arrived and Eric climbed inside. He spent the ride trying not to fidget.

It was dl so ridiculous. The Realm was a dead world and adying people and al of a sudden empires
were ready to go to war over it. If they wanted the power-gifted, they could just hire afew contraband
runners and take them. They weren't exactly hard to spot. And if they just wanted the genes, Eric forced
the thought through, the Vitae had had plenty of opportunitiesto get them from him. And if the Vitae
wanted the planet? That was the most ridiculous part. There were plenty of dead rocksin the Quarter
Gdaxy that they could have laid claim to without anyone kicking up aruckus. Almost asridiculous as
kidnapping a Notouch.



What would the Seablades say if they knew? he wondered. What would Mother say ? Nameless
Power s preserve me, what would that old goat First Teacher Sgned to Still Water say?

That'sif they're still alive. Hebit hislip.

The auto pulled up to the port and Eric transferred into one of the port cars. It was agood thing there
was littletraffic at this hour. He drove with only haf an eye on where he was going.

The U-Kenai waited undisturbed for him. Eric boarded his ship and sedled the airlock. Helet out a
long bresth. Home, hethought. And as safe as | can be anywhere.

"Cam," said Eric as he walked onto the bridge. "Sit down. Open interface.”

Theandroid sat in the pilot's chair and stretched one arm toward Eric. With the other hand, it lifted
back asocket cover onitswrist.

Eric pulled asingle cable out of astorage compartment under the main boards. He plugged one end
of it into the comm board socket and the other into Cam'swrist. The android did not move.

Eric opened thelineto Dorias.
"All ready, Dorias." Eric stood back.

"Eric,” said Doriassvoice. "I am not happy about this. | have not had time to fine-tune the copy.
There may beflaws..."

"Dorias, | can't wait. Please," he added softly.
There was a measurable pause. "Sending,” said Dorias.

Eric waited. The only sound on the bridge was the vague hum of machinery. Then Cam turned its
head toward Eric and blinked twice.

"Hello. | have been sent by Doriasto help you retrieve the data from the Vitae system.” For thefirst
time, Eric heard intonation in Cam'svoice. The android held out one smooth hand.

Eric sared at it for aminute, before he reached out and shook its hand. "'l am honored to mest
you..." he stopped. "Dorias, what's its name?"

"I hadn't thought of one," said Dorias. "That is part of your ceremonid role, isn't it? | thought you'd
giveitone”

Eric consdered the android for amoment and then took the hand he had shaken between both of his
and spoke in the language of the Realm. "1 speak for the Nameless Powers. | seefor the Servant
Garismit. In so doing | nameyou. Y our nameis Adudorias.”

"Adudorias" The android nodded. "Doesit mean something?"
"Jugt 'Son of Dorias™ Erictilted hishead. "Isit dl right with you?"

"l find it quite gppropriate,” said the android. "My parent informs me that Abassyd Station would be
an optima stefor our endeavors. Y ou will be able to open adirect line to acommunications termind that
has a hardware connection to a Vitae junction box." Adudorias reached across to the comm board.
"Excuseme,” it said asit unfastened the cable.

"Nice manners,” Eric remarked toward the comm board, feding a bit strange. Dorias he was used to,
but polite phrases coming from Cam were unsettling. "Thank you, Dorias. I'll be back assoon as| can.”
He reached for the shutoff key.

"Eric?'
"Yes?' Eric pulled his hand back from the board.

Dorias hesitated. "1 think it would be better if you did not trust anyone €l se more than necessary. You
areright. A war isbrewing.”

Ericfelt hiseyesnarrow. "I'll remember that. Good-bye, Dorias." Eric closed the channd down and



eyed the android gitting in the pilot's chair. Cam had been the onefixturein Eric's life since Perivar had
left. Cam didn't move unlessit was ordered to. Cam didn't quest or question. Cam did exactly asit was
ordered to and no more.

Adudorias ran Cam's hands across the pilot boards, checking their layout and display sequences. It
scanned the bridge, taking it al in with something that appeared to beinterest.

"Adu," said Eric. "We need to get going. Can you head us out for Abassyd Station?"
"Assoon aswereclear,” it answered.

Eric went into the common room and laid himsdlf down in the landfal dcove. Hefdt atwinge of
obscure remorseinside.

How was | to know I'd miss a nonsentient machine? He set hisjaw and stared at the wall.
Garismit's Eyes. He rubbed his handstogether. | will be glad when thisis over. Shaking the thoughts
away, he fastened the webbing over historso. Hed Ieft the view wall on and through it he could seethe
nighttime stedling in its strange, dow way over the City of Alliances. A few starswerevisble over the
tops of the digtant cliffs.

He couldn't stop part of his mind from wondering if one of them belonged to the Realm.

7—The Home Ground, Hour 08: 19: Settlement Time

It does not matter if you know the enemy when you see him, but you must be
certain that you will fight the enemy when you know him.

—From"The Words of the Nameless Powers," trandated by Hands to the Sky for al who follow.

Contractor Kdat looked down at his hand and flexed the newly grown finger. He smiled and felt his
chest swell. He had never really believed he would be able to have it regrown. He had never believed he
would realy wak on the Home Ground.

He looked about him. And he had certainly never dreamed it would belikethis.

They had had to sedl the building, if four walls of patched cement with a polymer sheet for aroof
could be caled abuilding, and ingtall an atmosphere-processing plant. The Beholden and the Engineers
worked with zeal and the whole processtook only afew hours. The insde was awreck. Everything was
preserved, certainly, but it was aso vacuum welded and corroded by dust and radiation. There had been
liquidin alot of the mechanismsthat had evaporated centuries ago, alowing the circuitry to collapseinto
incomprehensblejumbles.

So much gone. So much stolen.

But so much left, he reminded himself. So much that can be done. Outside, the thin atmosphere just
barely carried the rumble of the excavation machinery. The Engineers were carefully digging down
around the base of the pillar Baiel had found. The Engineers scansindicated it was apart of anetwork
that extended...everywhere. Kelat dlowed himsdf asmile at the bewildered |ook the Engineer gave him.

Keat glanced toward where he knew the mountain range lay and wished, fervently and irrationdly,
that Jahidh would signal with more news of the artifact he had found. If the theories were correct, they
were holding two haves of the Ancestors system, the human-derived and the mechanically derived, and
until they could bring them together, they would never understand how the Ancestors world worked.

What bothered Kelat was that there did not seem to be any obvious interface between the two. There
were control boards and readouts and other input-output sources that were perfectly comprehensible to
the Historians and Engineers, but there was nothing that seemed to justify the enormous effort it would
have taken to breed human-derived artifacts. Kelat could not bring himself to believe the Ancestors had



created them to no definite purpose, not with the cost their creation had entail ed.

"Contractor?' One of the contract apprentices made obeisance. "There is amessage for you from the
artifact reclamation subcommittee, 196."

Kelat made hisway over to the portable board and sat on the stool in front of it. He was ashamed to
admit it, but he was looking forward to having afew more trappings of civilization installed.

The touch of hisfingertips on the screen opened the channd. Caril's face appeared againgt the grey
background.

Kelat glanced sharply left and right. No Witnesswas in the room. They were occupied watching the
activity outside, not the adminigrative details. His mind began the First Grace in thankfulness.

"What news?' he asked.

"The Grand Errand is being moved to the encampment in orbit around Kethran Colony," said Caril.
"Stonein the Wall has been located there, in one of their gene-tailoring facilities.”

The work of the Ancestorsin the hands of outsiders! Kelat was aghast. He hoped it did not show.
Caril was easily impressed or repulsed by appearances.
"What do we know about her circumstances?’

"Basg's committee is expecting difficulties and has requested to be put on the Assembly docket to
authorize abribe for the colony officiadsto recover her. Kethran feding is hostile to the Vitae presence
and her contract isbeing held by amember of one of their first families. We may offer to withdraw. The
projections show that if we did, theloca government would request our return within fifteen years. The
trade-off will probably be deemed acceptable.”

Keat's newly grown finger began to twitch. He ftilled it. "Is there any way we might recover her
firg?"

"Pard is recongtructing an activity trail. Outsde the Amaiar Gardens, she appearsto only have had
brief contact with a Shessdl-held communications firm.”

Keat thought. "Would you say it isa safe prediction thet if the artifact felt threatened, she would
attempt to run away?'

"That is certainly her observed behavior.”

"Then our course of action seemsclear.” As he spoke, ameasure of cam returned to him. "We
induce her to run. Have we any of our own people on Kethran?"

Caril paused, considering. "A few. It will be possible for meto send Paral down to coordinate.”
"Pard..." Kdat hestated. "He's very young, Caril "
"Heisdedicated. He will do what is necessary.”

As does Jahidh, but that does not mean an efficient operation. Kelat tried to see dternatives, but
could not. "Just impress upon Paral that he isto do no more than necessary, Caril.”

"What about Eric Born?'

"He was seen on May 16, but his ship lft orbit before any movement could be coordinated to
recover him. Basg's network traces have been put in place, and we are waiting."

The hum from the excavation changed pitch and Kelat made an abrupt decision. "'If you areforced to
make achoice, Caril, the femde artifact has priority over themae."

"Understood, Contractor.”

"And let me contact you next time. The Witnesses here have no fixed posts. Bad timing could see us
added to the Memory prematurely.”

"Also understood." With that, she closed the line and the screen went black.



Keat sat watching the blank screen for along moment. His new finger twitched spasmodicaly against
histhigh.

Thiswas bad, thiswas wrong. There were too many factorstoo far out of control. But what could be
done? The Imperidists were committed. The dependence on service could not continue. The power in
the Quarter Galaxy was shifting with the rise of the Unifiers and the discovery of the Shessdl. The Vitae
werein danger of losing their footing. The rule had to become open and firmly established. The artifacts
and the Home Ground were the keysto the Imperialist success. They had to be recovered and
understood.

Kelat bowed his head and began reciting all six Graces.
There was nothing e se to do.

Abassyd Station was o new, even the Vitae hadn't had a chance to get themselves organized oniit.
No comet-branded shipswaited in its docks. Its personne roles had only half adozen Vitae designations
listed. The construction records showed the Vitag's private areawas yet to be built.

But they werein there. Eric leaned forward in the copilot's seat and stared at the view screen showing
the station's skin. Its cylindrica modules gleamed silver and gold in the light of adistant sun. The Vitae
were under there, supervising, devising, scheming.

It had taken 172 hours to get here from May 16. The U-Kenai had been hanging from the docking
clampsfor an additiona eight hours, and so far, nothing had happened. If the Vitae had noticed that his
little ship didn't match the transmission that described it, they weren't making an audible fuss about it. He
glanced at the comm board. There hadn't been atwitch or flicker sincetheinitia recorded docking

message.
Eric stared at hisfingertips where they rested againgt the board's edge.

What are you waiting for, Teacher? Permission from the Nameless? Or just from the
Rhudolant Vitae?

During theflight time, held arranged a small shipment of microchips and equipment for himsdif. It
wasn't dueto arrive at the station for another forty-eight hours. Ostensibly to save money, held listed his
decision with the dockmaster to bunk in his ship rather than rent aroom. Right now, Adu was linking the
ship's computersinto the station's communi cations network so that he could catch up on the news and be
notified as soon as his shipment arrived.

The Rhudolant Vitae were also hooked into the network.
"Timeto go swimming," he muttered as he stood up.
"What do you need meto do?' asked Adu.

Eric started and stared at the android. "Sorry. I'm used to Cam. He never volunteered information if it
wasn't an emergency.”

"Understood.” Adu puckered the android's mouth in agesture that Eric guessed was meant to be a
smile. "But what do you need meto do?'

"Wait," said Eric. "And when the information starts coming in, make sure it getsinto the datastores.
I'm not going to be able to be very discriminating about how | shove inwhat | get. When the data comes
in, I'm going to need you to siphon out the useful segments, any referencesto MG49 sub 1 or the Realm
of the Nameless Powers, Eric Born or Stonein the Wall. And keep Cam's security programs up and
running." He stopped. ™Y ou might aso make sure the emergency beacon is primed to send amessageto
Y ul Gan Perivar inthe Amaiar Division on Kethran Colony. If something happens, Perivar should be
told." Adu waslooking a him with adisturbing steadiness. "He's acommunications professond. If the
Vitae are watching us, helll be able to get a message through to Doriaswith alot less risk than we could.”

"Do you think...something will happen?’



Thetonein Adu's voice was soft, dmogt like a child's fear. With an odd twinge, Eric redized that was
exactly what it was. He gave Adu the smile he reserved for hand-marking days.

"Not redlly, but | want to be on the safe side.™

"Also understood.” The android turned back to itswork and Eric retreated to the common room's
work station. Tapping the line from the common room would leave Adu more room on the bridge to
work.

Eric sat in front of the work station just as the green light blinked on above the main board. Thelineto
Abassyd Station was open and clear, waiting for hissignd. Eric stared at the board for along moment,
trying to find the nerve to begin histask. If thisdid not work...if thisdid not work...

The Nameless speak of this deed. Thewords of consecration surfaced in hismind, artling him, but
he let them continue. Their Words give it substance. It istrue and cannot be denied. The Servant
watches this deed. His eyes see my path. It is true and cannot be denied.

He swiveled the comm chair around so the board was at hisright Sde. Then helifted hishand and laid
it onthe keys.

Once, he'd heard Perivar and Tasa Ad trying to find words to fit the power gift into the way they saw
the universe. They had eventudly settled on something like "resonance fiel ds which manipul ated quantum
effects”

Kessa, on the other hand, had said, "It ain't natural, but it works, what more do you need?"
Kessa had avery direct approach.

Eric couldn't read a computer's mind any more than he could read ahuman being's, but his gift could
give him afed for the workings, both mechanica and logicd. Once he knew that, the only way to keep
him out of asystem wasto shut the power down, or incapacitate him.

The board's smooth polymer pressed againgt his skin and quickly became dick with his perspiration.
He closed hiseyes.

What | doistrue. What | do is seen and spoken. It cannot be denied.
| cannot be denied.

Helet hisgift flow from his handsinto the console. Familiar territory. He knew its shapes and
nuances. With the barest effort, the blind fingers of his power made sure the configuration of the gate
between the board and the open line was the proper shape. Then they scuttled down the clear channd,
playing his consciousness out like arope behind them.

The open termind on the station was easy to find. It dmost pulled him Straight to it, funneling his
senses down into the lines and etched pathways. The fingers of his power divided themsalvesto probe
for the open paths between the closed ones. He moved patiently, fedling the walls to determine the shape
of the place he worked in. He activated nothing. He changed nothing. He just touched the walls and
remembered.

Eric found the pathways reassuringly familiar. It was al standard terminas and standard gates.
Standard means to standard ends. The datastream pulled him along and Eric rode the current. His power
gift divided, and divided again until he found amajor routing station. Eric explored the paths leading out
of it, ten a atime, until he touched a place that made his skin curdle because it felt completely strange.

He probed the strangeness carefully. 1t was an open portd, no question there. Information flowed
steadily through it like water through a duice gate, but the shape of the gate was undefined. It shifted
minutely under his ddlicate touch. He recalled the other fingers, consolidating his power into asingle
probe and did it across the yielding surface into the data-stream.

And there was nothing there.
Eric fel into formless vacuum, the thread of his consciousness streaming out, lost and flaling. There



was nothing to hold on to, no paths, nothing to do but fall.
Too far! Too far! Sopit! Pull back!
No!

His power gift dammed againgt asurface and lay till. Gradudly, Eric recovered himsdlf enough to
move it again, searching to find a shape in this new place. Likethe gate, it yielded to the lightest touch. It
held its shape only loosdly. It reminded him of something else he knew the touch of. It fdt like...aliving
body.

Theredlization jolted through Eric and amost broke his concentration. Thiswasn't Sllicate and current
he was dedling with. Thiswas aredm of syngpses and diffusing chemicals. Eric let his power'sfingers
Spread out, encompassing as much of the new space as he could reach, trying to understand the ebb and
flow of the new medium. Thelogic of it cameto him dowly. Thiswas aplaceto filter and organize and
redirect. The gates made of nervefiberswerent laid out in tidy lines like silicate gates, but therewasa
pattern there. It was subtle and easily disturbed. Eric lifted his power's fingers from the surface and let
them drift, trying to understand the scope of the system. He wished in vain for away to seethe
surroundings, but the best he could do was imagination. His mind's eye showed him aweb of synapses
gtretching out to make ataut network of nerves. His power found holesin the net. Channelsto other
places that opened and closed in response to the system's need.

Eric held his power gift in one place, feding the triggers and responses that moved around him. Pins
and needles began to prickle his physica hands and a cramp started in hisleft foot. He ignored the
discomfort. He had to. He had to concentrate on understanding what he touched.

Eventudly the pins and needles faded away. Eric could no longer fed hisphysica handsat dl. He
didn't care. He could fed the shape of the commands that flowed through the synapses. He touched the
places where the commands were fabricated and he knew how they were generated and which channels
they opened. He understood the system. Maybe not everything, but enough.

Helet his power dide down an open channd to see where the commands went.

Hefdl again. He clenched hisjaw and held his panic in check. When he landed, the surface was firm
and orderly. Silicate channelswith orderly gates and switches waited at right angles nearby.

Now that the basics of the system had been defined, it did not take Eric long to understand the
specifics. There were only so many ways you could store data, and only so many ways you could
retrieveit, no matter what the shape of your container. A Vitae system would be ruthlesdy logicd and
efficient. He could fed their datain tidy little packages, lined up and blocked together, al of it uniformly
and exhaudtively labeled.

Don't say "exhaustive." He swallowed. Histhroat was completely dry. Hislungsstrained todrag in
enough air to keep him conscious.

He could fed the shape of open gateways and command protocols that led to more distant storage
aress. Places he couldn't possibly reach directly. It didn't matter. They would be reached for him.

Eric withdrew to the shifting, organic layer. He found the nerves he needed and pressed againgt them
until they yielded the commands he required. Then he followed those commands down into the Silicate
layer. Closed gates blocked his commands, preventing their execution. His power gift forced the channels
open and sedled their gatesin place. When dl the datawas flowing fredly, his power doubled back on
itself and followed its own length back to the U-Kenai. Back to him.

Eric'shand did off the board and dropped to his side. He could not lift it. All he could do was shake
and gulp air like aman who has nearly drowned. Perspiration flowed into his eyes, making them sting and
water. The pounding of his heart shook hiswhole body.

Nameless Powers preserve me. Never been this bad.
He opened his mouth to try to cal for Adu, and gave up. He couldn't force any noise from histhroat



but asickly wheeze. His head fell back againgt the chair.

I'll beall right in a minute, hetold himsdlf ashiseyes closed. In a minute. Time passed, he knew
that, but he didn't know how much. Awareness came and went. He did not have the strength to interfere
with itswhims. Eventualy he was able to bresthe normally and the perspiration dried on hisneck and
face, even though histunic remained soaking wet. So did histrousers. Eric tried not to think about that.

With an effort, he was able to reach across the boards and stab the request key on the food
dispenser for water. He gulped it desperately, spilling half of it down his shirtfront. His scomach rebelled
at theinvasion of fluid and dmost rgjected it. The strain of keeping the water down nearly cost Eric his
ability to stay Sitting up. He fdlt better, though. He could think enough to open the intercom to the bridge.

"Adu," he croaked, "are you getting anything?'

"Lots" camethereply. "I'm processing it now. I'll find the most recent references and route them
back to your screen assoon as| can.”

"Good. Good." Eric swiveled hischair around so he faced the drawer of ration squares. Hunger
burned in him with nauseating intensity. Even theration squares smelled wonderful. Eric forced himsdlf to
eat dowly. Exhaustion and trembling hands hel ped. He consumed three whole bricks before the edge of
his hunger blunted and he felt some real measure of strength return to him, enough, a least, to muster
somedisgust at hisfilthy condition.

He got to the cleaner stall by leaning againgt walls and doorways. He sat on the tiles while the sonics
shook the grime from his skin and clothes. His eyelids drooped. He wanted deep, badly. Sieep would
take care of theachein hishead and in hiseyes. Sleep. Yes. That would doit.

Not yet. Eric jerked his sagging head back up. Need to make sure we've got what we came for,
first. Nameless grant that we've got what we need. | couldn't survive using the gift again anytime
soon.

He stumbled back to hischair and fell into it. The message DATA WAITING glowed on themain
screen. Eric hitthe PLAY key and dumped back, forcing his eydidsto stay open until the screen cleared
and the information Adu had retrieved began to unfold for him.

What appeared was a video recording of agathering hal. Despite hisfatigue, Eric sat up straighten
The place wasfilled with people standing on broad, flat tiers that rose from acentra platform. Hereand
there he saw the scarlet robes and bald scalps that were the defining traits of every Vitae he'd ever seen,
but they were the minority. Over ahundred men and women, robed in every color he could have
imagined, stood in that room. Their skin was tinted solid black or clear pink, and every shade in between.
They were bad, or bearded, or carefully coiffured. Metal and jewels dangled from wrists and necks and
pierced skin. Some were missing appendages, ears or fingersor...Eric winced as he saw one old man
with a hollow eye socket. There was something else. Eric leaned closer to the screen and squinted.
Around each human form hung avague corona of ghost white light.

They're holograms. I'm looking at an assembly of holograms.

A hole opened in the centrd stage. Fivefigures, the only redl peopleintheroomand al clothed in
solid black robes, mounted a sunken staircase. Behind them walked five more people. These wore green
and al had camera sets mounted over their right eyes. The procession ringed the stage, facing the
assembled holograms with the people in green standing alittle behind the onesin black.

"The Reclamation Assembly is called to order and sedled to its purpose,” said the black-robed man
with his back toward Eric's point of view. "Because of the critical nature of what we must discuss, | cdll
for the assembly to agree to alowing amechanicd taly of attendance and transmission of the records of
the previous meeting to persond datastorage for review and confirmation at alater date. Do any here
wish to register objections?' There was Sllence.

The square-jawed woman who stood facing Eric spoke next. "There are three items of business that



must be approved immediately. First isthe proposed method to counter the current activity of the
Unifiersregarding the status of the Home Ground in the view of the client governments of the Quarter

Home Ground? Eric frowned. | didn't think the Vitae had a home.

"Second is the procedure for seizure and control of the artifacts on the Home Ground.”

The translation must be mucked up. That can't be what she said.

"Third isthe procedure for establishing habitable zones for the main body of Vitae emigration.”

The man standing to her immediate |eft sooke. "Historian Massdlin of the Guardian Voice will
present thefirst proposa.”

The crowd of holograms faded from view, leaving asinglefigure, abad Vitae in an amethyst robe,
gtanding on the third tier from the stage.

"We dtill do not have areliable modd of how the Aunorante Sangh accomplished the theft of the
Home Ground..."

"Adu!" Eric started to hisfeet and dapped his hand down on the STOP key.
"What?' came back the android's voice.

Eric backed away from the screen. "Where are you getting thistrandation from? It's screwed up
eight-eight ways." He stabbed afinger toward the keyboard.

"Thetrandaionisaccurae.”
"It can't bel"
Adu stepped into the doorway. "Why not?"

Eric stared at the blank screen and redlized he was il pointing. He lowered his hand dowly and
swalowed. "Because," he said asif he could force reason into hiswords, " Aunorante Sangh isaterm
from the Reelm, not from the Vitae. Thistrandation is coming through in Standard, and it must have
gotten cross-fed with the..."

He suddenly remembered Basg's sharp response when he had used the term. A dow, sick sensation
closed in on him. Fear, with unwanted comprehension following fast behind.

They thought they'd be able to talk to Aria without help. Why did they think that?
"Adu," Eric croaked, "do adata sort for me. The cross-reference is Aunorante Sangh.”
"Right." He turned away, then turned hafway back. "Areyou dl right?"

Eric didn't answer; hejust sank back into his chair.

What's the matter with me? | left that all behind. | |eft! |...Ericlooked down at his hands and
watched the smooth, blank, brown skin stretch and relax as his fists clenched and unclenched.

Right. | left. But | haven't forgotten anything. And | still go back. First sign of trouble and I'm
right back where | started.

Oh Nameless Powers and Metthew Garismit, let me be wrong. Let me be sick and tired and
completely wrong. Eric pressed the hedls of both hands against hiseyes. Garismit's Eyes! How could |
have hoped to get away!

"...recording the statements of Bio-technician Uary of the Grand Errand. Proceed, Technician.”

Eric lifted his hands away from his eyes. On the screen, a pinched young man in abright purple robe
was unbending from adeep bow. At atablein front of him sat aman and awoman both robed in black.
The man'shand lay on the table and only had four fingersonit.

"Contractor Avir, Contractor Kelat, | have entered the data from the DNA analysis on Eric Born into



data storage, but my findingsare...”

Eric'sthroat closed. He swallowed to clear it, but could do nothing to move hisfrozen gaze, or close
his opened jaw.

The purple-robed man, Uary, leaned againgt the tabletop. Above the table appeared a holographic
representation of two beaded, twisted strings.

"Thisis Born's DNA construct. It is between one-haf and one-third the length of the DNA sequence
of any other race from the Evolution Point that our databases have on file. This brevity and lack of
redundancy ateststo hisartificid genessas much ashisextramechanica ability. But within this short
dretch, his Engineers'—Uary paused—"left no less than three hundred nucl eotide sequencesthat can be
identified as unique to the Rhudolant Vitae."

Avir rosedowly. "Bevery, very sure about what you are saying, Technician.” Therewasatremor in
her voice that sounded to Eric like eagerness.

"I am, Contractor,” said Uary with absolute findlity. "Eric Born's ancestors must have been engineered
from Vitae DNA. If we know where hisworld is, it islikely we have found the Home Ground again.
Thereisno question in my mind but that heis Aunorante Sangh.”

No.

"Wewill haveto confirm..."

The Nameless sent their Servant, who saw a way to move the world...
"...will authorize aprobe..."

Funny-looking place, isn't it? Out there on its own.

"l cannot at thistime offer congratuletions..."

It ain't natural, but it works...

"No!" Eric shouted doud.

It couldn't be. The Realm could not redlly have been moved. It was not possible. There could not
have redlly been Nameless Powers who walked the world and created their people. They could not have
really sent their Servant, who understood how to move the world to get it away from...Eric stared at the
robed figuresin their bare silver room. To get it away from these peoplein their ships.

"If thisistrue, though, Technician,” the black-robed man with the mutilated hand was saying, "your
name will be remembered in every chapel on every ship on every day of worship. Y ou and Basg will
have brought us home."

It's nothing! The Words are just liesand air and a way to maintain power! There were no
Nameless! There can't bel Because if there were...

If there were, I've sinned. | went over the World's Wall and | led the Vi...the Aunorante Sangh
back to the Realm...

Have to get out of here.
"Adu!" he caled to the bridge. "Get us out, head anywhere, break the limitsand go!"
III Ca,]l.t.ll

"What!" Eric staggered down the corridor to the bridge. Adu sat motionlessin its chair, watching the
screens.

"This ship has been placed under aquarantinelock.”

"Quarantine lock?' Eric repeated, trying to force his mind to understand. He knew the term, but his
mind wouldn't defineit for him.

"Standard precaution built into space traffic hardware and software, so that in case of acomputer or



biologica virusthe ship can be held in isolation. While the quarantine is active, the docking boltswill not
release the U-Kenai."

They'd be coming for him. Now. At once. They were on their way. They'd been waiting for him.
"They won't have me."
And what am | going to do to stop them? | can barely stand up.

"They won't have me," he repeated through clenched teeth. "Adu, find away to override the
quarantine.

“Itwill teke..."
"1 know. Release the beacon and get going on thelock.” Eric returned to the common room.

No timefor hestation. He was under siege. He had to buy dl the time he could and worry about any
damage he did if he survived that long. He hit the sedl for the door and tore out the wiresin thelock.
Ignoring the sting on his pams, he jammed the manual bolt home. He dashed across the common room
and sealed both cabin doors.

Make them hunt.

He lifted the hatch under the view wall and climbed down the ladder to the drive room. Dizziness
made the walls sway drunkenly as he reached up to shut the hatch and dide the locking bolts shut.

Make them dig.

The drive room was stexile, brightly lit, and cramped. Most of the room was taken up by the curved,
ceramic drive housingswith their meters and input terminals and warning labels. Heat exhaust and fuel
intake pipes ran fore and aft overhead, or rammed themselvesinto the floor like pillars. Anybody who
wanted to take him here would practically have to get up close enough to lay hands on him. If they get
that close...Eric flexed hishands. There was some strength | eft. Some. 1t'd be enough. The Vitae were
little crestures. Sorry, pale, flabby little creatures.

The Vitae were the Aunorante Sangh, no matter what name they had bestowed on the People.
Nameless Powers preserve and forgive. | didn't know. | didn't know. How could | know?
Hed led them to the Realm. To the Temples and the Kings. To hisfamily. To Lady Fire.

| didn't know. | didn't know.

The compartment walls were thick, shielded, insulated and shielded again. He couldn't hear anything.
Heraised hishand to histrandator disk to hail the bridge, but stopped. The Vitae could trace that sgnal
sraight to him. He pressed himsdlf into the corner. No way out from here, but only oneway in. When
they camefor him, he would see them before they saw him. It was his only advantage. It would haveto
be enough.

| am Teacher Hand. | am dena Enemy of the Aunorante Sangh. They will know that. They will
not forget that.

I will not forget it again.
| didn't know. | didn't know.

Meta and ceramic snapped over head. Eric pressed his back against the smooth wall. The hatch
lifted away from the ceiling. Boots lowered themsalves through the hatch and a human form, completely
encased in ascarlet vacuum suit, dropped to the floor, landing steadily on both feet. Eric saw hisown
reflection in the blackened faceplate as it moved aside so its partner could drop down beside it. He faced
them both. They could see him perfectly. He could tell by the way his distorted face shone on their visors.
They both carried dart gunsin their gloved hands, he noticed. Tranquilizers, probably, but maybe poison
if they were doneusing him.

"l deny you. | defy you. | stand against you as the sun stands againgt the Black Wall." Every Teacher



knew the words of resistance. They weretold the Aunorante Sangh might return at any time, maybe even
before the Nameless did. He held his hands up so that his palmsreflected in their faceplates and braced
himsdf againg thewall.

Nameless Powers, grant me strength to fight for you. Grant me strength to live up to the name
you have given me.

Thefirgt oneraised its gun and fired. The dart diced through the air straight toward the hands Eric
offered up astargets. Eric released his gift and it felt like afist squeezed his heart. The dart touched his
pam, and fell to the floor at hisfedt.

Got to stay standing. Can't let them know what it cost me. | amtheir enemy. Can't let them
know.

Hurry Adu!

The second onefired. Then thefirgt fired again. The darts clattered to the floor and Eric's breath
came out in ragged gasps. They knew now. How could they not know? He saw his own bulging eyes
and gaping mouth in their visors. One more volley and he was gone.

He screamed like a madman and lunged for the first of them. Hisarms and legs were weak as water,
but he gill outmassed the Vitae. They toppled onto the deck together. Thefal loosened the Vitag's grip
onitsgun just enough. Eric toreit from itsfingers asthe Vitae shoved him aside. Eric squeezed the trigger
and shot histarget in the torso, only because there was no way to miss.

The Vitae dropped onto the deck plates and Eric looked wildly around for the other one. Nothing.
No one. Then, the drone of the engines died away into slence. The Vitae stepped out from behind the
second leve drive.

Eric fired and dropped. The Vitaefired and then it fell with Ericsdart initsarm. Eric felt the sting and
the shock asthe dart droveitstip into his shoulder blade. Arms, legs, torso were dl gonein an instant
and hiseyesight left him before he hit the deck.

The Vitae maneuvered the support capsule out of the airlock. Adu sat frozen in place on the bridge,
doing nothing but absorbing the information about the U-Kenai's satus through Cam's eyes. The
quarantine lock was gone, but not through his doing. The Vitae had reported that the source of the
contamination had been removed. The station had downgraded the dert.

The airlock door closed with arush of canned air. Adu ill didn't move. Eric Born was gone. There
was nothing left to tell him how to act. He opened al the instructions he carried in his makeup and
examined them al minutely. Nothing there. Nothing to tell him what to do if the Vitae carried Eric Born
away.

The comm board flickered and shifted again. Adu read the new status. The U-Kenai, formely
owned and commanded by Eric Born was now officidly salvage, with ship and contentsto be claimed by
the Rhudolant Vitae.

Ship and contents. Adu's attention froze on the phrase. Him.

Theingruction setswere very clear regarding the Vitae. Interaction with them, unless supervised by
Eric Born, wasto be strictly avoided.

Adu pushed the android body into action. The quarantine lock had been lifted and only the normal
security precautions held the ship in place. He had aready established access to the security database.
With less than a dozen key changes, he overwrote the holding order.

A regulaory override cycle kicked into play from Cam and Adu squashed it. The docking clamps
lifted back and the U-Kenai fel away from the station.

Adu rolled himself to one side and prodded the Cam program forward to take charge of the flight
cdculations. Asaprecaution, he settled himself at the gateway between Cam'sflight instructions and the



regulatory overrides. It wasn't long before the dlarm bells began ringing. The Vitae had already detected
hisruse. The sgnas activated aswarm of overrides and cutoffsin Cam's programming that charged
toward the gate. Adu it like astone wall between the security programming and the flight programming.
Cam continued measuring, caculating, and planning in asmooth, unbroken chain. Eight kilometersfrom
the station, helit the U-Kenai's first level drive and shoved the ship toward the vacuum &t its top speed.

No ships approached them, although Adu was certain the Vitae would be tracking them. He tripped
another switch in Cam's programming and athough they were gtill too close to the Sation and al the
security overrides battered at him, Cam cut in the third level drive and the U-Kenai |egpt into the empty
reslm past the light barrier.

The security cutoffsfell back and Adu was able to move again. He threaded hisway around behind
Cam and made the android's hands work the comm boards. The beacon was on itsway to Perivar. The
U-Kenai could overtake it and scoop it up on the way, and then the whole ship could fly toward this
Perivar, who Eric said could get an undetected signa to Dorias. He could tell Dorias what had happened.
Dorias had given him hisorigina instructions. Dorias would give him more and they would be correct and
they would erase the lingering image of Eric Born being removed in the support capsule, theimage that
hung inside Adu and would not go away.

8—Amaiar Gardens, Kethran Colony, Hour 05:12:36, City Time

Thefirst and best occupation of the mind is to fight destiny. I do not mean run
away. | do not mean trick it, or cheat it. | mean to face it on open ground, to raise
whatever forceis at one's command, and to wage open, unflinching, and total war.

—Zur-Ishen ki Mdiad, from "Upon Leaving Kethre"

Evran was beginning to get on Arias nerves. Mot of the other students had adopted a normal speed
for talking around her and had begun to assume she understood what they were saying unless shetold
them otherwise. Not Evran. He talked to her like he might to athree-year-old, and when she bothered to
respond long enough to let him know she thought he was afool, held smileindulgently and say shejust
didn't understand yet.

Hed taken to following her around the &b, lecturing as he went. Right now he was leaning his
buttocks against one of the unused anadysistables, ddivering his unbroken stream of philosophy, or
science, or whatever it was, and trying to touch her on her arm if she was stupid enough to get closeto
him. It wasjust about enough to drive her insane. Not because the tasks were particularly difficult, but
because she was till learning how to read without help and she needed all her concentration to get the
notes of new ingtructionsthat Zur-lyal and the others had left for her.

She cast alonging glance out the window toward the fields and cattle pens and then aquick one at
the clock. Two hours before her shift was over. Two more hoursfor thisfool to St there and yammer.

"...I know Allenden and the others are trying to tell you that your genetics, your body, you
understand, Aria? are thefinad determination of your existence, | mean, that you've got no choice, you
understand, because you were so carefully built, but in redity you've got more choice than we do, you
understand, because..."

Ariabent more closely over her notepad display, trying to decipher the instructions MyraLar ki
Novish had left for her. .. check the monitors on the B series protein cross sections. If any of them
read over ...Her lips moved while sheread on her own, ahabit she wastrying to break. Her free hand
dropped down to her pouch of stones, asif just touching the leather could help her. She pulled her hand
avay.

"...You arent carrying the excess genetic baggage that the rest of us are, you understand? The



surviva ingtinct, the macrogenetic triba surviva ingtinct, | mean, it's not natura for you to want to passon
exclusvey your genes, | mean, you are not naturaly inclined to warlike behavior the way we are, you
understand?"

...Sxteen to the twenty-third power, is that what that says? Nameless Power s preserve me
fromthisidiot. Yes, that's what that says...For the HT6E enzyme concentration, call me
immediately. I'll beonlineat...

"...that means, Aria, that you aren't motivated by, | mean, you understand, you don't cling to
irrationd, ingtinctive behavior, like we do. Y ou make your decisions exclusively, you know that word,
right? On the basis of personal experience, and that meansthat..."

"If you're going to try to corrupt impressionable young minds, Evran fa Kédll, you redly ought to do it
inalower toneof voice."

Ariaadmog cried out inrelief. Zur-Allenden ki Uvarimaya-nus strolled through the doorway. As
usual, mud covered his boots and breeches. A smile glowed on his pointed face, but it didn't reach his
eyes while he looked over Evran. For reasons Aria hadn't gone out of her way to understand, the pair
regarded each other as Heretics and would avoid each other whenever possible.

Evran stuck his chin out toward Zur-Allenden. "Were not on Quapoc ground, Zur-Allenden. There's
no law againg my taking to her."

"But I'll bet shewishestherewas." Ariaturned away to hide her smile. "And faceit, Sar Evran,
Manager ki Mdiad catches you trying to make her into a Determinist, shelll boot you off-planet so hard
you'll reach Station Eight without a shuttle.

Evran sniffed. Y ou are the ignorant child of an ignorant people.”

"And the Bal ancers decided there weren't enough self-satisfied little shitsin the universe so they sent
usyou." Zur-Allenden sumped over to his corner table, leaving awholetrail of squashed leavesand
earth behind. Ariagroaned inwardly.

Why can't he use the clearing room like everybody else? she thought as Zur-Allenden began
stripping his boots off and leaning over the tabletop to check the results of whatever experiment he had
brewing under the glass, showering more dirt everywhere.

Fortunately, Evran's stock of insults was smaller than his stock of pedantic speeches. "Aria, think
about what 1've said and come find me when you've got any questions.” And he stalked ouit.

Zur-Allenden shook his head. "What amazes meis he saysthat like he thinksyou'll actudly doiit. Like
he thinks you don't have abrain in your head.”

"Usaed toit." Ariaran her thumb along the bottom of the monitor display to make sure she got the
numbersright. | hope | get faster at this soon. Her hand dropped to her pouch again, and she stopped
it midway. She stuck the pad into the feed-out dot on the edge of Myra Lar's table so the two machines
could talk to each other.

"Wouldn't have thought s0." Zur-Allenden planted his stocking feet on thetile floor and folded his
arms across his skinny chest.

Ariabent over the table and ran her finger down the line of glowing figures, dowly reading each one.
MyraLar had been overly diligent in explaining the importance of amanua check. "Be surprised, you
would."

Zur-Allenden sat slently for amoment and Ariatried not to wonder what was going on insde his
head. Sheld used every trick she knew to try to get him to drop his guard around her. She'd worked
diligently. She'd volunteered to run extra errands. Sheld been overflustered and profusely apologetic
when sheld made mistakes. Sheld occasiondly "let dip" remarks about her children and her ssters. The
performance had gained the confidence, even the friendship, of dmost everyone esein thelab, but not
Allenden, and Ariawas beginning to wonder why.



Blasted Skymen. You all look alike but you all act differently. There's no way to tell who's
going to do what. Why can't you just mark your hands so a person can tell who you are by
looking? Her hand twitched like it wanted to move to her pouch. She pressed it harder againgt the
tabletop.

She had asked lydl if there were other places where the people were marked so they could betold
gpart, and had received astrangely sad smilefrom her. "Almost everywhere hasasocia hierarchy, Aria
It seemsto be part of being human. Some places use tattoos, or natural appearance to enforce it. Some
places use family namesor higtories..." Her sentence had trailed off, and her face had turned thoughtful.
"I'd be willing to speculate that maybe your world's hierarchy came from genotype...family...but if that
wasit, what're you doing on the bottom?"

"Oh, | forgot." Allenden snapped hisfingers, interrupting her reverie. "Zur-lya wanted meto remind
you to make sure you've got the lab cleaned and locked down by hour six. Maintenance is running the
building check tonight and we al haveto clear out early.”

Blast, blast, blast. | had work | wanted to do tonight. Her eyesflickered involuntarily toward
Allenden's keyboard. Ariawas glad she had her back to him so he couldn't see. "Thank you,
Zur-Allenden. I'll haveit done."

"Good enough.” Boots under one arm, computer pad under the other, he shuffled out, trying to keep
himsdf from diding onthetiles

When the door svung shut, Arialet her shoulders sag. She couldn't have said who wore her out
more, Allenden or Evran.

At least Allenden triesto keep a lock on it. She sighed and started on the next set of numbers. Why
do they nag at me like this ? The Nameless Power s have seen me deal with worse, most of my life,
in fact. The Skymen just give me words.

Words and plenty of them. lyal and her cohorts honked like geese sometimes about the contents of
Arias blood and bones.

"Y ou are saying that some person decided how | should be?' Ariahad asked lyal once.

lya had comeinto the lab just to Stare at her. A recent analysis had just come out of the machines
and lya was more confused than usud.

"Basically, yes. Not you, persondly, of course, but at least one set of your ancestors. Probably more
than one"

And the Namel ess Power s spoke the names of all the People that would be and in each name
declared the soul and life that it would have...

"That's not unheard of " lyal leaned againgt the wall. "'I've met GE descendants before. What's
incredible about you iswhat your...engineers bred for."

"What isthet?"

"l don't know." Shethrew up her hands. "That's the problem. Usually it's obvious. Strength, speed,
intelligence, credtivity. Y ou, though, you make no sense.”

Neither do you, but she didn't say that.

Zur-lya spread her hands. "Let metry to explain this. Weve talked about cdlls, right? Cellsin abody
communicate viaaseries of messengers. Chemicals emitted by one cell cause areaction in second cell.
That second cdll might undergo an interna change, or it might send off its own messenger. That's
extremdy smplified, of course.”

"Of course" said Ariahumbly.

Zur-lyd's eyebrows went up. Her puckered mouth twitched into ahalf smile. "Deserved that, |
suppose.” lya was quicker than most of them to pick up on when Ariawas acting. Around lyal she had



to be extremely careful how she played the Notouch.

"All right," lya went on, "your people are, obvioudy, from the same Evolution Point as mine. That
should mean you have the same messengersin your cells, plus or minusthree or four to alow for your
netive environment.

"Asfar as| cantell, your cellswill react to twenty separate messengersthat aren't present in any other
known Human variant. Then there'syour brain." She shook her head. "The brain, aswe know it, isa
complicated, disorganized organ with three or four backups for every function. It storesinformation, but
it storesit wherever there's room and reacts according to abranch of chaostheory. That doesn't even
begin to cover how it decides whether the information gets stored as short-term, or long-term, or
muscular memory." She scowled at Aria. Ariadidn't flinch. She had learned fairly early on that Zur-lyd's
scowls had nothing to do with her persondly. The woman was annoyed with her cells, or her brain, or
whatever it was that she couldn't understand today. "Y our brain, on the other hand, is more tightly
organized than a Vitae datastore. | can predict, PREDICT, where agiven piece of information isgoing to
end up, down to the cdll. Y our short-term memory isridiculously huge, and your long-term memory
defies description, and you've got no backups.” She frowned even more deeply. ™Y ou should be a
flipping genius, but you're not. Y ou should be totally impossible, but you're not. Although for thelife of
me | don't know why." Again she shook her head. "l find it hard to believe that someone so carefully
congtructed has no ideaof her function.” Zur-lya looked at her very hard, asif trying to pull the ideas out
with her eyes.

"Would hdpif | could, Zur-lyal," Ariatold her honestly. "But there'stoo much | don't understand.”
"l was afraid you were going to say that." lyal had sighed and stumped out again.

| could tell her the apocrypha, but, Garismit's Eyes, how would | make her understand it? Aria
stared out the laboratory window. There were fifteen separate stories about the Nameless and the
Servant that the Teachers had declared to be lies. One of them told about her family and her namestones.

The gardens flat, cultivated land spread out in front of her. The window frame gaveit just enough
shape to keep her leftover fears quiet. Silver drones bobbed between the long rows of plants, checking
soil quaity, watching for parasites and fungi, administering fertilizer or pesticides as necessary, or
harvesting the mid-season crops. Not al of what they harvested would be used asit was. Even through
the window, Aria could catch the faint green scent of the processing sheds, where the raw organic
materias were augmented with artificially produced anima products and turned into avariety of
unpronounceabl e things that had mechanical or medicina uses.

The cleanliness and precision of the place was the most completely and utterly dien sight for Ariaon
the entireworld.

Sheleaned her hip against the counter and watched the drone's movements. She remembered the
amell of anima penswhere she spent what felt like haf her lifein the Realm. She remembered the achein
her shoulders as she dug out the manure and mud. Chilblains broke through her hands from spending
hours up to her knees and elbows in water harvesting grain. She lived with the rain, the stink, the ache,
and the Teachers coming once amonth to her villageto tell them al it was what the Nameless meant for
them. And she had believed. From the time she could hear and understand, she'd believed because
everyone around her did.

Then came her Marking Day. At the end of that day, shelay on her mat, her handswrapped in
bandages and throbbing from the pain. The leather belt her old grandmother had fastened around her
chafed her waist and legs miserably. Outside, the night's hail clattered againgt the roof. The wind rocked
the house on its dilts. Itsfingers found their way through the cracksin thewalls and drew themsdlves
across her. She stared into the darkness, hearing the sounds of her father and little ssters breathing and
snoring al around her and wishing for deegp to come.

The floor had creaked from gentle steps and she smelled her mother's musky bresth.



"Get up, Aria, I've something to show you."

Sheld sat up, blinking. Mother had taken her by the arm right above the ragged bandages and led her
out into the other room. Thefire on the central hearthstone was nothing but red coas buried in ash.
Mother poked them carefully with astick until thetiniest flames flickered up. The dim orange light
showed up her wrinkled, leathery face and Ariawondered why her mother was smiling. She never had
before.

"Now that you've lived to be marked, Aria, | can gart telling you about your name. Stonein the Wall.
AriaBorn of the Black Wall. What | say istrue, daughter of my blood, but you must never, ever tell
anyone. If someone comes who has need of you, they will aready know. If anyone else hears, you'll be
killed for aHeretic. What | say isfrom the Nameless Powersto our family, do you understand?’

Ariadidn't, but shed nodded anyway. Mother's anxious tones sent chills through her that were worse
than the ones the wind brought.

Mother sat back and folded her hands like she was making avow or a curse. She stared at the
moaoss-chinked wickerwork that made up their house walls. She spoke in measured cadences like she did
when she was reciting the Words. "When the Namel ess Powers | eft the Realm for the place beyond the
Black Wall, they knew that the people would have need of aid and protection. So they gave their Words
to the Teachers and their authority to the Royas. They set the seasons and the days in motion so that the
people would havetime and life.

"But they knew the Aunorante Sangh were waiting with their tricks and their traps. They knew, for
they were the Name ess Powers and nothing is hidden from them, that the Aunorante Sangh might send
servantsto disrupt the workings of the Realm, which would kill the People.

"To prepare against this, the Nameless Powers spoke new words and these words became jewels.
They took each jewd and they spokeits name over it. Asthey spoke, the jewels split into four parts.
Three parts remained stone, but the fourth became a person.

"The names that the Powers spoke for the jewels gave the stones the power to hear and understand
the workings of the world, but only in the hands of the people who had been made from the jewe's
substance. The Nameless scattered the people across the world. One became a Royal, one aNoble, one
aBondless, one a Bonded, and one a Notouch.

"The years passed and the stones and their names were handed from parentsto children. But the
names became corrupted and garbled by the speaking of men and, gradually, the truth waslost by al,
except the Notouch. For we who cannot touch power or coinage cannot be distracted by the ways of
the world.

"The Nameless Powers, where they watched through the Black Wall, saw the Aunorante Sangh
breeding their servantsthe way afarmer breeds pigs. They saw, too, that they were building their own
Realm that their servants might have afortress from which to launch attacks upon the People. The
Nameless knew those servants would one day be sent into the Realm. So the Namel ess Powers spoke
new words. Metthew Garismit, they said, and they created their own servant and opened the Black Wall
s0 he might walk down to the Realm.

"Garismit knew his name from the beginning and he knew that to save the Redlm from the Aunorante
Sangh, he would need to move it to where the Aunorante Sangh could not reach it.

"The Teachers say that Gariamit went into the belly of the Realm and spoketo it with its own name.
That isnot dl hedid, Aria

"To make theworld hear him, and to hear it, he needed the stones and their keepers. He went first to
the Royd and the Noble. But they had hidden their stonesin their money houses and would not dig them
out. He went to the Bondless, but they had gambled the stones away years ago and did not know where
they were. He went to the Bonded, but the dave had given the stones for amaster's favor and did not
know where they were.



"So Garismit went to the Notouch. He called her by her name—Clear Sight—and Clear Sight took
her onesinto her hands. Garismit opened the ground for Clear Sight and he led her down the pathsto
the center of the earth. The stones became eyes and ears and the Realm saw Garismit and heard him as
he spoke its name and it moved at his command.”

Mother had rumbled with the thong of aleather pouch then. Ariacould still remember the musty smell
that rose from the lesther.

"Hold out your hands, daughter.”

Fedling like she was dreaming, Ariahad held out her bandaged hands. Her mother laid the stonesin
them and Ariagasped, partly from the pain of their smooth weight against her fresh hand marks, but
mostly from their beauty.

"These are Clear Sight's stones,” Mother said. "We are her daughters, named by the Nameless and
born of their substance. We serve the Nameless by keeping them safe and close. The Aunorante Sangh
gtill seek us. The Nameless Powers may send another servant to save us from them again. The Nameless
themsalves may return. When they do, they will need the stones and we must be ready with them.”
Mother tucked her hand under Arias chin and raised her daughter's eyes away from the beautiful
spheres. "Thisisthe beginning of the truth, daughter of my blood, Ariaof the Black Wall. Thereismore,
and | will teach it to you. We can only speak of these things when the world is protected by the Black
Wall. When the sun comes again, you cannot |et anyone know anything has changed for you."

Mother'd taken the stones back, then led her daughter back to her mat. Aria spent that night shivering
in the dark, but now from wonder rather than cold.

Ariakept her sllence as she traveled with the other women and children to the cities and she did not
show anything had changed. But something had. She knew it when she listened to the Teachers.
Thoughts crept unbidden into her head when she was supposed to befilling it with the words of the
Nameless Powers and Metthew Garismit.

... the Notouch are the dirt and stone of the world, but 1'm not Notouch. I'm born of the stones
and born of the Black Wall. If the Teachers could lose the story of the stones, what else could they
lose?

If names given by the Namel ess can become corrupted by the speaking of men, what else can
become corrupted?

And aways, aways, through the other thoughts, through the anger that blossomed and the rebellion
that grew into willful and deliberate heresy she remembered that the Nameless Powers had condemned
their best to be Notouch. The knowledge of who she was and how she had been wronged by the
Nameless Powers and dl their servants shaped her life from her Marking Day to the day shed walked
unafraid up to the Skymen and asked to know how she could be of use.

She caressed the pouch that held her namestones. Al her life she had longed to be recognized for
what sheredlly was, and now it was happening. These Skymen with their naked hands and their
ignorance of the Words of the Nameless treated her like atrophy. She should have beenreveing init,
using it for dl it wasworth. But al she wanted to do was get home, get the stones back to her home and
her daughter, where they belonged. There wasn't aminute that went by that she didn't wonder what
would happen if shelogt her life, lost the stones out here. Then she would not only have lied to Little Eye,
she would have taken away her children's only hope of getting out of the mud.

Ariaredlized her knees were trembling. She turned away from the window and strode across the
room.

Counters. Floors. Theterminal. I'm not sure how much longer | can deal with these Skymen. |
don't know how much longer 1've got before whatever plans they have for the Realm come true.
I've got to find out what they want and get back home. She saw dl her children lined up before her
mind's eye and swa lowed hard againgt the pang of homesickness.



She did the door for the sanitation cupboard and dug out the sponges and canisters of solvent. Can't
go yet. Too much | don't understand. Her own words came back to her. A wave of exhaustion
washed over her. Just too much. How has Teacher...Eric Born...managed to live out here for ten
years without losing his mind?

Thinking of him was amigtake. His name brought the image of him to her mind, dong with an absurd
longing sheldd managed to avoid finding wordsfor.

Scowling at her hands, she bent to her work.

"Gwan! Get outta here! Moveit!" lya swatted the backsides of the sandy brown cows
indiscriminately with her prod. The beasts bellowed and jostled each other but they moved steadily
toward the narrow gate where Jexid, the new intern from the Nuot Division, gave any of the balky ones
an extra prod to funnel them up the ramp of the transport. Old Keyenar ki Oruat tapped each of the fat,
stupid, carefully engineered beasts between the ears with the signature wand and checked its number to
make sure only the cattle that had aready passed inspection made it into the shipment.

Loading and herding the big animals was one of the things people till did better than the automatics.
Nobody'd yet been able to program a chegp automatic with enough sdlf-preservation instinct to get out
of theway if there was a stlampede.

A sharp whistlejerked lya's head around. One of the cows bawled and stamped itsfoot down. lyal
felt the shock up to her ankle, despite her steel-toed boots. She whacked the cow and cursed and at the
sametime shetried to see who theidiot was who didn't know they still hadn't managed to breed al the
nerves out of the mountain-specific cattle.

Outside the fence Zur-Allenden waved at her frantically and beckoned, while pointing at her sedan
chair unit with his other hand.

Ground beneath my feet, what does he want now and why can't he call me over the crashing
terminal? She gave the cowsin front of her an extrashove and hit the TRANSMIT key on her torque.

"Get an appointment, Allenden,” she muttered through clenched teeth as she leaned sdewaysto try to
keep anervous yearling from squashing her side. It ssamped edgily, missng her toes, thankfully, and
moved forward.

Got to calm these critters down. Well, with the new configuration in the next batch...

"lyd, | need to talk to you about your new...acquisition,” came Allenden's voice through her
trandator disk.

"What acquisition?' Keyenar was cutting one of the cows out of the herd and prodding it toward the
sde holding pen. lya hooked her prod onto her belt and waved both fistsin theinquiry sgn and he held
up three fingers. Wrong number. Nothing mgor.

lya brought her hands down. Understood. She snatched up the prod again to urge the cows forward.
The press was easing asmost of the cattle lumbered onto the truck. Therewas dwaysamild relief in
being ableto breethe fredly again. Allenden was not alowing her to enjoy it, however.

"You know," said Allenden. "Thewoman."

"It shouldn't be that tough for someone named Zur-Allen-den ki Uvarimayartusto pronounce Aria
Stone." Thetorque picked up her subvocalized words and relayed them to Allenden's trand ation disk.
She hoped it dso managed to accurately transmit her tone.

"Zur-lyd, | can't talk about this over the air. Give me ten minutes. Please.”

For amoment, lya considered telling him to go bury himsdlf in manure, but Allenden was capable of
making himsdlf extremdy unpleasant if hefdtignored, and she didn't fed up to being cdled into Director
ki Sholmat's office and read the employee rel ations section out of her supervisor's contract.

Shewaved to Jexid to come take her place at the back. The intern, to her credit, unhooked her own



prod from her belt and waded into the thick of the herd, dapping and cursing like an old pro.

lyal squelched through mud and debristo the side gate and palmed the latch. It registered her swesty,
muck-stained hand and | et the gate swing open for her. lyad stomped up the path, showering the concrete
with dirt at each step until she reached her sedan chair. She plunked herself down in the seat and
immediately switched on the monitor boards to check the input from Keyenar'swand against the
manifest. Thiswas abig order and an important one. Since the Vitae had taken over Kethran's
gene-tailoring industry, there had been far too few of those. The last thing she needed was Allenden
bothering her about his pet trividities.

But then, he probably knew that. He never picked hisfights randomly.

The summer heat and pent-up annoyance broke a fresh swesat on her forehead and cheeks, despite
her broad-brimmed hat and screening lotion.

"I'm serious, lya." Allenden squatted down beside the front legs of the sedan. "I think we've got a
problem.”

"Y ou mean anew problem.” lya watched three new registration numbers appear onthelist. "So let's
haveit."

Allenden glanced thisway and that. lya sighed. Allenden’s penchant for dramatics never failed to get
under her skin and stick. "Get it out, Allenden, | don't have al year. We've got 260 head to get
inspected, loaded, and ddlivered." She squinted at Allenden out of the corner of her eye. The sun was
behind him and it took aminute for her new lenses to adjust so she saw something other than ablack
blob where hisface should be.

"lyd. Your...Aria shesaVitae py."

lya felt her eyesswivd al theway toward Allenden. Her gaze followed a second later. "What?*
Almost no one on Kethran, from First Family members on down to Fourth Wavers, liked having the
Vitae around. Most recognized them as an unpleasant necessity. Some were waiting for achance to kick
them offworld. A few, like Allenden, were actively looking for waysto force them off.

" Somebody's been using my access codes to get into the datastores after hours.”

lyd findly took her attention off the herd and the boards and turned al the way toward Allenden. The
man was built like a sun-bleached beanpole on gtilts. Even on hiskneesin the grass, the top of his head
was leve with hers,

lyal snorted. "Ariacan barely type her name or understand...”
"She'sgot a Vitae gene sequence, lyal. For al we know they created her asaway to get in here."

"Don't be stupid, Allenden. Should that sequence turn out to be exclusive to the Vitae, which | doubt,
even the Vitae aren't that good at genetic engineering.”

"We don't know exactly how good the Vitae are," he said levelly.

Who's paying Perivar's bills these days? Thethought did into her mind. No. Not Perivar. Bones
and breath, he works with a Shessel. He...

Who is paying his bills these days?
"Y ou want to talk about thisinsde?' Allenden glanced across toward Keyenar, Jexid, and the herd.

"No, | do not want to talk about thisinsde." lya heaved her shoulders back. "If you want to insult my
judgment, Assistant Researcher, you can do it inwriting to Director ki Sholmat.”

Allenden leaned close enough for her to smdll hisfruity breath over the scent of the cows and the
summer grass. "l saw her, lyal. Security's got her recorded. Reading the |ab notes. Senior research level
lab notes.”

No. | won't believe it.



And if security really has got her recorded?

No. Some of those rented eyes haven't got the brains we gave the cows. There's been a
screwup. There must have been a screwup.

Allenden waved his hands toward the sky in agesture of helplessness. "lyd, you brought her in here
just before the Vitae made their announcement about taking over MG49 sub 1. Everything's changing
with them, don't you see? Weve got to look at everything in anew light. Now that they've picked a
sngle base, they're going to be moving to centraize their influence. They'll be tightening the screws and
closing thelocks. The only reason they haven't done it before is that they've been too scattered, too busy
maintaining control over themselves to spare resources for consolidating an empire out of the rest of us.”

lyal blinked at him. She tried to take her time to formulate a decent reply. That was amistake,
because it gave Allenden'slittle speech timeto sink in. HEd obvioudy rehearsed it severd times. Maybe
he'd even talked to some people who had better sense than he did. If you believed in conspiracies, the
formulamade too much sense, and if you'd ever seen the Vitae organize aproject, you believed in
conspiracies.

It would still mean that Perivar had lied to her, and that Ariahad lied to her, and that Zur-lya ki
Maliad had seen the chance for profit and advancement and had |ost track of the overall situation.

That was not acceptable.

"l sad, if you want to question my judgment, you take it to Our Cousin Director. Until hefiresme, I'm
your supervisor, and | say that Aria Stoneis my responghility, not yours." She folded her aamsand
directed her attention to the cattle pens. Keyenar dammed the truck's gate shut and waved to the driver.
The transport rolled acrossthe grass. Its baloon tires molded to the damp ground so the turf would be
disturbed aslittle as possible. Thelabs only had an dlotment of ninety-five acres of chopped ground and
they needed dl of that for gardens and pens. They couldn't afford to go hacking up the fields.

Allenden reached across the chair's boards and with one, bone-thin finger tapped six keys, one after
the other. The manifest cleared from the main screen and in its place gppeared aview of Lab #20. Aria
Stone hunched in front of the comm screen on Allenden's research table. lyal squinted over the dark
woman's shoulder and saw nothing but ablur of gold light on ablack screen. Allenden keyed for the
security camerato zoom in closer on the text. Ariahad the screen set for the fastest scan level and the
words flashed by too fast for lya to do more than pick out one or two at atime, but she did catch the
gold logo of the First Families and the green-and-blue globe of the Kethran Diet.

Seven screens of information flashed past before lyd redized Ariawas reading transcriptions from
the Diet sessions. Reading high-forma tense, legally extensive and twisted documents restricted to First
Family access. lya touched two keys and brought up a profile from the second security camera. Arias
black eyesflickered back and forth. Shewas redlly reading them, and reading them faster than lyal
could.

lyal sat back in the chair, not caring what Allenden made out of the bewildered look on her face.

Impossible. Ridiculous. She had only started learning the language four weeks ago. She didn't even
have full command of oneleve of grammar yet. She barely knew where an ON switch on aview table
was. How in dl theworldsthat lived had she gotten into secured files?

Allenden planted both hands on the edge of the board. "Weve got aspy in the ranks, Cousin
Manager."

"No."

"What do you mean no!" Allenden reared up like astartled cow. "L ook at her!"

"Yes" lyal gestured at the screen. "L ook &t her. Right in front of the security camera. Clear asdll
outdoors and solid as dirt. You'reteling measpy, aVITAE spy, isgoing to tap the secured network
fromthelabin front of acamera?'



Allenden's mouth opened and closed three or four times before he finally said, " Then what else could
she possibly be?!

"1 don't haveany idea" lya hit the HOME key on the chair's control board at the sametime. "But
I'm going to go find out.”

"You can'tjud..." began Allenden asthe chair'slegs telescoped up to their active length.

"l can, and you'll wait until | have before you say another word to anybody." The chair rocked
forward, picking its quick, mincing steps over the grass. lya twisted around to seeif Allenden
understood. "We need to know what we're dealing with before we make a fuss.”

Allenden nodded. lyal took that as agood sign and settled back into her chair again. The sedan
carried her down the paths that bisected the beds of medica plants and grains. The lab section had been
laid out for efficiency, not aesthetics. Domes of white polymer skins aternated with square, white
concrete buildings that sat in the middle of squared-off plots of plain grass. A quarter of an acre of grass
had to be reserved for every cubic meter of building so that solar reflection and environmenta absorption
would balance each other out.

People and drones hustled to and fro down the prescribed paths. One or two raised their handsin
greeting, but lya only nodded absently in return.

AriaStone. Aria Stone. lyal had been all but bresthing Aria Stone since Perivar had brought her to
the lab. For weeks now, lya had wished in vain that she could find whoever had designed the woman's
ancestors 0 she could shake their hands, and then pick their brains, even if they werethe Vitae.

Sheld told Perivar that Ariawas awalking work of art, but now lyal was ready to revise that
interpretation. The woman was nothing short of amiracle.

lyal was used to the idea of genetic engineering. Every piece of floraand faunaon Kethran had been
built to fit into the tailored biosphere. Her own work carried on the family profession and she was proud
to doit. But there wasn't asoul aive on Kethran, or anywhere else she knew of, that could design a
DNA dtring that contained nothing but the bare essentials organized to expressthemselvesin atotally
predictable fashion in ahuman being. In astrain of yeast or dgae, maybe. But not ahuman being. She
had learned more about neurochemical regulatorsin the three weeks shed known Ariathan shehad in
ten years of active sudy.

But not everything about Ariamade sense. Who would design an organism that did not have enough
room |eft over in its DNA to alow for adaptation or compensation for changesin environment? Therate
of birth defectswould be astronomical. Ariawas perfect, but if one or two of her perfect traits hadn't
expressed themsalves because of environment, she could have been in trouble. lyal was surprised Aria
had even managed four living kids out of atota of seven births. If you wanted to keep her branch of
humanity dive, you'd have to do an incredible amount of outbreeding, which would negate dl that careful
engineering, or you'd have to be able to check each fetus to make sure conception had worked, and then
you'd have to monitor each child to make sure they grew up dl right, and tinker with them dl as
necessary to keep weaknesses from creeping in.

No. It made no sense. A group like that would require more maintenance than....Kethran Colony.

The comm screen il showed Ariahunched over Allenden'stable, reading the documentsflowing
past. Nothing in those short, perfect strings she carried around inside her explained this. Nothing at all.
Not even theincredible organization ingde her skull.

lyd'strandator disk beeped and she winced.

"Cousn Manager Zur-lyd ki Mdiad," said Director ki Sholmat'svoice, "I require your attendance at
my officeimmediatdy.”

lya felt her forehead wrinkle. The Director hadn't chosen to acknowledge their First Family
connection since lya'd deigned to marry athird wave colonist.



She touched the TRANSMIT key on her torque and whispered, “With respect, Cousin Director, |
have an emergency inthelab." Ariahad moved on to anew set of documents. These had the lab's
privecy logo on them.

"Delegateit,” sad the Director. "I have an Ambassador from the Rhudolant Vitae sitting in front of
me. The Vitae want to talk to you about some property of theirsthey say the lab has wrongfully
appropriated.”

lya'seyes bulged in their sockets as she tried to keep from gagging audibly. Under her gaze, Aria
went on reading, completely undisturbed.

"Cousn Manager?'
"I'll be therein five minutes, Cousin Director." lya shut the connection down.
lyal ground her teeth together and, at last, touched her torque and whispered Allenden's name.

"Zur-Allenden,” shesaid. "Thisis Zur-lya. Therestrouble. | need you to get Ariaout of thelab. Send
her to sweep the attic, anything, just keep her out of the way of the management hallsfor at least the next
hour."

"But..." came Allenden's hesitant voice.
"The Vitae are gtting in the Director's office," she said. "Get Ariaout of Sght.”
"Done and done." Her trand ation disk buzzed as he closed the connection.

The sedan halted in front of the double doorslabeled CENTRAL RESEARCH FACILITIES
BLOCKS6-12. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY and frozeitslegs, settling toward the ground
30 she could climb out. lya cut the comm board off and shut the chair's power off.

She rubbed her temple as she pushed through the facility doors and walked down the bare, tiled
corridors. Her gaze strayed to the portrait of Killian that she wore on her wrist. He was off-shift tonight.
Shecould put in ared-timecall. 1t'd be good to talk to him. It'd help sort out the jumble of problems
swirling around ingde her mind.

Director Zur-Kohlbyr ki Sholmat's office was athree-room suite at the east end of the building.
Kohlbyr was an entrepreneur, an aspiring politician, and the oldest child of thefirst of the First Families.
Asareault, he knew al about the importance of appearances and he used dl that he knew when creating
his workspace.

lyd entered the waiting room, a comfortable lounge that had been partitioned off to accommodate
both Human and Shessdl visitors. It gave theimpression that the Director was an open-minded man.

The door to the meeting room stood open. lya stepped in. It was agreenhouse-style room with
transparent silicate walsthet let in the view of the medica compound and the clean fields. The celling was
a so trangparent, so she could see the clouds building up for the weekly heavy rain that thislongitude
required to keep the vegetation hedthy.

At the moment, the room was furnished with clusters of small tables and padded chairs. It wasa
casua atmosphere where people could mest, drink, circulate, and chat. Director ki Sholmat sat at the
table in the sunniest corner, sipping something gold out of along-stemmed glass. Next to him, aVitae
Ambassador sat like a statue carved of ruby and marble.

lyal clenched her teeth and forced her mouth to amile.

"Zur-lyd ki Maliad." Zur-Kohlbyr bowed his head but did not stand. " Sit and know yourself
welcome, Cousin.” lyal's somach turned over at the hypocrisy but she drew back a chair and sat, ankles
properly crossed and hands nestly folded on the table. If she was going to be treated as adignitary, she
would put on the show, even if her coveral was dirt-spattered and she smelled strongly of cettle.

"Thisis Ambassador Basg from the Vitae ship Grand Errand.”



"Ambassador.” lya briefly touched her fingertipsto her forehead to salute him. At least she assumed
the person under the draping of cloth wasahim. The only feature he had to distinguish him from any of
the other Vitae shed seen was a blister over hisright eye.

Zur-Kohlbyr took another sip out of hisglass. "The Ambassador came to me asking about the
location of the Subcontractor AriaStone. | informed him we would have to consult you, Snce you were
funding her contract out of your own accounts.”

And you didn't bother to tell himthat the lab's refunding me for it.

"Zur-lya," said Ambassador Basg in the smooth, even voice that the Vitae seemed to be born with.
"If you'll permit, | would liketo clarify the origin of theindividua you cal Subcontractor AriaStone.”

lyal raised her eyebrowsto indicate gentle inquiry and managed not to let her hands twitch, even
though her nailswere ready to dig into her own skin.

"Y ou have heard our announcement of the Vitae claim of the world MG49 sub 17"

lya inclined her head. "The city council held severd public briefingsonit. Being under Vitae
management, we are most interested in the shiftsin status of your people.” Her high-formal grammar was
rusty. She didn't go home much and she never went to First Family celebrations. She hoped the trandator
disks were compensating.

"Then you know that the Kethran Diet and Executors have aready agreed to honor our claim to the
planet.”

lya nodded again. Sheld paid very close attention to both the video clip and the vote that had
followed its screening, and had sworn profusdly at the result.

The Vitag'slittle blip didn't tell us anything! How could we make that kind of decision without
taking a look at the place?

Who'swe, lyal? Killian had asked quietly. Your opinion's not on the register.

In case you've forgotten, | gave up my vote when | married you. Shed said it sourly and
regretted it immediately. But it was Kethran law. Y ou couldn't marry up, you could only marry down.
She could have kept her vote only by making a partnership bond with amember of another First Family,
or aselected Parent World family who wanted to emigrate. Killian's name didn't appear in any of the
proper files.

Your vote, yes, but | hadn't noticed you'd lost your voice. The cool exchange was the closest
they'd ever cometo an actua fight.

"l now make confession, Zur-lyal," said Basg. "And | trust to the discretion of yourself and your
Cousin Director. While we were deciding whether to press our clam, MG49 sub 1 wasraided by
contraband runners. Aria Stone was one of the things taken from us.

"It isnot an independent human being, Zur-lyd. It isageneticaly engineered artifact and the Kethran
Diet has acknowledged that it is Vitae property.” He paused asif to let his statement sink in. " Of course,
you could have no way of knowing this. I'm sure you picked up its contract in good faith and had no idea
you were hiring contraband.”

Of course not. lyd shook her head. That would beillegal by Kethran law. Vitae-enforced
Kethran law.

Zur-Kohlbyr set his glass on the table with aclick. "I informed the Ambassador that since the
subcontract was lega and since no accusations of contraband running had yet been filed, you were the
onewho would haveto release Aria Stone to Vitae custody.” He gave her alook that tried to rivet her to
the back wall. "Formaities need to be observed, particularly in times of flux.”

"Particularly intimes of flux." lyal shoved tones of agreement into her voice. Inside she wondered,
what are you trying to tell me, Zur-Kohlbyr?



"A date of affairsthe Vitae appreciate, | can assureyou,” said Basg. "'l trust, however, Zur-lyd, that
you will not be hesitant to expedite matters as much as possible.”

Theimage of Ariaat the research tableflashed in front of lya'sinner vison.

"Naturdly," she answered, attempting to match Basg'sfluidity of speech. "' So, as soon asyou,
Ambassador, submit documentation supporting your claimsto my office, I'll recdl AriaStonefrom field
assgnment and nullify her contract before witnesses." Her scomach tightened as Zur-Kohlbyr smiled.

No, | haven't forgotten any of the legalities, Cousin Director. Now why are you so glad about
that?

"l wish to be perfectly clear and candid about the Vitae position at thistime, Zur-lya," said Basg. He
leaned forward avery little, but even that much body language surprised lyd. The Vitae usudly moved
like freeze-frame videos. One sharp, separated motion at atime. "When we have the artifact in our
possession, we are leaving Kethran Colony. The reclamation of MG49 sub 1 will be absorbing dl our
resources. Wewill beforgiving al debts and contractsthat tie Kethran to the Vitae."

lyal's breath caught in her throat. Leaving? We hand you Aria and you're away from here?

"Wewill, of course, beleaving al our hardware behind in payment for unfulfilled obligations on our
sde. Wewill dso provide training manuas and Al software guidesfor the continued health and
management of your colony, which has been our good client for over adecade.”

We'll berid of you? For good and all?
"My failureto reclam the artifact will delay this operation,” added Basg.

"However, as| said, Ambassador, formalities must be observed,” cut in Zur-Kohlbyr. "Zur-lyal will
require supporting documentation before the contract isnullified.”

Basg was slent for along moment. "Shelll haveit," hesaid at last. "'I'll contact your adminigtrative
assgtant, Zur-lyd, if | may, for the details regarding the extent of the documentation you will need and all
the pointsit will haveto cover."

"Cetanly," sad lyd.

Basg rose and sauted her iffly. Y ou'll have what you require before tomorrow morning. Perhaps
you should recdl the artifact today ?*

"When | have your documentation, Ambassador, I'll proceed.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw
Kohlbyr nod once. Again, he approved of her move. What was going on? His master-in-council had
voted againgt the Vitae takeover, and here she was thwarting their removal with bureaucratic formaities
and he was happy about it.

"Very wel." Basq sduted the Director. "We will continue this conversation tomorrow then."

"My linewill remain open for your message,”" said Zur-Kohlbyr. The Director did not even stand.
Bas's scarlet robes fluttered as he left the room aone. lya wondered if the Vitae Ambassador knew
he'd just been insulted.

I'll bet he does. If he knows enough about my private politics to come across with the fact that
I'm holding up their pullout, he surely knows about our manners. Killian'scalm, blue eyes gazed up
from his portrait. Shelaid her hand acrossit to keep herself from seeing hisface. She did not need a
reminder of how aone shewasright now.

Zur-Kohlbyr touched a key on thewall and the door to the waiting room did shut. He leveled awide
grintoward Zur-lyd. "l knew | could count on you, Cousin.”

"Forgive me, Cousin Director.” lya took her hands off the table and folded her arms across her chest.
"But this sudden reacknowledgment of our family connection has got me alittle confused.” She shifted her
expression to aglower and her tenses to across-table casual, which was one step from insubordinate.
"Areyou going to tel mewhat'sgoing on?"



Zur-Kohlbyr's smilewas indulgent. "lyal, these are serious events here. We have the chance to take
the lead with them and shape Kethran's future as a power in the Quarter Galaxy."

Uh-oh. A gleam shone softly in the Director's eye. He was smelling power and he had akeen ingtinct
for it. It was agenetic tendency reinforced by the First Family environment. His branch had been
particularly successful at applying it for ahundred years.

"The Vitae want our Aria" He settled back and lifted hisdrink. "They want her more than I've ever
seen them want anything since that business with passing the anti-contraband measures. Now, why?' He
spped hisgold liquid. "Would you like adrink?"

"No, thank you." | don't think my stomach could handle it right now.

He swirled theliquid in the glass meditatively. " She must be uniquein some significant way." He
gmiled a lyal again. "If we knew how, we, you and |, Cousin, could give Kethran what the rest of the
Quarter Galaxy would sl their livesto have, astep up on the Vitae."

"Wdll, it's not like we haven't been trying to work on it, Zur-Kohlbyr," lya reminded him.

"Welve been trying within very gtrict boundaries” He swallowed thelast of hisdrink. "'l suggest that
the importance of speed in this matter removes those boundaries.”

lyal felt the blood drain out of her cheeks. "What do you want meto do, Cousin Director? Take a
sapient woman gpart to see how sheticks?"

"Zur-lyal." Zur-Kohlbyr rested his handsflat on the table. "We need this. Things are building quickly
in the Quarter Galaxy. The Unifiers are becoming ared force, and we don't know how power will goto
their collective heads. The Shessd are beginning to colonize and spread in their own right and we don't
know what they will do either. The Vitae are pulling back to thislittle world they've found, perhaps
permanently, perhaps not. Without some leverage, Kethran, thisworld our parents built from adead
rock, is doomed to be tossed around the politica storm like afeather in astampede.”

lyd sad nothing.

"Cousn, | know you have limited your considerable talent for intrigue and manipulation to the
occasiond interaction with contraband runners. Sinceit was proper to your postmarriage status and
beneficid to thelabs, I've never said anything about it. Now I'm asking you to remember your birth family

and your place in the soul-politic and do not make me force you to hand this artifact over to me after I've
seen to your arrest.

"Whereis AriaStone now?'

lyd gripped her wrist until the edges of the portrait bracelet dug into her pam. She saw Ariainthe
lab, reading. She saw her, narrow-eyed and plainly frightened, as she arrived by Perivar's Sde. She
heard her own voicetaking to Perivar: And I'm not crazy about the idea you'd think I'd get her in
here and put her in a processor...

And she heard Basg promising to leave as soon as they had Aria, and she saw Kethran forced to
crawl back to the Parent World because they couldn't manage on their own. And she heard Cousin
Director's threat again and she knew, she knew, that he meant it. And she saw Ariain thelab.

lya stood up. "Aria Stoneison field assgnment, Cousin Director. I'll have her recadled immediately.
Y oull haveto give me eeven hours, though.”

He nodded. "I think | can give you just that, lyal. Remember, we need her dive, but I'm sure we can
explain away any other...aspects...of her physical condition.” Hissmile grew congpiratorid. "I knew, |
knew, you would hold true on this

"Wewill also haveto talk further, Cousin Director,” she said with what she hoped was aknowing
leer.

Shelet him wak her to the door and salute her as she left.



Back out in the corridor, she used her torqueto call Allenden.

"Whereisshe?' she asked under her breath as she skirted two interns who were deep in their own
discussons.

"Sweeping the attic, actudly,” came Allenden'sreply, "lyd, what..."

"I'll tll you later. Just St il for now, al right?”

"All right, lyd, dl right." There was apeeved notein hisvoice. lyad swalowed. She couldn't risk
getting Allenden angry right now. There was too much she might need him for later.

"Allenden," she said. "We need to move with extreme caution on this. It could shape up into afamily
war if wedon't."

She could tell by the length of the pause that she had gotten to him.
"I'm waiting on the news, lya," he said, and shut the connection down.
In no mood to wait for the servicelift, lya ran up threeflights of airs.

The attic was actudly alab that had been shut down three years ago when the Vitae had finished
implementing their plansfor controlling the genetic engineering industry on Kethran. Theloss of business
had forced Amaiar Gardensto cut its staff. The unused lab had never been officialy converted into
storage, but unused equipment, broken furniture, and anything el se that anybody wanted to get out of the
way turned up there. Every now and again someintern in trouble with his supervisor would be sent up
thereto clean it out and organizeit.

Ingde, Ariawas lugging apolymer crate full of anonymous cablesfrom its spot in the middle of the
floor. lyd stood in the threshold and watched her for amoment. Ariawore the plain moss green shirt and
trousersthat most of the interns favored when doing heavy jobs, but she still kept her spill of dark hair
wrapped under her black turban. Thethick tool belt around her waist had a cattle prod dangling next to
the bumpy leather pouch she always carried, because even though they weren't supposed to, the newer
handlers had taken to quietly getting Ariaout into the pensto help deal with balkier specimens. She had,
asnear aslya could understand, been some kind of anima handler back on her homeworld. She never
complained about the extrawork. She never even asked why she was being tapped. She just waded in
and did whatever she wastold to with an eagernessto please that bordered on groveling sometimes. For
the past couple of weeks, lya had been wondering what al that ingratiation was covering up.

Now shewas still wondering.

Ariastacked the crate on top of acontainer of silicate blocks and turned around. She saw lyad inthe
doorway and flinched.

"Zur-lyd," she said as sherecovered. "Sorry. Was...| was Sartled.”

"Don't worry about it." lyal stepped dl the way into the room and let the door dide shut behind her. "I
need to talk to you, Aria."

"All right," said Aria, without hesitation, like she dways did. Sometimes, lya had the feding she could
tell the woman to go jump off adliff, and Arlad till say "dl right.”

Sometimes. Other times, out of the corner of her eye, lya caught Ariastudying her with her innocent,
brown eyes turned to black ditslike she was memorizing lyd's motions, and calculating. ..caculating
what?

lyal shot the bolt on the manual lock. "Aria Stone, you've got two minutes to explain why | shouldn't
hand you over to the Vitae Ambassador who was here looking for you."

Ariablanched until shewas nearly aswhite asaVitae hersdlf, but her voice remained steadly.
"Do you understand whet you are saying, lyd..."
"Yourelying." lyad said. "Now you've only got one minute."



For amoment, Ariadid nothing but rub her hands together and stare at their scarred backs. She
murmured softly in her own language. Then, abruptly, she switched to lyd's. "I should've known," she
said, without atrace of accent or awkwardness. "Y ou're not like the Nobles in the Realm. Y ou've got no
expectations about what | can and can't do. Y ou're not so easy to bluff." Shefaced lyd. "The Vitae.
What isit they want from me? Did they say?"

"Yes. They say you're their property. That you're an artifact that was stolen from them and that they
want you back."

Ariasank into arickety chair, wrinkling a short stack of polymer sheetsthat rested on the seet. " ou
do not likethem.”

"No." lyd folded her arms. "But right now I'm trying to decide if | like you less. I've got security
footage of you breaking into secured documents, Aria."

Arias head jerked up. "Y ou've got what?"
"Don't try to go back to the country girl act, AriaStone..."
"No! No! "Ariawaved her handsviolently. "I don't understand. Security footage. What is that?"

lyal stabbed afinger toward the boxy camera over the doorway. "Pictures from acameralike that
one. Security surveillance. Y ards of tape with your picture on it, pulling off ninety-nine different illegal
maneuvers”

Ariagtared a the camera. Her mouth moved silently and her face went from white to green. For a
moment, lya thought she was actudly going to be sick. Then, Arialet out acluster of syllables so bitter
and explogvethat lyd couldn't imagine them being anything but curses.

"Nomoretime" lyd sad. "Sart talking."

"All right." lya didn't have to strain to hear the new tonein her voice. Thiswas not innocent trust. This
was considered acceptance. "What do you want to know?”

A dozen different questionsleapt to the front of lya's mind: What are you? Why do the Vitae want
you? How did you learn to read so fast?

At ladt, shesad, "How did you manage to access the Diet transcripts?”
"l saw Zur-Allenden do it once.”
"Orne?l

Arianodded. "That isdl | need. | was resetting one of the research tables and he was paying no
attentionto me."

"S0, you've got a photographic memory?"

Her lips moved, repeating the term, and her brow wrinkled. " Something like thet, yes."
"So you can read. Theilliteracy wasan act.”

"Sometimes, now. It wasn't when | first came here.”

Ariafumbled with apocket on her tool belt and pulled out apair of gloves; then she opened the
leather pouch she carried with her and drew out an ice white sphere.

"Thisisone of my namestones." She kept it cupped in her hand as lyd |eaned over it. "They give me
the ability to remember everything | have ever seen, or ever heard. But they aso let me have abase for
those memories..." Shefrowned. "They correlate what isin my head so it makes sensetome. If | havea
question, | hold the stones and they find the answer in my mind and give it to me. The more | have seen,
the better the answers get.

"Before | came here, | wasinaVitae holding cell and aship caled the U-Kenai. | saw agreat dedl. |



knew something about computers and I'd heard at least spatterings of your language. The stones were
able to"—shefrowned again—"create relationshipsfor me so | was ableto learn very fast."

lya felt her mouth move as she tried to form the words "that'simpossible.” She couldn't get the
sounds out, because in the back of her mind she knew that was not avalid argument. Ariawas
impossible, yet there Ariasat, rdatively calm and collected and holding a stonein her hand that was
redly...what?

Can't be an Al, there's no way for her to interface with it. Can't be any kind of computer |
know about. Artificial total recall? AND the ability to create contextual relationships? How?
HOW?

lyal stumped over to one of the old research tables and, with one sweep of her arm, dumped a pile of
miscellaneous debris and dust onto the floor. She dammed her hand against the ON key and as soon as
the screens and boards flickered to life she began activating the scanners.

"Aria, let meseethat." lya extended her hand and was not surprised to see it was shaking.

After amoment's hesitation, Arialaid the stone against lyd's palm. It was heavy, smooth, and cool as
polished crystd. She cupped her fingers carefully around it. Its surface did not warm up. It was asif it
resisted her body's hest.

lyal set the stone gently into one of the table's scanner pockets and closed the lid over it. Ariagripped
the arms of the chair until her knuckles turned white. lyd said nothing. Ariaknew thiswould not hurt her
precious stone, she must know that or she never would have let go of it.

The main screen lit up with the preliminary information. First there was ashell, primarily constructed
of crystallized carbon, but there were severa trace dements. It had amicro-level capillary construction.
Capillaries? In adoped-up diamond? Inside, primarily liquid. ..then how had it not evaporated over
time...proteins, ribonucleic acids, eectrochemical traces, and afilament structure. ..

lyal blinked up at Ariaand down at the screen again. The stone was a hollow, porous, enriched
diamond filled with aminiature nervous system and awhole stew of unidentified virus chains.

And I'd bet my marriage contract that each one of them has binders that match that host of
extra receptors Aria's carrying around inside her...but no...the scan only identifies ten variable
strings and Aria has twenty-two unused receptors....

She's not a tool then, she's a system component. And this thing still can't be an artificial
intelligence, but it might just be a real one. lya wished there was a spare chair for her to collapse
into.

"Where did this come from, Aria?'

Ariashrugged. "l wastold that the Nameless Powers left them to my family in case they needed to
send another servant to the Realm. This might betrue, but | don't know what it means.”

lyd lifted the sone out of the scanner and turned it over in her fingers. Thisthing should beinthe
splicing room getting peeled gpart amicron at atime. They should know exactly what wasin there, how
it was built, and what made it possible. Tota, context specific, recall in a sphere the size of asmal peach.
Who'd need computers anymore? She could buy Kethran the leadership of the Quarter Galaxy with this
thing and the woman it belonged with.

"Y ou've been very calm about finding out you're not what you thought you were."

"I haven't found out anything likethat," said Ariacodlly. "The Teachers say | cameinto being when
the Namel ess spoke the word that is my name. My mother said | was split from the same word that
made the stones. Y ou say | cameinto being when somebody strung together some proteinsin a
laboratory. It doesn't matter. | am gtill mysdf. My nameis ill mine. Only the Nameless can take that
away." She held out her hand. lyal decided to take the hint and she handed Ariathe stone.



"Arethere...many peoplelikeyouinthe...Redm?’

"l don't know." Ariareplaced the sonein the pouch and drew its stringstight. "I do know there aren't
many arias, sones, | mean, left.”

"How do you know that?"

Aria's mouth quirked up into atight smile. "About ten generations ago, the Teachers declared them
sacred to the Namel ess and stole them. The onesthat exist are mainly in the Temple vaults. | heard one
very highborn Teacher say he'd only ever seen one set. So there cannot be that many.”

lya's mouth was dry. There didn't have to be that many. The Vitae weretrying to lay clamto the
world where they existed. What if the Vitae got their hands on even one more person like her? Or a
single stone like the one she carried in her pouch? They'd jump so far ahead of the rest of the Quarter
Gdaxy intechnologica development, the labswould look like entrail knitters by comparison. There
would be no catching them. No countering them in anything. They could have whatever they wanted,
whenever they wanted it.

"Arig" lyd sad. "Do you know what world it isthe Vitae are laying clam to?"

"No," Ariashook her head. "They've only given an asironomica notation. | haven't got a context for
it"
"Arig, it'sthe Ream. Y our home."

Slowly, Arids hand crept to her mouth. She pressed her pam hard againgt her lips, asif to giflea
scream, and her eyes squeezed shut. lya shifted her weight, uncertain of what to do, but in the next
moment, Arias hand dropped back to the pouch of stones. She whispered something in her own
language and swallowed hard.

"Got tofind Eric Born," shesad, at last. "Got to warn him. Got to get back. Warn my family.
Warn...warn everybody.” The fear that widened her eyes could not have been faked. "The Teachersand
the Nobles are bad enough, but those Skymen? Wed never get away. How can the Nameless permit
this?' She spit the question.

How can you still believe in the Nameless Powers, whatever they are? lya wondered. Then she
thought about the stones. Then again, maybe | should start believing in them.

"We need to get you off the planet, fast. Weve got eleven hours before the Director comes looking
for you. Maybethe Unifiers..."

"No," sad Ariaflatly. "They started the war in the Realm. They're too much likethe Vitae. I've been
ligening to their blather. They talk about conquest in terms of contracts and agreements. | must leave
Kethran, yes, but | must do it free and clear. | must get back to the Realm, with Eric Born. Then, then |
will figure out what to do next." She smiled. "'l have plenty to work with." Shelaid her hand over her
pouch.

"What you'll neediscredit.” lya forced her mind back to the practical. "Don't want to risk atransfer
to you. The Vitae have got to be watching me." She glanced reflexively toward the door. "Eleven
hours...I can get the Diet hopping, create a distraction while you get out of here...l might get arrested,
too, and they'll freeze my account. . .do you think you can get back to Perivar's on your own?"

Arianodded. "l know | can, but he told me not to return..."

lya waved her words away impatiently. "When you get there, tell him | said heldd better help you out
or hell be answering to me. Tell him to give you aloan. Whatever you need. I'll pay it back. Or Killian
will."

“I'll tell him." Ariagot to her feet. "Thank you, lyd. I'll remember your name." She spoke so serioudy
that lyal could only assumeit was ablessing or acompliment.

"I'll get you back to your room so you can pack..."



"Pack what?" Aria spread her hands. "'1've got clothes and shoes and my stones, and | need to hurry.
The public trangport runsal night, doesn't it? |s there anyone to prevent me from walking out of the
door?'

"No one. Zur-Kohlbyr will be holed up in hisoffice for at least another hour, plotting.” lya undid the
door'slock.

Ariamarched out without looking back. lyal just watched her. When the door closed again, lya
turned up the power on the old table's comm board and sent a.call out toward Killian's ship on the Lous
Divison Lake, on the other sde of theworld.

He was deegp-touded and bleary-eyed when he appeared on the screen, but he woke up fast as he
saw it was her. His eyes went round as he read the grim expression on her face.

"lyd, love, what's happened?’

"Killian...I...I'm about to find where | 1eft my voice."
"Oh-ho?" he breathed.

"How do you fed about emigrating again?'

He paused for abare second. "I hear the northern continent of Fresh Dawn has avery unfussy border
policy. They need hands and heads.”

lyd'sheart swelled. "Loveyou."

"Loveyou." Hissmilewas warm as sunshine and amost succeeded in banishing the chill in her soul.
"I'll go hand in my leave request now. If theré'sa shuttlein port, | can be back by ten in the morning and
well pack, dl right?"

“All right"

They said good-bye and cut the signal and lya was done again with her four walls and the silence of
an empty room.

"Enjoy it whileyou can, Zur-lyd," she muttered as she placed arequest for alineto the Diet. "Enjoy it
whileyou can."

Paral wished the Witness would stop looking at him. Even though his gaze was fastened on the
monitors and comm boardsin front of him, he knew she had her attention fastened on him. He could fed
it like acobweb that had laid itself over hisentire body.

Lines 89A and B checked and open for another six hours. Should send the update request for
another four ...He forced himsdlf to think about hisjob. He had to have the current resources
inventoried and updated. He couldn't think about the Witness a his back, watching every movement of
his hands, every twitch in his shoulder blades. He didn't have the energy to spare to think about that. He
had to get the inventory done and try to find some way to get out to meet Ordeth without looking
suspicious, without the Witness seeing an anomaly that could be traced to the Imperiaigts. It wasvitd
that the Witness be seen to be the only anomaly on K ethran.

Even though the workspace was thoroughly secured and monitored, it held none of the private
technologies. It wasfull of the same kind of consoles and transmission centersthat could be seenin any
busy clerica office on Kethran. Its security was so it could also hold a Vitae who was hot an
Ambassador.

It was necessary. Para knew hislessonslike he knew the subtleties of his Master-Ambassador's
movements. The Aunorante Sangh had been able to drive off the Ancestors because they knew too much
about them. Such power could not be given away again.

That the Vitae had to hide themsalves, even from the monstrous Shessdl, struck Paral to the core and
madeit possiblefor him to plot under the gaze of his master.



If only the Witnesswould stop looking at him.

The monitor that watched the station's plain, white antechamber beeped, and Paral nearly jumped out
of hisskin. His eyesflickered toward the Witness before they found the monitor. The door to the outside
had opened and Basqg crossed the smooth floor to tap the reader for the inner door.

Paral stood and folded his hands, ready for his Master-Ambassador's entrance.

Theinner door opened, making the Witness's jade green robe flutter with its breeze. Para made his
obeisance and caught agood look at Basq on the way down.

Basq was not happy; Paral could senseitin the air around him, as palpable as the scent of vegetation
and damp concrete that came in with him. Basq moved with the approved amount of decorum, but there
was aqudity to hismovement that Caril had hel ped Pard |earn to read when he first became Beholden
to Basg.

"The Manager ki Mdiad clamsthat the artifact ison field assgnment and will not berecaled until she
receives the supporting documentation of our clam." Basg removed the camera patch from over hiseye.
The Witness moved forward, holding out her hand so Basg could drop the patch into it without doing
more than glance at her.

Pardl felt abrief flash of envy at the Ambassador's control.

"Thisismogt likely addaying tactic. We cannot permit the artifact to remain in the hands of
outsders”

Hope and worry both tugged at Paral. If Basg was so far wrapped up in the failure of hisexcursionto
make such aremark in front of the Witness, he was not thinking clearly right now. But it also meant things
had gone very badly. Paral suddenly felt how alone he was even more intensdly than he flt the Witness's
regard.

"We need to contract satellite observation time to locate her whereabouts.” Basq sat in the chair in

front of thetrio of comm boards, but didn't raise his handsto the keys. "Find out if the Gardens can be
held accountable to the Diet for misrepresentation, possibly theft.”

Ingpiration shot through Pard and, just for amoment, the cobweb sensation fell awvay from him. "A
suggestion, Ambassador.”

"Yes?' Bax] turned toward him so that Paral had to look his master full in the face.

Look humble, Pard ingructed himsdlf, and a little embarrassed. "It'snot entirely proper. |
have. . .friends stationed at one of the observation pogts. If | relayed the request to them, they might be
willing to start the search before the alotment request comesin... 1 could post mysdf at the station and
relay any information to you immediatedly..."

Basq didn't say anything. He was ever mindful of the Witness, even more than Pard was. The camera
set over her right eye gleamed even blacker than her skin. Paral’s palms began to sweat, but there was
nothing to do but wait while Basq weighed propriety against emergency.

Just a little nudge, thought Paral, drawing justification from Caril's comments about how susceptible
Basg wasto prodding.

"| recognizethisisirregular, however, Amaiar Gardens may atempt to transfer her, or she may desert
the premises..." Helet the sentence trail off.

It had been enough. "Proceed, Beholden.”
Para made obeisance, partidly so he did not have to look at the Witness. "Y es, Ambassador.”

Pard made his escape as coolly as he could manage. One of the station's enclosed private cars
waited out on the street. He had an hour to spare, maybe two before Basq wondered what had
happened to him. It would take that long for Basq to put together the documentation for Zur-lya ki
Maliad, in case he could find no legd discrepanciesin her conduct and was forced to proceed on her



terms. Paral could relay hisimproper request to the station en route to the Shessel Embassy. The plan
wasin mation. All wasworking smoothly.

He just wished he could shake the fedling of the Witnesss eyes from off his skin for one moment
more.

9—Amaiar Division, Kethran Colony, Hour 06:20:34, City Time

...for when humans see freedom, they lose the will for slavery.”
—Zur-Ishen ki Mdiad, "Upon Leaving Kethre"

"They asked pecifically to be dlowed to ded with you." Shim, the Third in the Emissary Voice,
stretched both secondary arms toward Kiv.

Kiv rippled and sagged and wished for his siblings. Hed thought himsdlf ready for the isolation of
off-planet work, but it was not s0. The old-timers had warned him. The comfort of his children was not
the same as having his siblings and nieces and cousins around him. Even with Ere draped around his
shoulders, he dill felt done. Shim, agrounded priest, was afifth cousin Kiv had never met until he had
volunteered to hatch out his children on Kethran Colony. The relationship was not close enough to
provide any security. It was frightening to redize he knew Human Perivar better than he knew the cousin
infront of him.

We serve, and service has never needed the weak, hereminded himself. My daughters will
under stand these humans who live like priests and act like madmen, even if | never do. They will
carve out lives safe from the possibility of bondage with them.

Among the human enclaves, the Rhudolant Vitae were particularly insane. The thought of them
wanting to meet with him specificaly was nerve-racking. The embassy environment, lovingly designed
with itsarched cellings and varying textures in subtle shadings of blue and violet, was not relaxing him at
all, because he kept thinking about Aria Stone, and about Perivar'simpossible promise that nothing
would touch Kiv or hisfamily.

"We have been in touch with our embassies on Kethre and on seven of the gations,” Shim was
saying. "The Rhudolant Vitae are withdrawing everywhere. The matter of this planet is of the greatest
import to them. We need to understand how it will shift the power balances of their ‘family." Y ou may be
ableto garner someinformation about this."

“l'will..."
"Domy best," finished Erefor him.

Shim withdrew three of hiseyes. "That isdl we ask, Kivere. They arewaiting in the visitor's
chamber."

Eretightened her grip with her feet on Kiv's back as he bunched his muscles againgt hisinner
trembling. They moved through the series of bubble-shaped rooms that linked the audience chamber with
the visitor's chamber. Perivar had once expressed his surprise at the fact that the Shessdl, with their
horizonta torsos, did not like long corridors, until Kiv pointed out to him that humans, in generd, did not
livein high-cellinged closats.

Ere's hands kneaded Kiv's shoulders. She was plainly excited by this new game. Kiv worried

sometimesthat Ere loved intrigue alittle too much, especialy for someone who had not even started her
second growth yet.

The vigtor's chamber had been placed under one of the largest domes. The room was framed with
interlocked hexagons of stedl struts. Between the struts hung membranes like the one that separated Kiv's
room from Perivar's. Theingide of it held human-style amenities and the outside held the Shessd.



Under the membranes waited two Vitae. Kiv blinked al his eyes and Ere's grip tightened. Two
red-and-white children, bald as the adults, flanked the Vitae. The children stood as closeto their
chaperones asthey could. Their eyes were wide and round, asign of Human fear, Kiv knew.

"What game do they play, Father?' murmured Ere. "Humans do not bring their children to transact
Kiv stroked her back. "Thank you for the reminder, my first named. What gameis an excellent
Quedtion.”

Kiv extended himself dl the way; eyes, ears, and head dert and towering over the vistors. The Vitae
made no move.

"I am Kivererishakadene. With meismy first named, Ere. | say you welcome and ask to what end
you have come?' The congiruction was forma in the extreme, but the Vitae were not to be greeted

lightly.
"I am Ambassador Ordeth and here stands Ambassador Pard. With usare our children lolphian and
Tada Weare cometo offer payment for aservice you can provide us.”

"If you need some communicationswork done..." began Kiv.

"My partner and | have an office..." Erefinished for him. Kiv laid one of his primary hands on Ere's
mouth. Thiswas not Perivar they dedt with. They would act in the Human fashion here, with either the
parent or the child speaking the thought. Not both,

"It isnot communications support we need,” said Pard. "It isa separate service, and we will pay
twice the amount of your average annua incomefor it."

Nervousness closed down Kiv's ears. He forced them open and whistled. " So much? For what
srvice?'

"Y ou have heard our announcement of claim to the world designated MG49 sub 17"

"Wehave

"On that world there are artifacts which endangered our Ancestors and finally forced them to fleetheir
home. It isimperative that we know al we can of them before our children walk on the Home Ground.
Otherwise, the danger will be the samefor usasit wasfor our Ancestors. To mitigate this, we took one
of the artifacts to aship for study. It was stolen from us. We now know that your partner Y ul Gan
Perivar asssted in the marketing of the artifact..."

"Y ou are gpeaking of Aria Stone?" Kiv shrank back, shdltering Ere alittlein the curve of his neck.

"l gpeak of an artifact,” said Ambassador Paral. "' One that might come once again into Perivar's
hands. If thisisthe case, we ask that you return it to us." Pard laid ahand on Taas shoulder. The child
jerked reflexively, but the adult held on. " Two years pay isasmal thing compared to giving my child a
safe home. As soon as you agree to the service, you will receive ayear's pay. If you enact this service,
you will recelve another year's pay, which will be given directly to your children if you so wish.”

"Why are you not speaking to Y ul Gan Perivar?' Kiv asked.

"He hasworked againgt the Vitae in the past,” said Paral, without even pausing to consider the
guestion. "We have no reason to expect him to do differently now. Y our contract of servicewill mean
that you are ready to respect the laws of the world where you do business, where your partner isnot.”

"It will mean moreyet," said lolphian. Under the voice of the trandator, Kiv heard the piping of an
immature human and, againgt hiswill, something inside him softened. "It will tell the Vitae that the Shessdl
are better alies than many of those who call themsel ves human. Once grounded, the Vitae will haveto
build anew lifeand we will need agreat dedl of help.”

"Singsong,” Ere buzzed in Kiv's hindmost ear. " The speech patterns are wrong. That one has
memorized this speech. They aretrying to relax our spineswith this.”



Kiv winked one eye briefly to indicate he had heard. In hismind, he had his own suspicions. You
would bribe my entire people? For possession of one parent?

"Andif | do not give my agreement?"' Kiv asked.

"Then we will take our leave and thank you for your honesty and no Shessel shal again be troubled
by aVitae request,” said Ordeth.

Kiv did not even need Ere's anxious buzzing to recogni ze the threat. He retracted his neck and
secondary arms, Sinking below the Vitag's eye levd. It was a stance that never failed to make Perivar
uneasy. There was no reaction from the Vitae.

"Because you are bringing the welfare of dl the Shessdl into this™" Kiv said, "you force me to consult
the Emissary Voicesbefore | take what you offer.”

Whatever Ordeth said to Pardl, it didn't trandate. All Kiv heard was"Navin uary ketket ti." Whatever
that meant. Pard replied "Iveth mikhain." The children stood like dolls and said nothing at all.

Ordeth faced Kiv again. ""Please consult the Voice then. We can wait ashort time only.”

Kiv had been dismissed by humans before, but seldom so abruptly. Why would they bribe an entire
people? he thought as he turned on his own length and left the room. Because they can.

"It'sacharade" sad Ere eagerly. "Father Kiv, it IS agame. Those children were propsand..."

"Yes, Ere, yes" Kiv stroked his daughter's feet with his secondary hands. "Now we have to hope the
Voicewill let us make aworthy countermove.”

The Emissary Voice waited in the audience chamber. Ere shifted her grip on Kiv so that she hung on
with only her legs and could fold her armsin respectful greeting. Kiv did the same even as a spasm of
uneasiness ran through him. The V oice was composed of strangers. Shim carried Kiv's skin tones
because he was a cousin, but only the Sky Fathers knew where his enclave was. J was aloose-skinned
northerner with great gaps artificialy carved in his scales. Gov smelled familiar, but the familiarity was not
an easy one.

Kiv accepted the need of union. With the skies crowded with humans, the Shessel could not be
divided. There could be no room eft in the Voice, or in the offworld residents for the makings of feuds. It
was right that if the Voice had no siblings, no close cousins on thisworld, that he should not either.

It wasright, but it was not easy. Kiv drew agreat deal of calm from the fact that Ere saw them only
as Shessd. Which iswhat they were. Only Shessd, like he was.

The Voice had, of course, aready heard what had passed between Kiv and the Vitae. It was too
important a conversation to have gone unmonitored.

Gov extended himsdlf fully. ™Y ou will give them your promiseto ded with their property asthey
require.

Kiv kndlt, lowering historso defiantly to thefloor. "Thereis more here than isimmediately obvious,
Emissary. What they cdl an artifact...”

"Isaso aparent with living children." Ere leaned hersdf over the top of Kiv's head. "Four of them.”

"Towhich the Vitae havelaid clam,” said Gov. "If they own the children, they own the parent.”

Which answered the question about where Gov came from. The S-Tuk peninsula had practiced
davery right up to the tune the Unity Laws had been laid down. Right up to thetime Kiv's parent had
dropped her eggs.

"But how havethey laid clam?' asked Kiv. "All they say isthat their ancestors came from this place.
Wel, my ancestors came from the S-Tuk province." He stretched dl his eyes directly toward Gov. "Y et
for three-quarters of acentury, the S-Tuk vigoroudy contested our enclave'sright to return there, and
endaved those who disagreed with them.”



Gov hissed and Ji retracted himself. "Kivere, now isavery bad timeto bring up old wars." He peded
open three eyes. "The Vitae have dways been very precisein their dedlingswith us. If their
representatives say that we will have no more dedlings with them, we must accept that at face value.
Remember, the humans can afford not to care about us, but we must care about them. There are too
many of them. They are everywhere."

"How much of what you say isinfluenced by your partnership with Y ul Gan Perivar?' asked Shim
aoruptly.

Ere hissed. Shocked, Kiv squeezed her mouth closed. What's she thinking? Sneering at the
Emissary Voice because of a remark about a human...

No, sheis sneering at three strangers because of a remark about Perivar. Theredization hit Kiv
hard. He was not the only one who knew Perivar better than acousin.

"A far question,” he said, moreto Erethanto the Voice. "l would say agreet ded isinfluenced by it.
| thought that was the point of the VVoice and the Enclave licensing my partnership, so that | and my
children could be influenced by humans.

"It isworth remembering, Emissary Voice, that humansarenot dl Vitag," said Kiv. "Many of them do
not even likethe Vitae."

"And many of them do not even like us," Shim reminded him. "The Vitag, unlikethe Unifiers, are a
least indifferent to our biology." He raised himsdf up until he wasthetalest in the room.

Before any of the VVoice could speak, Kiv extended his neck. Erelaid al her hands on the top of his
head and extended herself aswell to add weight to what he said. "Y es, Sirs, | agree, we must be careful

of the Unifiers. But there are more than those two choicesfor us. Asyou said, the humans are
everywhere..."

"But not everywhere do they agree, or even speak with each other,” finished Ere.
J retracted even farther. "I do not clearly hear what you are saying, Kivere."

"The Vitae are retregting. We see thiseverywhere. Evenif itisonly apartid retrest, atemporary
retreat, aweakness will be created when they leave. The humanswill be scrambling to rebalance
themsalves." Hefdt Eresfeet shift and knew she was extending hersdlf to her absolute limits.

"Why should the Shessel not be part of the new balance?' Ere whistled triumphantly. "We have
resources, we need business. If we become a prop to the humans, they will fear to lose us asthey fear to
losethe Vitae"

Shim retracted his snout thoughtfully severd times. The othersremained ominoudy lill.
"What is the sudden € oquence that has come upon you, Kivere?' asked Gov.

Kiv extended his arms and Ere swvarmed down them so that she was presented to the Voice. "'l have
staked the lives of dl my children on theideathat we will be able to find some way to coexist with the
humans that does not compromise the Shessdls future.”

It wastotally unfair and he knew it. Only business operators were alowed to hatch their children
offworld. Emissaries had to drop their eggs unfertilized or leave them in stasis. It was asunfair asthe
Vitae bringing their own offspring into the visitor's chamber.

Gov retracted his secondary arms. "However intriguing this possibility is, it would cal for achangein
officid policy. Therefore, we cannot act on it.”

"We could if the Emissary's council changed the policy,” suggested Ji, and Kiv wondered how united
the Voiceredly was.

"We must not overreach oursaves," said Shim reluctantly. "We are emissaries to the Kethran Diet,
not the Vitae"



"We need to know if the Emissary's Council has been approached by the Vitae and what their
decison isbefore we do anything in this matter," agreed J.

Gov pressed his primary arms againgt hissides. "The Vitae have dready made their policy clear. Even
should there be merit in Kivere's proposed risk, we do not have the time to dither about.”

"The Vitae cannot deny our need to consult with the Emissary's Council,” said J. "They areahighly
organized political body, they understand the concept of service and supervisors.”

"Perivar and | can open achannel for you in an hour." Eretook her old position on Kiv's shoulders.
Frustration squirmed through Kiv. Of course Ere would bring Perivar into this. She didn't understand that
thiswhole bizarre Stuation was caused by him.

Gov snorted. "It will take the embassy staff three hours.™

"Perivar and | can open achannd for you in one hour,” said Kiv. | will talk to Ere, but not in front
of a S-Tuk.

Gov swung four eyestoward Kiv and Kiv saw the tremor in the stalks and the way his teeth showed
through this dit of his open mouth. Gov did not like the mention of Perivar. He did not like Kiv. He did
not forget that Kiv should have been his property and his anger burned to see Kiv acting independently
with the support of hisfree children. Kiv knew it with a searing certainty, and found time to wonder if Ere
had known it too.

"Y ou have bought time, Kivere," said Gov. "What do you intend to do with it?"

Kiv dtiffened his spine. "Find out if Perivar iswilling to comework in our home," said Kiv. "We need
human contacts. Perhapsit istime we hired some."

Gov closed hiseyes. "We could never give your kind afinger'slength.”
"No," agreed Kiv quietly.

"Go open the channd then," said Ji, and there was ahint of approva in hisvoice. "Wewill beready in
onehour. The Voicewill tdl the Vitae thet they will have to wait until we have officia word from the
Emissary's Council to make this contract with you."

"Thank you, Emissariesdl.” Kiv folded his arms respectfully and turned himsdf and Ere dl theway
around to leave the room.

You can give my kind a finger's length, just be careful which finger'slengthitis.

Frustration seethed insgde Paral as he climbed back into the transport. Ordeth wasn't even looking at
him, and he was glad, because he knew his face betrayed his mood. She was speaking softly into her
torque. Her disk was il in placein her ear, so the signa wasn't going very far. The children waited in the
Sde seats, doing very good imitations of Ambassadors. Para didn't know how she got them off her ship,
and he didn't really want to. All he wanted to know was how he was going to be able to tell Caril
something other than that he had failed.

"Thanksfor the news," Ordeth said. She tapped her disk twice and turned to Paral. The transport's
internd lightsturned her skin asickly yelow. ™Y ou're going to haveto get onlineto Basg. The Sation's
pinpointed Stonein the Wall."

"Then we should go after her." Pard reached for the control boards.

Ordeth snatched at his hand. "With the children? It's bad enough we risked them away from the ship.
Y ou're being too open, Pard."

He yanked his hand away, amazed and infuriated by the affront. "Too open to whom? Mongters and
babies! It'stimeto stop hiding ourselves.” He rubbed hiswrist where sheld grabbed it. "lsn't that what the
Imperidistsaredl aoout?’

"The Imperidigts have only madeit thisfar by dipping through the cracks" she hissed at him. "When



we have a stable power base of our own, then you can play petty dictator to your heart's content!" She
stopped and visibly pulled hersaf back. Whether from her own sense of propriety or from what she saw
inhiseyes, Paral couldn't tell. "L et Basq pick the artifacts up. Uary will get a chance to study them and
well know what we need.”

"And so will the Assembly." He stared at the blackened windscreen. "No."

"And if you don't report in, you're going to have the Witness really wondering about you," she pointed
out coally. "Y ou can't tell me she doesn't dready have the satellite data”

Paral was slent for amoment. "All right." He bowed his head and stared at his hands on hislap.

Think, he ordered himsdlf. There's till got to be a chance.

"It's possible that Basg won't be able to hold on to Stoneinthe Wall," he said, looking up at Ordeth
again. " She has aresistance to confinement, and he doesn't know where she's headed yet..." He waited
for confirmation.

"Not unlessyou tdl him," replied Ordeth.

"All right. Well send him after her, but well make sure that theré's no oneto receive her if she
reaches her destination.”

Ordeth squinted like she was trying to see through his skull. "What are you thinking?"

"l am thinking it is not right that the Shessel can block the Reclamation. Isthere anyone else herewho
canhdpus?'

"Maybefiveinthedivison, if | ask them." Ordeth sat very ill, just as she was supposed to.
"Pardl...you are not thinking with care here."

He matched her properly immobile expression. "Thetimefor caution is past, Ordeth. Long past.”

For the thousandth time, Arias hand strayed to the mouth of her belt pouch and for the thousandth
time sheforced it away.

I know enough. Nameless Powers preserve me, | know enough to read a sign and get off a bus.

But thinking was hard and reading was dow and the stoneswould make it so much essier. Shed
been using them to arrange her thoughts every single night since she got to the labs.

Which was the problem. She'd gotten used to their help. She'd gotten to like it. She leaned her cheek
againgt the cool window and watched the strange, patchwork city pass. Clugters of buildings squatted in
aspread of untamed meadow, or towered over groves of tangled trees. Only the razor-straight roads
and their flanking wakways connected the knots of habitation.

Her mother had warned her that if she defied the injunction to reserve the stones for the needs of the
Nameless or the Servant, the Powers would reclaim her name and with it her will and free mind.

lya and her friendswould have called it assmilation and addiction. Ariasmply called it dangerous,
because what it wasreally stedling was her confidence. If shelost that now, shelost everything.

Did | type the destination in right? Should check. Her hand dropped onto the pouch. Should
check the sign, not the stones! She peered at the display that took the place of awindow ina
hand-navigated vehicle. The third stop on the list was 32-35 Old Quarter. Y es. That was Perivar's home.
She sat back in the cradling seat and tried to relax. She was on her way. Wherever the Vitae were, they
were not here.

Yet.

She rubbed the backs of her hands. | should have known the Nameless would never |et me get
away with this so easily. They will not tolerate their people abandoning their Realm. However it
came to be, we are not like the Skymen. We are not free like they are.

But this doesn't mean | surrender, do you hear? | don't. Shefelt her muscles beginto sag asfor a



moment her weariness overwhelmed her. But it does mean that once | get home | have a whole new
fight on these hands.

The bus eased itsdlf to ahalt. Ariashifted impatiently in her seat. Skymen, who didn't have to worry
about night storms and cold, never seemed to go to deep. The sun was poised to vanish under the low,
graight horizon, and the bus was till amost full of travelers. No wonder they used so many different
tricksto divide their days up. They didn't care about the rhythm of the world around them.

The busraised the doors nearest the small block of empty seats and Ariaautomatically looked to see
who was getting on. Her heartbeat skipped wildly. A pair of Vitae climbed aboard. Somebody gagged.
Somebody spit and somebody el se started murmuring asif in awe. Ariacould not take her eyes off the
scarlet-and-white figures, even to bow her head and scrunch backward in her sest.

The Vitae did not take the nearest empty seats. Instead they picked their way down the central aide
until they stood beside her. The sound of rustling cloth and shifting weight came from dl directions, but
not from the Vitae. They smply stood in the aide with their attention fastened on Aria. Their bodies didn't
even sway asthe bus started into motion again.

One of the two was her origina captor, the one Eric called Basg. The second was rounder and
shorter. The round one might even have been awoman, but there was no way to be sure, even though
shewas close enough for Ariato see the open pores under her eyes.

Basg took one of the empty seats and keyed anew destination into the busslist. Ariadidn't
recognize the address. It showed up between the seventh and eighth stop on the list, which only meant it
was on the way to somewhere dse.

"The laws of this planet have acknowledged our ownership of your body,” said Basg. He said it
evenly and with no effort to keep hisvoice down. Aridsthroat tightened. It didn't matter what anybody
else heard. Even without her help, the Vitae had learned the language of the Realm. With agarbled
accent and mangled tenses, but there was no mistaking it.

"Wherever Zur-lyd has sent you will not receive you."

Ariasaid nothing. They were the center of attention for all the other passengers, but none of them had
moved. The Vitae could pick her up bodily and haul her out of the bus and they till wouldn't move.
Here, the Vitae were the Nobles and, like them or hate them, very few would be seen to act openly
againgt them. Ariacould not ook for help from any of these strangers. Then she remembered the sound
of spitting from the back of the bus.

But neither can they.
"Wipe your destination from the list, Aria Stone," said the Round One.

Ariaspread her handsflat on her thighs. "Maybe you can take me away with you," she said. "Maybe
you can destroy those the Namel ess have sent to rule the Notouch and claim the Realm for yourselves,
but I'll be dead and drowned before I'll help you do it.”

The Vitae stayed slent for amoment. Ariasaw Round One's lips move minutely, asif she were
working out what Ariahad just said. When shefindly got it, her mouth stiffened into astraight line. Aria
felt her own mouth twig into asmile.

The degtination at the top of thelist flashed and a chime sounded. The bus dowed to ahdt. The
doors opened.

Ariayanked the cattle prod off her belt and shoved the tip against the Round One's hand. The Vitae
screamed as the shock hit. Ariadived out the open door.

"Aunorante Sangh!" Basg snarled.

Her shoes hit the pavement at the same time the words hit her ears and she nearly fell. The strange
fed of thisplace could till rob her of her balance dl too easily. She started to run. If she could keep



upright, she could nearly outpace the bus itsglf.

Theartificia lights the Kethran loved robbed the evening of its sheltering shadows and turned it gold
and scarlet, pink and grey. Her only chance at safety was distance between her and the Vitae. Blurred
facesjumped in and out of her line of vison. The weird light confused her eyes. A shoulder banged
against her and she toppled to the ground. Hands touched her and she jabbed the prod at them. Shouts
and curses she didn't have time to understand whirled around her.

Ariascrambled to her feet and staggered into afresh run. Already her lungs burned from trying to
suck down enough thin air to keep her going. Her muscles barely noticed the effort of running now, but
they would when she stopped.

Ariaducked around a corner, and then another, not trying to maintain any kind of sense of direction,
just trying to get out of sight.

Stars swam in front of her vision and solid blackness began to creep in around the edges. Aria
stumbled to a halt and leaned against a carved stone fence that bordered aflower bed. She wheezed and
gasped, trying to drag enough air into her dry lungsto clear her vision.

Blast Kethran. Blast the Vitae. Blast my ambitions and blast the Nameless for forcing them on
me.

When her head stopped spinning, Ariaraised her eyes. The bright white lights and red-and-gold
street signs proclaimed that thiswas one of the quarters where the First Familieslived. In the middle of
the Amaiar Division, it was close enough to the entertainment and stores that they didn't have to take
buses to get out and busy themsalveswith their fellows. In her work-stained clothes, sheld quickly be
spotted and told to prove she had aneed or aright to be here,

Already, faceswere turning toward her with quizzical and hostile glances. But therewere no Vitae
@ther in front of her or behind her.

They're not quite ready to chase me through the streets yet, obviously. Ariaknuckled her bleary
eyes.
"All right now, Stranger.”

Ariajerked her hands away from her eyes. A yelow-jacketed man walked through the gate in the
fence and gpproached her until she could smell the stink of peppers on his breeth and see the glint of
authority in hisbrown eyes.

Arialevered hersdf away from the fence and had to stop hersdlf from dropping reflexively onto her
knees.

"You sick?' he asked. "Been robbed?’
"No, sir," she croaked, trying to stand up straight. "Just logt.”

"Then you get yoursdlf found." He pointed toward the octagonad pillar of a public communications
console, "Or I'm cdling a security team down here to clean you off my street." He tapped his ear
meaningfully.

Arialicked her dry lips. "Yessr."

When you can't go back, you must go forward. Ariashuffled forward and peered into the gaudy
twilight, trying to find asign or amonument she recognized. If you can tell which iswhich.

The comm console loomed across her path. Ariateetered up to it and rested her weight againgt its
smooth side. She stared at the blank screen and gently lit keyboard.

Arias hand trembled as she reached for the keys. Sheld seen alab assistant use one of these when he
was going out for the evening. Hed caled up the public system with a specid nonsecured code. ..

I know the code, | know the code. But it would not cometo the front of her mind where she needed



Oh, blast. Her hand dug into her pouch and closed around the smooth skin of the stone.

The boundaries of her memory burst with arush of sensation that left her kneesweak. She knew the
codein an ingtant. She clung to the stone, savoring the freedom, and it was only with awrenching effort
that she made hersdlf let go.

It felt like amassive hand pressed againgt her mind, squashing al her thoughtsflat. She blinked
supidly at her fingers and wondered what they werefor. The pillar squesked againgt her skin asshe did
closer to the ground. The hand pressed harder. Exhaugtion helped it. Her fingersflexed idly, and she
remembered. Sowly, onekey at atime, shetyped the codein.

The black screen brightened and showed aman with clear eyes and an angled jaw. "Thisisa specid
notice for al voting members of the First Families. Report to your section hal immediately for aspecia
vote"

What does it mean? Shewondered. The hand was reluctantly lifting away, sparing her room to think,
and just enough strength to straighten up again.

The man's face faded away, leaving Ariastaring at ablack screen again. She hadn't done enough. Her
hand dropped to her pouch and her head started to swim.

No. Shegritted her teeth. Not again. | won't have any strength left. Hunger began to gnaw at her.
She struggled with her unaided memory. Her fingers clutched the leather pouch and squeezed until her
fingernails began to bend. With her free hand she touched the keys. Nothing happened. Shetried anew
sequence.

Thistimethe screen lit up with the stylized lines and patterns that made up the city map. A crooked
red line worked its way from where she stood to Perivar's home. Shefound akey marked PRINT. A
paper copy of the map did out from the dot above the board.

For the briefest moment, Ariawished shewasin Narroways. No one could have followed her there,
never mind found her. She knew the aleys and the catwalks better than the rats. The Notouch would
have sheltered her without question and given her any help she needed, knowing she would do the same
for them one day. She would have had no fear of spiesor betrayal, and if the night was cold and
unpredictable, at least she could breathe the air and keep her balance as she ran through the streets. She
could havetold her direction by the placement of the walls and wouldn't have needed to hunt around for
street markers and struggle over their meanings.

lya had been wrong about that much. She couldn't read very well. She just looked and saw and let
the stones sort it out for her later. Except now there was no time for that.

With the map gripped in her fingers, Aria staggered forward.

Back home, the children swarmed dl over Kiv, demanding the news. He deposited Erein their midst
to let her rday it.

"Perivar?' he tapped histrandator. "I need to open the housing.”
"Sure, fine, go ahead." Thetone of thelive voice under the trandation was furious.

Kiv did the housing back. On the other side, Perivar paced back and forth, kicking his chair when it
rolled in his path.

Kiv retracted his neck at the sght. "What's happened?’

"The Vitae have gone gods-high crazy, that's what's happened!" Perivar kicked the chair. It
ricocheted off the map table and toppled over, itswhed strying hel plesdy to get purchase on thin air.
"They've kidnapped Eric Born!"

"What?' Kiv al but pressed his snout againgt the membrane.



"| just got amessage from Dorias...from an Al Dorias created..." He stopped and knotted his fingers
inhishair. "They didn't even arrest him; they just took him. And now | got word from lya they want Aria
Stone, too. . .what iswith them?”

"l don't know," said Kiv. "They just tried to bribe meto ddiver Aria Stoneto them if she endsup
back here."

Perivar froze. "What did you tell them?" he croaked at last.

"Therewas not much | could say." Kiv related what had happened at the Embassy. At hisknees, he
could hear Ere giving the same story to her sihlings, dmost syllablefor syllable. Kiv dropped ahand onto
the back of Ere's neck. "Into the other room, dl of you. I'll beinin amoment.”

Erewhistled quizzicadly, but Kiv shook her neck. Ri and Shawrapped their arms around her,
dragging her with them in acomplex knot. Dene and Kabounded along behind them and made agrest
show of shutting the door.

Kiv wrinkled his snout and turned his attention back to his partner. Carefully, Kiv told how he had
suggested that Perivar might come work for the Shessdl, leaving out Gov's origin and hissmell.

"What do you say, my partner? There's good money to be had from the Shessdl.”

For amoment the tension in Perivar eased. "That sounds good, Kiv. Let the Vitae and the Unifiers
and the Diet fight this out on their own." He picked the chair up and set it back onitswhedls. "But | can't
just leave Eric..." Heleaned heavily on the chair back. "I don't owe him anything, but | do," hesaid to
thefloor. "He could have used me athousand times over, but he didn't. We agreed to keep quiet and we
did until the Vitae decided they could start playing games." Perivar looked at Kiv from under hisfringe of
disheveled hair. "I've got to at least find out if there's something | can do. It's my responsibility. The
U-Kenai's coming into port and I've got to meet it. Can you open the channd yourself?*

Kiv extended hisarmsadl theway. "l can. Then | think you had better meet us at the Embassy.”
Uneasiness crept over him. "Humans do war over ground, don't they?”

"Frequently,” muttered Perivar. "l was caught in one of those wars back home.”

"Isit possblethe Vitae are readying for war?"

"It'spossble™” hesad. "I've never heard of them doing it, but I've never heard of them acting like this,
dther.”

And | may have just denied them what they want, Kiv glanced back at his children. Yes. We need
to get to the Embassy. All of us.

Perivar hit the CALL key for abusand did into his outdoor jacket. "Just let them know I'm coming.
I'll beasquick as| can, but alot depends on what this Adu's got to say.”

Perivar left and Kiv closed the membrane housing.

"Ererishakadene," he called as he ambled into the living rooms. The children swarmed out of their
deeping holes and twined around and over him. "Weve got to get ready for atrip to the Embassy. We
may be staying for several days. So we have to pack what well need. Ereri, unhook the capsules.
Shakadene, come show me what you'll want to take.”

And after that, I'll need to get a download of...
Thelightswent out.
"Father Kiv?' called Ere. Sha, then Dene echoed her. "Father Kiv?"'

Kiv dropped his secondary hands to hold the two of them. "Hold till, now. It'sapower failure. I'll set
itright." Hewhistled calmly, but his skin felt dry and loose from reasonlessfear.

With al four hands feding hisway adong the walls, Kiv stepped into the workroom and tried to
remember where the emergency power switches were.



The membrane housing did back. White light dazzled his eyes. His open eyes recoiled and his closed
st pushed forward. Kiv made out two human silhouettes illuminated by the bare light from the hall. One
of them raised abox and therewas ahiss. Kiv fet al hiseyestry to retract.

The membrane began to shrivel.

Kiv lunged toward the doorway and dammed the housing closed. He hit the emergency sedl. Nothing
happened. The power was gone and there was no light and already he could fed the burnin hisveinsas
too much oxygen shoved through his pores. The housing did back. Thelight fell acrasshim. A round
Vitae and atdl Vitae stepped across the empty threshold.

Dene whimpered. Kaand Shatwined around his ankles. Kiv snatched them into hisarms. They were
too light. The air burned his skin, too hot and too cold at the same time. His children shuddered.

"Murderers" Kiv backed away from the pair, who stood there like statues, doing nothing but
blocking the housing. He forced himsdlf to think. Get the children to the capsules. Now! Move! Move!
Move...

Histermina legs gave out. His children bleated and wailed his name and the burning cold air pressed
againg his ears and hiswhole skin and bore him to the ground.

"Ererish..." And he couldn't remember the rest of what he wanted to say.

Ariadrank in the sght of the brown, brick walls of Perivar's home and she sighed with relief. Severa
times she had made awrong turn and been forced to double back and try again. Sometime during the
march, the sun had gone dl the way down. The crowds thinned around her and the buses that passed
werefull of peoplewith their headslolling. So Ariaguessed it was getting relatively late. Therewasno
way to judge by the unchanging lights that decked the buildings. Her jointstold her shed been waking a
long time and they were reminding her she'd run too hard, as she'd known they would. Despite al that,
fresh air and time had given her an internd balance that using the stones had removed. She could think
clearly on her own again.

She shoved the map into her pocket as she crossed the empty street. The building's main door
opened under the touch of her fingers. Unaided, she remembered that Eric had pressed the top key on
the destination list for the elevator when he had brought her here before, how long ago? Three weeks or
ahundred years? She closed her eyes and leaned againgt the wall asthe elevator lifted her up to Perivar's
floor. Well, with Perivar shed have some direct and solid help, for lya's sake, if not for her own.

The elevator door dragged itself open and let her into the smulated daylight of the corridor. She
blinked hard and rubbed her eyes. Perivar's door stood open at the end of the hall. The gesture of
welcome where he came from. She smiled and strode toward it with something like relaxation in her
movements.

But as she approached the open doorway, the air filled with the smell of ozone and rot. The doorway
was dark and the place beyond was silent. Nothing hummed or buzzed or clinked.

Ariahestated. Run, said part of her mind. Get out of here now.

Run where? Iyal won't be at the lab now, or maybe ever again. | can find the port all right, but
what'll I do once I'm there? She set her jaw and unhooked the cattle prod from her belt, wishing she'd
thought to sted a couple of knivesfrom the lab.

Ariagtoleforward, placing each step silently on thetiled floor. A glanceinto the dim room showed no
movement. She dipped across the threshold and pressed her back againgt the wall, letting her eyes adjust
to the darkness.

All the machines that filled the space were quite dead. No one moved between them. The door to
Perivar'sliving rooms hung open. No sight or sound of movement came fromin there ether.

Her gaze tracked across the silent machinery to the porta that divided Perivar's home from Kiv's. Its
door was aso open and the threshold was draped in grey rags eft from whatever substance had kept



their atmospheresfree of each other. Beyond it waited nothing but shadows and pale, grey light spillingin
from the windows.

Ariagasped and swore and backed toward the door to the hall. The sudden breeze and the firm click
told her it had shut before she could even whirl around and seeit for hersdlf.

She pressed her palm againgt the smooth surface of the reader. Nothing. Ariacursed bitterly. It was
locked and she couldn't do anything. Sheld never seen how the door opened without the reader. She
cursed again, thistime for not being bright enough to redlize that al the Vitae had to do was ook at the
degtination list for the busto find out where she had been planning to go.

Shebit her lip, bothered. Why weren't they here dready? She looked at the remains of the inner
porta. Maybe this was supposed to look like an accident. If the authorities arrived before she had
entered the trap and they found the Vitae there, their presence would be difficult to explain. Now,
though, the Vitae would know she was here. They'd have some Skyman'strick. They'd be on their way
for her.

Hide, Aria. Where? Near the door? Assault them as they enter? Too obvious. They'll be ready.
Hide in the corners. Make them come digging for me. She glanced around. Perivar's private quarters
were small and nearly usdless. She remembered that. Maybe Kiv's.

Hide in the darkness, maybe even find a weapon and a defensible position. Keep your back to
awall and at least they can't sneak up on you.

With one eye toward the halway door, she sidestepped through the inner doorway into the shadows.
The room was nothing but knobs and bumps and mounds of blackness. She did between them carefully,
making sure her feet were flat on the floor and her balance was sound at each step. She could not afford
to be shocked into faling over.

The main walls of Kiv'sroom were set in amirror configuration of Perivar's with the door to the
private section in the far wall. When Ariareached it, she froze.

Draped across the threshold lay Kiv'slong corpse. Hisarmslay wrapped around three smaller
corpses. Three of his daughterslay dead with him.

Ariaswallowed hard. Horror and fear took her over as awretched thought reminded her how the
Vitae cameto find this place. Anger camefast on their hedls.

You don't do this to the children. If your quarrel iswith the parents, you bring it to the parents.
You do not claimthe lives of the children. The Nameless forbid it. Expresdly, firmly, with every
breath.

You are not in the Realm of the Namel ess. The Skymen may do what they please.
But not this! Thereisno power that can excuse them for this!
She steded hersdlf and climbed around Kiv's cold body.

"I'm sorry,” she whispered to the little corpses as she stepped around them. "Nameless Powers
preserveme, | truly am.”

Her foot kicked something and it screamed. She jumped backward, missed her footing, and fell
againg Kiv's clammy hide. With a screech of disgust, she scrabbled across the tacky floor. The thing on
the floor screamed and whistled and buzzed, but didn't move. Ariapeered at it. It was about the size of
her torso and it...writhed.

The capsule. It was the capsule that had dangled from the overhead cables and carried Kiv's children
between the rooms. Insde huddled one...no, two of the children.

They screamed at her. She rumbled with the disk in her ear. "Come on, you fool thing, work!™ She
tapped it impatiently.
"Murderer!" she heard abruptly. "Y ou killed them! Y ou killed them!™



Thelittle one clawed at the Sdes of the capsule, its snout opening and closing maniacdly asif it would
biteitsway through to get to her. The other grabbed at it with al four hands and twined their long bodies
together until her sster was smothered into silence and could only lie ill, with her Sdestrembling.

"Help us," she pleaded. "I know it's not your fault, but she's going crazy. Please help us.”

"Oh, little ones," Arialaid her hands on the capsule. "We're trapped together unless you can you
show me how to open the doors.”

"l can."

"Thenwere gone." Ariahefted the capsule. It weighed less than she thought it would. She balanced it
on one shoulder. "Close your eyes," she told them, and hoped they obeyed as she stepped over the
remains of their family. Her ssomach roiled and heaved and she forced her gorge back down. She had to
get out of here. She had to get them out of here. She could hear one of them keening in asound that she
couldn't imagine meant anything but pain.

Under the child'singtructions, she punched in the override code for the door lock. Ariahad them all
out in the hallway before the door had opened all the way. She avoided the elevators. Machines were the
enemy now. Any or al of them might be in the hands of the Vitae. But the doorsto the stairs were open
and the stairway was clear.

"What are your names?"' Aria asked as she negotiated the doorway with her cargo.

"I'm....I will be Kiv when we get back home, but until then, I'm named Ere," said the one who was
tryingto cam her sger. "And Ri ismy...my..." Whatever it was, Ere didn't seem ableto finish her
sentence.

"Ere." The stairsturned a corner and Ariahad to juggle the capsule to keep from standing the children
on their heads. "Isthere asafe place | can take you?"

"The Embassy," Ere said immediately. "They can...take care of usand..."”
"Good." Ariacut her off before she had to try to finish that sentence. "How far isit?"
"Acrossthecity. | know the address. We dll knew, in case of emergenciesand...”

"Andthisisone, yes. | tdl you what well do. Well go to apublic terminal and put inacall, let them
know we're coming..." She stopped. The Vitae might be listening to the linesand acall from her to the
Shessdl would let them know where she was going.

After another threeflights of airs, they cameto adoor labeled EXIT. Ariabacked againgt the door
to openit. The porta led straight out onto the main street, which was good, becauseit dso led straight
into apair of Vitae. A young one and atall one stood frozen in mid-stride, heading for the door.

Ariafrozetoo, but her heart pounded. Backing up was no good, they'd hunt her like arat. There was
no way she could hide with the children in her arms. Running was aready no good; they'd spread apart in
front of her, ready to spring.

The weird scene was attracting attention. Passersby, probably on their way to warehouses or ship
docks, turned their heads to see what was going to happen next. A few of them actually stopped dead.

The children dso got alook at who blocked their way.

"Murderers!" screeched Ri. The capsule shuddered in Ariasarms as Ri threw hersdlf against the side.
Thistime her Sster made no moveto stop her. "Murderers!”

Some peoplein the gathering crowd must have had trandator disks, judging from their expressions.
"These children seem to have agrievance againgt you," remarked Ariadowly.

"Your body is Vitae property,” said Y oung One. "Y ou have no lega recourse to grievance committee
or to council.”

Ariashook her head. "I am not making agrievance. These two of the Shessdl race are.”



It was an old trick. Hide behind a superior rank whenever you could.

"Y ou killed our parent!" Ri's voice rose o high Arias eardrums responded with pain. "'Y ou dashed
the membrane, shut the power, you left our sstersfor dead, you suffocated our family, you..."

"Ere, cam her!" ordered Aria. Ri was going to hurt herself if she kept up her pounding. Worse, her
shuddering would make Ariadrop the capsule.

Erewound herself around her sister again, but with less success. The capsule shook in Ariasarms
and she began to fed the strain of holdingit.

"l am going to take these children to the Shessdl Embassy." She shifted her grip on the capsule. "Y ou
are welcome to come along and make whatever claim you have in there. If | don't get them there, there
will be two more degths, thistimein front of witnesses, because | can't hold them much longer and if |
drop them, and if this casing cracks, they'll smother.”

The Vitae said nothing.

"Or we can just start shouting for asecurity patrol and | can tell my story to them and then you can
tell yours and the Shessdl can add whatever they fed necessary.” | am not a Notouch here, you bald,
blind children, however hard you try to make me one. Then, a strange thought struck her. But you
run thisworld, why isn't security here already, by your orders ? A tart, stisfied feding warmed her
stomach. You're doing something illegal, aren't you? You CAN'T call security, can you?

Whatever it wasthe Vitae said to each other, the trandator did not make any sense out of it. Aria
watched the crowd behind the Vitae, and it was area crowd now. They stood and stared. They said
nothing. They didn't move. They waited. These were the oneswho ran their world and the crowd waited
to see what they'd do.

Ariadecided not to wait until the Vitae caled her bluff. " Somebody get security!” she shouted to the
crowd. "It'sadiplomatic incident and amurder cdl againgt the Vitag! Somebody get security!™

"Got it!" shouted a voice from the back of the gathering. "On the way! Five minutes!"

Ariasmiled grimly. Some of these silent watchers wanted to rebd, dl right, whether it meant the end
of theworld or not. Some of them were just waiting for the chance. Let the bald ones remember that!

"The Shessel will be taken to their Embassy,” said Tal One, "but you are our property. Y ou will be
taken by us."

"Tdl the patrol that. Tell them al about why these two are scared tiff of you."
"They are children. They cannot give witness."

"l can by Shessdl law." Ere pressed all her hands against the capsule side. "Our parent isdead. | am
first-named and that makes me the voice of my family. | can give witness and name protectorates. | name
AriaStone." She spread her mouth wide. Aria, for thefirst time, saw her needle-sharp teeth. "'If we do
not arrive at the Embassy in her hands, you arein violation of the treaty between the Shessel and this
world and that is compounded on the crime of murder.”

"Murderers, murderers, murderers,” hissed Ri like she couldn't make hersdf stop. By now, she
probably couldn't. "Murderers, murderers, murderers.”

"S0, unlesswe al want to report to the patrol, you're going to let me take these children out of here.”
Ariashouldered the capsule again, grateful for the fact that Ri was confining hersdf to hissng and
buzzng.

Ariagtarted forward, right past thetaller Vitae. He, she, or it, was speaking in the untrand ated
language, but she couldn't tell to whom or what. They made no move to stop her, though, and shewas
glad. Shewasfairly surethe patrol would be on her side, but there would be endless Skyman formalities,
and she had dready lost too much time. "Ere, | am going to need your help." Ariawaked through the
crowd. The bodies parted for her.



"Ah...dl right. I'll try." The capsule wobbled precarioudy as Ere squirmed.

"l need you to keep me on the right path to the Embassy. We need crowded streets and residential
aress. We can't stay too long in deserted areas. We're going to walk from here.”

"Wak!" whisled Ere. "But it'smilesand miled"

"Any public transport we use might be rerouted by the Vitag," Ariareminded her, "and I'm used to
walking milesand miles" She smiled and, with apatience that came from long necessity, stifled thepainin
her aching knees and ankles. "Which ismore than I'd say for those two behind us. They are behind us,
aren't they?' Shefdt the capsule shift again.

"Yes" sad Ere.
So, NOW they're ready to chase me through the streets. "Well, well, strangest caravan |'ve ever

been apart of but werelucky, little ones, though you might not believeit. There are linesthey are not
quite ready to crossyet. We have achanceto get you home still."

And to get me out of here, if your people will help someone who helped some of their own.
"We can follow this street for along time,” said Ere. "Until it getsto the New Crescent Quarter Way."

"Good." Ariashifted her pace to adower one, the ground-covering pace she could maintain for
amost aslong as she could keep bresthing, even carrying aheavy load in ahigh wind. Sheld walked like
thisfor most of her life. Let the Vitae with their machines and their shuttles tag dong behind.

"They're il back there.”

"Of coursethey are,” said Aria. "And aslong asthey stay back there, werefine. It meansthey
haven't been told what elseto do.” | hope.

"Can you tell mewhat happened to you?' she said, partly to keep Ere from dwelling too long on the
Vitae behind them, and partly to keep hersdf from doing the same.

Sheligened, dl the while trying to bury her horror in anger. What right? What right do these
people have? If they were the Namel ess Power s with the Servant at their side, they would still
have no right!

"...but the air was gone and he fell and Shaand Dene were dready down and Ri was screaming and
the Vitae weregoneand...and..."

"Shhh, dl right. It'sdl right,” Ariawished she could touch her. She didn't even know if the Shessel
could tolerate the touch of human beings, but she ftill wished it. "Arethey il back there?”

IIYall
"All right. Try to rest. Were on our way to safety.”
Asfast as| can get usthere, shelengthened her stride.

Thewakway crossed into one of thewild areas. Thetrees, too tall and too straight, swallowed the
light and the weeds ate up the city sounds. Ariastrained her ears. Traffic noise faded farther away with
each step, except for the dow, steady hum from the Vitag's transport. Ariarisked aglance a thelittle
patch of wilderness, wondering how much shelter it would afford if she had to run.

Maybe it won't come to that. Maybe word will reach the Shessel and they'll come looking for
the children. Maybe...

Bracken rustled. The children whimpered, and Arias arm tightened around the capsule. She threw
her gaze in every direction, trying to find the source of the new noise. The rustling increased. Ariaforced
hersdlf to keegp moving. About a hdf mile ahead, another inhabited stretch glowed like abeacon.

Behind and to the | eft, weeds and scrub parted and a sedan chair, one of the few private vehicles
authorized for off-road travel, climbed gingerly out of the underbrush and with high-legged steps started
angling toward Ariaand her charges.



Ariawatched theinsectlike vehicle out of the comer of her eye, but kept on walking. It had its
windscreen up and its weather hood down, so there was no telling who wasin there. Shetried to think
what to do. The drone of the Vitae car wasn't getting nearer, but the chair was. Fatigue clouded the
edges of her mind and fear did nothing to cleer it.

Abruptly, the chair hdted and folded itslegs. A human head and torso stuck out the side door.
"Aria" shouted Perivar.

Relief sent Ariasprinting across the field before she remembered she wasrisking ahuge fine for
disturbance of awilderness zone.

She skidded to a stop beside the chair, gouging the soil with her heels and doubling her fine. lya
leaned out the driver's sde window and stared along with Perivar.

"What are you doing..." she began, but Perivar had seen the capsule and the Shessdl children
huddled indde.

"Murderer!" squeaked Ri.
What color he had drained out of Perivar'sface. "Where's Kiv? The other kids?"

Ariaglanced toward the road. The Vitae had stopped their vehicle, too, and one of them had poked
abald head out the window to get aclearer view of thefield.

"No..." breathed Perivar.

"They're dead,” said Aria. "The children say the Vitae are responsible. | see no reason to say
otherwise."

Perivar hit the door key, scrambling to get out before the door was even halfway open. lya touched
the override control on her panel and it did shut again.

"Perivar,” lyd laid abig hand on hisarm. "Don't even think about it."

Perivar pressed the key again, and again. "They killed...they took...they..."

"Werein public, Perivar,” said lya.

"And we need to get these children to their people,” said Aria

"Y eah, yeah." He shook himself. "Y ou'reright,” helooked at the children. "Gods, I'm so sorry. |
didn't know thiswould happen.”

"l know," said Ere. "I don't know about Ri, though."

Perivar ingsted on putting himself and the capsule on the luggage rack on the back of the chair. Aria,
her arms aching, did not object, and neither did the children.

As soon as Aria strapped hersdlf into the passenger's seet, lya touched aseries of controls. The chair
stood up again. She steered it into the street. The speed of its stride rocked them back and forth. Aria
looked behind them. The Vitae transport was till stlanding in the middle of the Street.

"l guessthey did not fed ready to explain themsalvesto the Shessdl after dl," she murmured to lyal.

"Well, they'd better be ready to explain themselvesto the Diet. A ot of people are not happy.” lya
spoke with akind of quiet satisfaction and Ariawondered what had been happening to her since she had
|eft the lab, what, four hours ago? Five?

lya must have seen the puzzled expression on her face. "Electronic communications, Aria, are
wonderful things™”

In responseto lyal's prodding, Ariarelated what had happened since sheld Ieft the labs. In return, lyal
told her how she had woken up the Diet memberswho knew her family and had gotten enough votes
together to call acounterdebate on the Vitae resolution. Then, when Perivar had cdled her from the
docks where the U-Kenai was coming in with still more news, she had gone to meet him.



"Then Eric Bornishere" said Aria
"No, heisn't." lya stared out the windscreen. "The Vitae got him."

Ariafédlt like the ground had dropped away from her. All she could do was hang on to the door
handle and listen to her own harsh bresthing.

At lagt, lyd waked them through the arched gates of the Shessel Embassy. She explained their
reason for petitioning entry to the automated security system in afew shockingly blunt words. The gates
opened to let them into the inner courtyard and white lineslit up aong the pavement to guide them to the
sguared-off doors reserved for human entrance.

Perivar, his arms wrapped possessively around the capsule led them into the reception chamber and
showed Ariaand lyd how how to put on the oxygen tanks. Then he led them through the shimmering
membrane that was the red entrance to the Embassy.

As soon asthey crossed the threshold, Ere opened the capsule and lifted hersalf halfway out, sucking
great long breaths of ar. Aninner door folded back and three Shessdl flowed into the room, ringing the
humans. Perivar set the capsule on thefloor. Ri shoved past her sister and swarmed up into the arms of
the smooth-skinned, earth-toned Shessdl and clung there, shivering and keening.

"Canyou help her?' pleaded Ere, climbing al theway out of the capsule.
"Well sedate her," said the Shessdl. "That's adl we can do for now."

Ere shivered dong the entire length of her body. "I need to talk to somebody. The Emissary Voice. |

"We're here." Three more Shessal entered from one of the corridors and Ere made abedinefor the
earth-toned one. He embraced her with al hisarms.

"Kiv iswith the Sky Fathers now and your sisters are waiting to be reborn,” he said. "'l fed them.
They wait and say how brave their sster isto go on. Shewill live for usuntil we can live again.”

"l know, | know." Ere burrowed under the crook of his neck.

"Emissary,” said Perivar. "Ere saysthat it was murder, done by the Rhudolant Vitae."

"There aretwo of their Ambassadors here," said the squat, greenish Shessdl. "They will answer." He
looked toward the Shessel who held Ri.

"Areyou ready to speak with the voice of your family, Ere?" he asked. "The Vitae are dready here.”

Ere nodded and |et herself be put on the floor. She extended her neck to stretch herself astall as
possible.

The greenish one extended his neck toward the cluster of humans. "The Vitae clam property rights
over AriaStone. Shewill comewith us so we can determine the legditiesinvolved here.”

Ariaswalowed and glanced around her. Nowhere to run. She would smply have to brave this out
for now.

"l can add my witnessto Ere's," sad Perivar.

The greenish one retracted himself until his eyeswere leve with Perivar's. "That is not permitted. Y ou
will be shown where you can wait with Sar faMaliad.”

Ariakept her eyes straight ahead as she followed the Shessdl through the domed rooms. The oxygen
pack dragged at her sore shoulders and the breathing mask itched where it pressed against her temples,
and she wanted to tear the gel off her skin. Ere kept swiveling her eyes back toward Ariain amanner
Ariacould have sworn was furtive, but she couldn't tell who the child was afraid for, Ariaor hersdf.

They reached the chamber where the Vitae waited. It was Basq again, and Round One from the bus.
Thewebwork of stedl and gel that housed the two Vitae made them look for al theworld like they were
inacage. The dght gave Ariasome dim measure of satisfaction.



Basg stood near the membrane and his eyes glittered as he saw Ariamove to stand beside the
Shes.

"Thank you for bringing our artifact, Sar Gov," said Basg. "The Vitae will remember that the Shessel
honored and respected the process of reclamation.”

"That has not yet been determined,” said Gov. "There are conflicting legdities and thereisachargeto
beleveled." He dropped one of hislower hands and stroked Ere's neck. "There have been numerous
developments since your delegation spoke to usthismorning.”

"Thismorning?' Basq repeated. "No delegation was sent thismorning.”

"But we received one," said Gov. "Two Vitae and their children, asking for custody of the parent Aria
Stone. Since then, Kivshakadene has died. Ereri claimsit was murder and lays responsibility at the door
of the Rhudolant Vitae. Our laws are clear. No business can be done with any corporation or individua
who endangers or injuresthe child of a Shessdl parent.” He paused. "Thisincludes the exchange of
property.”

Basq stiffened minutely. "No Vitae delegation was sent. | am set to oversee this matter. I1f membersof
the Rhudolant Vitae have violated Shessd life or tew, they will be brought to tria and conviction. We will
investigate this matter asfar aswe can. | am sure we both need to contact our voices within the Kethran
Diet. What we ask in return is good faith from you, that you return our property.”

Erewhistled sharply and grabbed Gov's secondary arm with three of hers. "But how havethey laid
clam?' she demanded, pointing toward the Vitae with her free hand. "All they say isthat their ancestors
came from this place. Well, my ancestors came from the Si-Tuk province, yet for three-quarters of a
century, they vigoroudy contested our enclave's right to return there." She extended hersdlf to her fullest
height and turned al her eyestowardsthe Vitae. "1 have named Aria Stone my protector, in front of
witnesses, and unlessyou can lay claim to me, too, you cannot have her."

Basg looked down at the child and then up at the full-grown Shessdl. "Thisisamatter beyond
persond..."

"It was," said Gov. "Kivshakadene's death dropsit to exactly a persond grievance and Ereis her
family's voice. When we have established communications with the Emissary's Council, we may al be
ordered to do differently, but that is hours away yet. Y our good faith would be best indicated if you
began these invedtigations you insst will occur.”

"Our Ambassadors are already conferring with your enclave," said Basg, Staring straight at Aria. "The
countermand may come at any time.”

"Then you will find we are obedient to the judgment of the Enclave of the World," said Gov. "Until
then, to the Shessdl Aria Stoneis afree parent of free children.

"We ask you to leave our Embassy."

Basg did not incline his head or make any other gesture of respect, he just turned and left. Ariaheard
her own breathing through the mask, harsh and heavy.

The Shessdl was studying her.
She shifted her weight and tried not to scratch at the gel pressing into her pores.

Nameless Powers preserve me, | should be used to this. Enough people have stared at me since
| left home.

"What will you doif | leave?' Ariaasked.

Gov'swhole body rippled. “"We are not the ones who have claim upon you. We could make you stay,
| suppose, but not legally, according to the legdities of the moment, unless Ereri kegpsyou
protectorate-bound for that." His back two eyesretracted. "1 personaly would be glad to see you gone,
just because those murderers want you here.”



Eretilted her head and eyesto look directly at Aria. "Wherewould you go if | broke bond?"

"Home, to my family and my own children. We have the Unifiers and the Vitae going to war over us.
We need to make astand against them."”

Ere extended hersdlf, arms, legs, eyes, and neck. "Then | release you. Y ou are no more protector.”

Ariasmiled and kndt infront of Ere. "I hopethat isnot true, Little One." She stroked the child's neck
briefly and fdlt the living flesh ripple under her hand. Her mind didn't see Erés dien shape. She saw Little
Eye and Storm Water and Roof Beam and Hill Shadow. It hurt to make herself stand up and shake clear
thet vison.

"l need to speak with Perivar and lyd," she said to Gov.
"Of course

The humans had been put in alittle room separated from the Embassy proper by one of the
membrane thresholds. Ariadl but legpt through it and reveled in the sensation of the gel peling away to
let plain, dry air touch her skin. Shelifted away the faceplate and rumbled with her tank's straps. lya got
up and helped her get the weighty thing off. Perivar remained Sitting in an overstuffed chair, saring at the
wal.

"It went dl right, | takeit?" said lya as she hung Arias gear on arack beside the door.
Ariashrugged. "Initsway, but | need to leave here, and | need to find Eric Born."

"Good luck," muttered Perivar. " Adu doesn't even know where the Vitae took him." He combed both
handsthrough hishair.

"l need him," said Aria "l need to get back to the Realm. | need a ship to take methere and once |
am there | need someone who can make the Teachers and the Nobles listen."

"| told you," snapped Perivar. "We don't know where heidl™
"And evenif wedid," said lyd, "you wouldn't be able to get anywhere near aVitae encampment.”

"Y ou don't think s0?' Ariafolded her ams. "They want mein there badly. Y ou think they wouldn't
take mein if someone offered to hand me over?!

Perivar raised his head dowly. ™Y ou haven't got any ideawhat you're up againg.”

Ariafdt her temper snap. "Y ou have no ideawhat | know, Skyman! | know your partner is dead and
your friend isimprisoned and | know who has done these things. | aso know you are Sitting there, just
gtting there, willing to let these. . .things. . .rule the places you and your children and your children's
children will haveto livein!" Shethrew up both hands. "What isthe matter with you people? Y oure
worse than most of the Notouch! They at least follow the words of the Nameless. Y ou, you just follow
the words of abunch of bloody-handed strangers!™

For amoment, Ariathought Perivar was going to hit her. Hisfist curled and cocked itsdlf. lyd didn't
even move.

"Let metdl you something, Notouch,”" he sneered. "I wasfighting my battles while you were pissing
your digperd"

Perivar let hishand drop. He looked at thefloor, at the celling and the walls. Ariasaid nothing. If he
needed to collect himsdlf, let him. lya put her hand on his shoulder.

"Assuming we can get them to teke the bait,” said lya, "are you willing to help haul him out of there?”

"Where my cousin's blood has been spilled,” Perivar said, "there will aways berevolution.” He
looked up at lyd. "What about Killian?!

She smiled softly. "He's till at the docks, booking us passage to New Dawn. I'm inclined to go out
with abang."



Perivar squeezed lyd's hand tightly and nodded to Aria. "Come on. I'm inclined to show the Vitae
who they'reredly up agang.”

10—The Hundredth Core, Kethran Encampment, 09:46; 12, Core
Time

"It isthe vigilant of our grandchildren who will find the world we lost. The rest
areasdoomed aswe are."

—Fragment from "The Beginning of the Hight,"
from the Rhudolant Vitae private history Archives

Theright haf of Winemasworld gleamed. Her witness's camera was cdibrated to respond to
radiation both above and bel ow the spectrum that her natural eye could detect. Through her right eye,
she saw the trace glow from the optic matter, the lusterless patches of traditiona solids, the digtinctive
auras around each of the core inhabitants as they passed her respectfully by.

Through her |eft eye, she saw the faces and the artworks and the walls that made up the core to the
rest of the Vitae that she walked among.

There are two worlds, she was told when the tests determined her memory good enough to allow her
to train as aWitness, the constructed world and the chaotic world. It isthe eyes of a Witness that bring
them together.

The Memory Holding was at the center of the cores, just outside the axis. The Holding's door
registered Winema's active camerathe way other security systems registered non-Witness retina or
fingerprint patterns. The camerals security wires were clones of her nervous system. It was powered by
her heart and mind, just like the rest of her body. If she was not the one wearing it, it would not be
functioning.

There were technologies that would have alowed a camerato be implanted insde her eye. Her mind
could have been dtered to act as arecorder. But then she would have no longer been Vitae. She would
have been Aunorante Sangh.

The door was alayer of solid that did away from alayer of optical matter. Winema stepped through
the shimmering stuff, causing its minute crystasto ripple through the light curtain that held them in place.
No one but Witnesses saw the insgde of the Holding.

The twenty-four Witnesses ringed the chamber, standing in their specidly customized dcoves. Each
body was encased in ametallic skeleton that made sureits limbs were properly supported regularly and
exercised. The polymer tubesthat fed into their veins kept internal nutrient and waste levels congtant. If
the power failed, or even fluctuated, they would al be released and the Holding evacuated. The only
processthat could not be circumvented was age. At 120, the Witnesses il died and had to be replaced
from the mobile ranks.

Winemawaked into the center of the circular chamber, tracked by twenty-four cameras and
twenty-four eyes. She stood straight and proud under the gaze of the Memory. She did not have to hand
them her name. They aready knew her better than she knew hersalf.

"I have the namesfor the chain of Imperidistsin my line of sight,” she said.

Witness 14 opened his mouth. There was a ddlicate hiss as the joints on his skeleton responded to the
movement. "Recite.” The eyes blinked, but the cameras did not.

"Wife Caril Hanr Sone of the Grand Errand, Ambassador-Beholden Para Idenam Or of the Grand
Errand, Bio-technician Uary Nearch of the Grand Errand, Contractor Kelat Hruska of the Hundredth
Core." Winema enunciated the names clearly, adding each traitor to the Memory.



" Ambassador Basg Hanr Sone of the Grand Errand?* asked Witness 20.

"No connection,” said Winema. "They have been usng him asacover and blind for their activities. He
isquilty only of being unobservant.”

"Exile Jehidh Hanr Sone?!

"Still in operation on the Home Ground. Bdlieved to be seeking and sorting useful artifactsin addition
to delaying the Unifiers actions.”

The eyes blinked again. The delicate threads between the a coves could not carry thoughts, but they
could carry impressions. Their hunches ran from Witness to Witnesslike the eectric current ran through
the room, carried between the cameras using neurografted transmission wires that were even more
sophisticated than Winema's own. It was the closest the Vitae had been able to come to mastering

telepathy.
"Which of these are necessary to the Reclamation in their current positions?' asked Witness 24.
"Uary Nearch, Kelat Hruska, Jahidh Hanr Sone.™
"Judtify Jahidh Hanr Sone," said Witness 1.

The camera eyes reflected Winema's face and form twenty-four times as the Memory watched her
carefully.

"His efforts discovered the artifact Stonein the Wall and began the understanding of the relationship
between the mechanically derived and human-derived artifacts. He is motivated to make the final
connection and it is highly likely he hasleadsinto the truth that our Contractors and Ambassadors yet
lack."

The Memory absorbed her statement. The silence was a comforting weight on Winema. Her camera
eye tracked the room. The lines between the a coves glowed violet asthe Memory communed with itself.
Shewas being considered serioudly.

"Recommend disposition of Caril Hanr Sone and Pard 1denam Or," said Witness 10.

"It ismy recommendation that they be collected publicly. Thiswill dow current Imperidist activities
within the Vitae Encampments. | further recommend that they be given to the Shessel World Enclave for
their permanent exilein order to reinforce the impression of the Vitagswillingnessto cooperatefully in
Quarter Galaxy civilization now that we have returned to the Home Ground. We will require resources
and diplomatic connections until emigration and settlement is completed.”

The glow she saw with her right eye intensified. The camera eyes clicked back and forth asthe
Memory listened.

"The Memory concurs with this assessment,” said Witness 1. "Forma Witness Winema Avin-Dae
Uratae, you are assigned to the collection of Caril Hanr Sone and Paral 1denam Or. The Memory shdll
transfer their new statusto the Assembly.”

Winema closed her eyes and made full obeisance to the Memory.

Uary pressed the recorder sheet into the park wall and watched while the tidy lines of green text
printed themsalves across the milky grey surface. The park and the corridor were filled with the amber
lightsthat created ship's dawn. No shadows except his own crossed the wall and the only sound in the
whole park was his bregthing.

Technicdly, there was no punishment for writing anything in apublic park. Technically, many things
weretrue. Technicaly, by now he should have been smuggled onto Kethran and into an Imperidist [ab,
where the femde artifact recovered from the Home Ground waited for him. Technicaly, Jahidh should
have aready mapped the relationship between the mechanically derived and human-derived artifactson
the Home Ground.

What is going wrong? We are the Rhudolant Vitae. We are the First Life. We are the architects



of the Quarter Galaxy...He peded the recorder sheet off thewall and rolled it into atight cylinder.
Opticd matter flowed into the square where it had lain and solidified to become a section of blank wall.
That is, of course, the problem. We've gotten so used to manipulating gover nments and
corporations, we've forgotten that individuals will still work betrayal, and that our own land are
capable of grotesque mistakes.

Our entire history is based on the fact that we were betrayed and we still forget to watch out
for it.

The problem aso was that now that events were truly moving and moving fast, there was no time for
individud implicationstosnk in.

The Home Ground was not some far-off paradise anymore, but it wasn't just aruined hulk to be
recolonized, either. There wastechnology there that had survived longer than the memory of itsfunction
had. The Vitae would learn to useit. Nothing could stop that, but the blind still prevailed in the
Reclamation Assembly. They would not seethat if the power was not directed outward from the
beginning, it would turn inward. Those who were now Imperidists would find something closer to home
to raise arms about. With knowledge of the Ancestors technology, the arms would draw more blood
than words, and the blood would be Vitae. It would spill itself out while the rest of the Quarter Galaxy
looked oninmild curiosity.

Uary turned on his hedl and hurried back to thelift. Technicaly, Caril should come out of her quarters
firdt, to see the new essay and know he would be waiting for her in the market, but Uary couldn't risk
Basg finding him there. If Basq knew Uary worked with the Imperiaists, Basg would use that fact to get
Uary removed from committee work, and then there was no telling who would be the one to examine the
mae artifact when it was brought in.

The markets opened whenever the ship was near enough to a settled planet for goods to be imported
by shuttle from the surface. Temporary storage facilitieswere set up in the Grand Errand's fifth leve
park to dispense the goods and record the sales. Residents who had their names entered on the
subscription rosters could select goods from aposted list on their private terminds and have them
delivered to their quartersrather than being required to come to the market. Depending on the world,
there could be thirty or thirty-five different units that would need replenishing two and three times aday.

Kethran, however, had very little variety to offer the ship.

Barely adozen boxy, silver vendors had been stationed between the park's stages, easdls, and
terminals

Uary strolled through the park. He paid no attention to the holographed dancers, or the green marble
statue of amany-branched tree, or the single-phase abstract mosaic on display. He wandered from
vendor to vendor, examining the meats and vegetables, and trying to discern how well the Vitae-induced
srainswere redlly adapting to Kethran's environment. He selected several samplesto be delivered to the
lab s0 he could go over them in detail. The poultry did not seem to be asrobust asit should, but then
again, some of the Kethran distributors dighted Vitae procurers. ..

Caril, ever mindful of her position as dutiful Wife of apromoted Ambassador, breezed into the park
with an air of total neutrdity that would have done aWitness proud. She wound her way easily between
the haf adozen other Wives, mae and female, who mulled about the market space. She examined the
food offerings with serious attention and a practiced eye before selecting delicacies for bregkfast.

Uary sauntered along and waited until Caril was at astal by herself before he crossed the park and
stood beside her.

The parks were not safe, but they were safer than anywhere else on the Grand Errand.
Word-of-mouth conversations were not truly safe, either, but, like the parks, they were safer than the
dterndives.

"Good morning, Wife," he said politey as he leaned over to sdect hisown fruit. Whatever Uary



thought of Basg, it was amatter of record and repetition he was aways polite to Basg's Wife and
Beholden. "Not much of aselection today, I'm afraid.”

"Every little bit isalittle bit more." She sized up the contents of the tray with an appraisng sweep of
her eyes. "But it's not adding up to enough, you'reright.” She turned over an apple, checking for bruises.
"Thewar isred and if they're primitive, they're effective soldiers gpparently, and dl choosing up Sdes.
The Unifiers haven't armed them, but they're till advising. Jahidh has done his job almost too well,” she
said with atouch of irony. "It's going to be very bloody, Uary, and too many resources are going to be
wasted. The problem is, we don't know enough to stop it. Thereisapossibility that genetic relatives of
the femae artifact will be located, but no word on how soon.”

"Kethran was atotd debacle” Uary rolled an gpple between hisfingers, fedling the tension of the
skin. It was smooth, but perhaps alittle too thick. That would make for atart fruit as opposed to a sweet
one. Uary made amentd noteto find out if that was adeliberate or accidental variation. "But a least I've
been assigned to andyze the male artifact.”

"Yes." Caril prodded severa morefruits. "That isan issue.”

Uary ran hisfingers over another sample but his mind played her last sentence over again. "What do
you mean?'

"I've had word about that,” she said, leaning back and surveying the whole tray again. "The only race
|eft that we have ahope of winning isthe race for understanding. Anything you learn about the male

artifact will passinto the hands of the blind. We can't et them have it. We need to give the ones dready
on the ground a chance.”

Uary felt hisheart begin to beat heavily as understanding seeped into hisveins. "I can't destroy the
only artifact we have."

Caril touched two apples and the stall's arms extracted them from the holder to add to the bundle of
purchases being assembled for her by the drone systems.

"You haveto."

Uary stared at the stack of apples. You have to. He had been telling himsdf that snce hejoined the
Imperidigs. Y ou have to be independent of Outsider governments when it comes to acquisition of
organic resources and raw materias or you could be denied what you need. Y ou have to turn your
power outward, or it will turninward on you. Y ou have to have aguiding vison or al that has been done
sncethe Fight is meaningless, just another fragment of chaosin the universe.

But surely | do not have to destroy the work of the Ancestors.

Uary opened his mouth, but aflash of green caught his eye and the words died before he could form
them. Winema, the Forma Witness he had selected to be assigned to Basg, stood in the hullward
entrance to the park. Basq was nowhere to be seen.

Caril tracked his gaze around to the Witness and froze. She was not the only one. All the Wivesin the
park had turned to single-phase atues at the sight of the unaccompanied Witness.

Winemamoved with unhurried strides through the tableau until she stood six inches from Caril. Her
dlicate hand reached out and gripped the Wifeswrist.

"Wife Caril Hanr Sone, you are held in the eyes of the Memory for activities counter to the dictates of
the Assembly and the laws of the Vitae and for directly endangering the effort of the Reclamation.”

Uary knew that last Sght of Caril would stay with him for along time. She drew hersdf up Sraight
and proud. The Witness walked toward the park entrance and Caril waked with her, faling into step at
her side, both eyes straight ahead, ignoring everything, including her captor.

Sheleft Uary standing by the apple stdl, with apiece of fruit dill in hisfingers, too stunned to
remember he aso had appearances to keep up. His heart fluttered frantically in hisrib cage. When the



Witness spoke Caril's sentence, her organic eye had been fixed on Caril, but her cameralens had been
fixed on Uary.

Did they know of their connection? How could they not know? But if they did know, why had they
taken her and left him with that last vision and the echo of her find, dmost-heretical ingtructions.

Destroy the work of the Ancestors? Uary wanted to collapse under the weight of that thought. He
remembered when he saw theinitial andyss of the female artifact. Hed gone into the chapel and said all
sx Graces. Her congtruction was flawless, flawless! And the spheres she carried were more alive than
shewas. They were perfect, immorta, biological constructions, irreplaceable parts of a system he could
only start to guess at. He'd cursed out loud when he heard that she had escaped Kethran. Even though it
would have brought Basg al the prestige even he could dream of, Uary wouldn't have cared if the
Ambassador had succeeded in bringing her back, just so long as Uary could work with her again. There
was so much to understand, so much that could be learned if only he could get the time.

Analyss of the male would be good, of course, and useful, and interesting in its own right, but the
femde...with her, they might learn how the Aunorante Sangh had defested even the Ancestors and
then...and then...

Something damp drizzled across hisfingers and Uary came to himsalf with agtart. He had crushed the
applein hishand. Itsjuice dripped out around hisfingertips and across his palm. He dropped the fruit
and hadtily ordered the stdll to ddliver it to the [ab dong with the rest of his samples.

Uary made his own way to the lab wrapped in a private fog. Destroy the one artifact they had in their
hands. How could he?Y es, the Reclamation had been accelerated. Y es, within afew dozen hours, they
would havetheir pick of samples, technicaly. But who knew who would be assigned to those samples,
and who knew how long analysiswould take? Y es, Jahidh reported alead he could follow for himsdlf,
but till, who knew how long that would take either? They needed to begin now, in this hour, with this
sample that they adready had some basdine datafor.

The Witnesses had aready taken Caril away. If he destroyed the artifact, they'd take him, too.

The sounds of voices and mechanica activity pulled Uary up short abare millimeter before he
collided with the lab door. The automatic reader had been shut off. Uary impatiently laid his hand against
the pam reader.

The doorway cleared to revea his Beholden siwarming between the tanks and termina s that made up
the lab's equipment. The lab had been designed around an array of analysisvats. The centra holding tank
was an elongated ova large enough to hold afull-grown Shessdl. The Sde closest to the lab entrance was
clear, so asupport capsule could be placed right ongside the tank. The side toward the hull held the
holding tank's monitors and also alowed pipesto feed into three smdler tanks that could dispense the
andysisgd and any additiona chemicasthe work might require.

Lairdin, an amputant with amissing ear whom Uary had appointed his supervisor, was helping two
students drain what smelled like fresh Sterilizer out of the central holding tank. The gel oozed into the
reconfiguration tank, where any stray bacteria or biological waste could be filtered out while the main
holding tank was readied for the next subject.

"Canyou bdieveit, Bio-technician?' Lairdin said happily. Uary had accepted her contract because of
her precise grasp of neurotransmitter configuration. Since then he had learned to ignore her atrocious
manners. "l owe the Ancestors at least four of the Gracesfor this.”

Uary took in the bustling activity, none of which he had ordered. "What am | being asked to believe
now, Supervisor?'

Lairdin's hands froze hdfway to the tank's keypad. "Y ou didn't replay my message? The system told
meit was received.”

Uary shook open the recorder sheet and pressed it againgt the wall. Immediately, it displayed a



recording of Lairdin'sface.

"Bio-technician Uary," said the recording, "we have received atranamission from the contraband
runner, Tasa Ad, who states he has recovered the female artifact Stone in the Wall. The Bridge liaison
says the Captain himsdlf has cleared the ship for access to adocking clamp for cargo trandfer. | will
preparethe lab immediatdy.”

Shock raced down Uary's spine and rooted him to the floor. The female artifact Recovered and on
the way to the Grand Errand. Where not ten minutes ago held received ordersto destroy the only other
artifact in his possession.

"Technician?' said Lairdin. "Thefirg artifact is reported to have been unloaded seven minutes ago. It
be arriving any minute. Do you want to prepare the terminal s?"

Atrocious, atrocious manners. Uary ripped the recorder sheet out of thewall and dropped it back
intotherack. "Yes."

He sat behind the analysis board and began shuffling its pads. There weren't many linesto open. He
needed his persona observations of the female artifact and the stones, Basg's records, and the raw
information on the mae artifact. Uary eyed Lairdin and the other Beholden. The supervisor was bustling
around the lab, making sure everything wasin order, prying into every detail, except the Bio-technician's
private termind. Even shewas not that rude. He felt watched anyway, by the Witness he could not see,
and by the fact that under the board lay ahidden lineto Caril's own terminal. He would have to removeit
as soon as hewas aone again.

Whenever that would be.

Uary laid hishand on the notepad and curled hisfingersinward asif the pad was a sheet of polymer
that he could crumple up and toss aside.

What was he supposed to do? Destroy the fema €? Smash the stones? Place all hopes on the
possibility that Jahidh, untrained, rebellious Jahidh, might be able to find another complete component like
AriaStone? The Imperidists planned to continue trusting that child with the work of the Ancestors?

What were the Imperidists doing? What were they thinking? They were as bad asthe blind onesin
the Assembly! Thiswas no longer some distant, objective possibility. Thiswas happening as they spoke.
The knowledge of the Ancestors, lost because of the Flight, was being ddlivered into their hands and they
could till leave ordersfor its destruction.

It was no help that part of him knew they wereright. The only race the Imperialists could still win was
the race to understand the artifacts. It was the last one that mattered, and the Imperidistswould loseif he
did not stand in the Assembly's way.

Individuals can still betray. Uary forced the thought away and bent over the keys again.
Concentrate, he ordered himsdlf.

He needed to be careful how he managed this. Two dozen other Bio-technicians and their Beholden
waited for him to begin sphoning the raw data and rough conclusions he gleaned from the study of the
artifacts. They would filter al they received even farther down, focus on their own areas of expertise,
replicate each others analyses, and then funnel their results back into the main detastore, where the
revelations could be organized, integrated, and returned to him. The subcommittees would work in shifts
around the clock to understand the artifacts, but the first andysiswas his. For afew brief hours, Uary
hed the artifacts to himsdif.

Hedid not like to think about the fact that he had Basg's political maneuvering to thank for that. He
was quite sure Basg didn't either. But Uary was the Bio-tech for Basg's committee. If Basq was assigned
to the recovery of the artifacts, so was Uary.

Uary opened the connections from his datastore to the secondary storage that could be tapped by the
other Bio-techs. Hedid it carefully, introducing smdl flawsinto the lines controls. He couldn't hide



completely, but he could delay. He could be alittle dow in filtering the gathered datafrom his private
store to the committee-accessible store. The lines could require extra processing time because of the
volume and complexity of the data. The ship-to-ship transmitters could have difficulty finding open
channdlsthat would guarantee that the packages would arrive intact. These little things could be made to
add up.

I only hope they will add up long enough for me to decide what to do.

The rush of the door opening jerked hishead up. A bizarre procession crossed the lab's threshold.
Two Internship Ambassadors flanked the support capsule like an honor guard. Behind them marched
Basg, shoulders back and eyes straight ahead. Uary wondered what he was hiding behind his propriety.
Wasit triumph? Or was it despair at the fact he had lost hisWifeto the Imperialist cause, just as he had
logt hisson?

The Witnhess matched Basg's stride without mimicking any of his attitude. Her cameralenstracked
across the room until it settled on Uary. Involuntarily, he looked away.

Uary got to hisfeet as his Beholden made obeisance to the parade. He did not ook at Basg. He
rounded the corner of histermina and leaned across the capsul€'s transparent lid. The artifact lay tiff and
gill from the tranquilizers being ddivered into its system. Uary checked the monitors on the capsule's
sdes. Any outside observer would see the readings and think this was a Human from aworld with the
upper end of tolerable gravity and arather thick atmosphere. Anybody who hadn't seen ingdethe
bruised and sun-damaged skin would think that. Anybody who didn't know this was alegacy from their
Ancedtors.

"I will remain here and watch while you s phon what we need from him," announced Basg, "to make
surenothing islogt thistime" He sat in one of the observation chairs. "We have very littletime available.
Y oull begin sphoning him a once.”

Uary turned toward him and he knew Basg and the Witness both saw the fury on hisface. Never
mind that, even after what happened at the market, and even though he knew the ships were on their way
to the populated section of the Home Ground. Thiswas his place, not Basg's, never Basg's.

"1 will firgt be creting an overal map of hisphysica sructureinitsfunctioning sate, making a
particular note of the anomdiesthat are sureto be present,” he said, using a frozen tone he wouldn't have
disposed on the worst Beholden. "We will extract samples from the tissues, bones, and organsfor
cloning and close study inisolation. Using that data, we will begin designing aseries of retroviruses that
can be used to insert marker proteins for acomprehensive genetic andysis. Then, and only then, will we
be prepared to begin a program of neurochemica stimulation to analyze the working systemin detail.

Y ou may st there and watch if you wish to, but you had better send for someone to bring you meals and
bedding. Thiswill take days"

"Y ou do not have days,” said Basg. "We need to understand how this artifact functions as soon as
possible. Do | have to contact our team leader to reinforce this?!

Uary did nothing for amoment but concentrate on breathing.

"Y ou can do what you want," he said. "I will do what thisinvestigation requires.” Uary turned his back
on Basg. "Supervisor Lairdin, you will cdibrate the tank to capture the preliminary physica map of the
atifact.

He could aimost fed the heat of Basg's anger againgt his shoulder blades. He did hear the swish of
Bas's robes as the Ambassador strode over to the intercom. Uary did not look at him. His Beholden
scrambled around the main holding tank, setting the specifications using the available data on Eric Born.
The side tanks pumped refreshed andysis gels back into the main unit. Uary waved the Intership
Ambassadors away from the sides of the support capsule. He checked the monitors one moretimeto
make sure the artifact wasin a stable condition. Lairdin positioned herself at the capsulesfoot and her
intern, Cierc, took his place at the head.



Uary shut the power off and snapped the catches on the cover. It swung back and Uary legpt out of
theway. Lairdin and Cierc grabbed the handles of the inner structure and swiftly lifted Born and his
support tubes out of the capsule and plunged the entire structure into the gel-filled holding tank.

Uary thrust hisarmsinto sterile gloves and then into the gel. Needles had to be inserted in the
artifact's skin and veins. Helaid monitor pads on itstemples, wridts, throat, and chest. He attached feed
linesto the tubes dready in placeto alow for chemical and vira transmission.

When the last needlewasin place, Uary lifted hisarms away and held them over the artifact, dripping
globsof gel into the holding tank.

"Status?' he barked.

Lairdinran her fingers over the tank's monitor screens. "Sampleis stable. Support functions optimal.
Feeds clear and ready.”

"Bio-technician Uary," called Basg. "Ambassador |vae wishesto speak with you directly.”

Uary stripped off his gloves and dropped them into the cleaner on the side of the holding tank. " Start
taking static basdline measurements,”" he said to Lairdin. Every drop of datawould help.

"Ambassador Ivale" Uary positioned himsdlf in front of the screen. The Ambassador stood calmly on
the other end of the line, but Uary had the fedling Ivale was not prepared to hear anything he had to say.
"I must caution againgt hagte. If wetry to understand the system before we understand the structure, we
risk damaging the artifact before we've acquired the information that we really need.”

"Ordinarily | would agree with you, Bio-technician,” said Ivae, "but events are proceeding and we
cannot be dow. Y ou areto get what information you can from the artifact regarding the nature and
function of itsextramechanicd abilities. Y ou will use the same criteriain conducting your andysis of the
femde artifact when it arrives. These are the most pertinent to the Reclamation. We have less than twenty
hours before the Second Company lands in the popul ated segment.”

"Y ou hold my name, Ambassador,” Uary said. "Well begin now."

The Ambassador closed the line and Uary forced his attention to his Beholden waiting by the tank.
What Ivae didn't know, of course, wasthat he had just played straight into the Imperidists hands. It was
now amatter of record that Uary had been told to circumvent protocol and put the artifacts at risk.

Now he had his pick of waysto destroy the work of the Ancestors. There was too much that could
go wrong with living cells. Too much that shifted and recombined. Too many factors had to be accounted
for, no matter how great the capacity of the computer that oversaw the job and ran the projections.
There were hintsthat the Ancestors had worked with living cells and living organismslike Engineers
worked with ceramic and steel and with results that were just as steady and predictable. The Vitae were
the best genetic engineersthe Quarter Galaxy had to offer, but their Ancestors had been better. How
they had performed their miracles was beyond Uary. It was beyond anybody. It had been stolen by the
Aunorante Sangh. He regarded the artifact's face, immobile behind the oxygen mask.

And | thought I'd be its rescuer. | thought I'd be able to force this artifact, this Aunorante
Sangh, to giveit all back.

Uary wet hislips as he sat down & hisown termina. Maybe | can still get some of it.

"Normdly, by the time we begin investigating abiologica system, we return the sample to an active
gate." Uary reconfigured the board to bring his private notes onto the display.

"No," Basg announced. "Not this one. Y ou've seen the reports. We cannot risk it being ableto use
its...extramechanicd abilities”

There was an older word for it, but Uary knew Basg would not let himself be heard talking about
anything so primitive and superdtitious astelekinesis, even if it wasamarvel engineered by the Ancestors.

"Very wel," Uary said, "but if we cannot trace any activity in itsresting state to those ‘extramechanica



abilities, then we will haveto wakeit up.”

"Lairdin"—Uary opened the line between histermina and the tank—"make sureits support signs
remain stable and watch particularly for any risein system temperature.”

By way of answer, Lairdin stationed hersdf in front of the monitors, like aconductor waiting to give
the orchestraitssignd.

Basg came and stood behind his right shoulder. The Witness stood behind hisleft. Uary felt hisskin
crawl but repressed the sensation. There was work to do and that madeit easier. Helaid in the primary
search commands and moved the ACTIVATE key into position.

Catheters swam down the needles into the artifact's veins. Its blood flowed into pipettes lowered by
the ddivery tubes. The pads gripped it and measured the type and level of electrochemica activity inits
body. The andysis gdl, an outgrowth of the organic chip technology, pressed closeto its skin, cregping
through its pores. The neurochemica reactions the gel encountered would rearrange its protein
configuration. The changeswould be replicated along its molecular chains. When the termina s analyzed
the gel, they would produce amap of neurologica activity, beginning a the epidermis and ending at the
bone.

Andysisand smulations performed on samples of the artifacts DNA and RNA that had been
obtained while it was under a Vitae contract had yielded five separate neurotransmitters that were
thought to be involved in the generation and projection of the telekinesis. Locating their point of origin
should not be difficult. Even o, thiswas no smple matter of matching chemicalsto their receptorsin the
cdls. The artifact's synaptic layout had to have been redesigned from first principlesthat were vastly
different from those that gave birth to the naturaly born human race.

The differences should be quiescent while the artifact was unconscious. A telekinetic that wrecked
havoc when it had nightmares would not be a useful tool. While the tel ekinetic receptors were quiescent,
they would be next to invisible. There would be no choice but to apply stimulation. Which could quite
eadly terminate the artifact, as no proper analysis of the gel had been done yet.

But it did not necessarily haveto terminateit quickly.

Raw data, little more than numbers and |abels, flashed across Uary's screen. Most of it flitted directly
to Sorage to await further organization, but the levels and concentrations of the targeted
neurotransmitters stayed in atidy column on the left-hand side of the screen.

Uary frowned. The numberswere much higher than any that had turned up in the smulations
conducted on the artifact's blood samples.

And they wereincreasing.
"Bio-tech!" cdled Lairdin.

Uary vaulted out of hischair and ran to the tank. Insde, the ge churned around the artifact. Waves
and whirlpools pressed against the lid and washed against the sides. Moisture appeared around the sedls
and amoment later the overload darms began to shrill. Uary's gaze swept the monitors. The numbers
and levels jumped and flickered, fast, and faster, and far too fast.

"Get the neutrdizer in!" he shouted. "Shut it down! Shut it down!”

They moved. Even Basg was bright enough to see something was out of control and the Ambassador
dodged out of theway as Lairdin raced to the holding tanks and dammed down the key for the pumps.
With achugging that should not have been there, the sphons fought to drain therailing gd. The pumps
flooded in a sdine and anesthetic medium as areplacement. It coated the artifact and the darms quieted.

Uary looked up into Lairdin'sfrightened eyes.
"What happened?' Basq demanded. His voice ragped in histhroat.
"Ask the Ancestors," snapped Uary. "Lairdin, what's the status of the ge?' His robes swirled around



his ankles as he hurried back to histerminal.

He drew out the data as fast as he could read it. It was ajumble of numbers and statistical ranges,
concentration levels and afew sketchy diagrams. There was nothing to compare any of it to. Therewas
no way to tell what was norma and what was abnormal, or what reaction had triggered the telekinetic
processes.

"Bio-technician,” said Lairdin, "the gd hasbeen...damaged.”

She touched akey and Uary looked reflexively down at his own screen as the new data appeared.
His knees buckled and he sat down hard in his chair.

The gel was not just damaged, it was shredded. Molecular chains had been disintegrated. Cells had
burst. Clugters of infant tumors were gppearing throughout the holding tank.

The artifact had all but destroyed four cubic meters of gdl in less than twenty seconds, and there was
no way to tell how it had begun.

Uary lifted hishead. "We are going to have to wake it up.”

"No," said Ba flatly.

"Then we can go no farther." Uary folded his hands. "I have nothing to work with. | have no pattern
of brain activity. | have no basdline neurochemica activity for the active sate. | do not know whét the
norma status of the artifact is, so | cannot tell what initiated the telekinetic, your pardon, Ambassador,”

he said hitterly, "the 'extramechanica abilities." I do not know the system. Without even apartid map, |
cannot understand anything.”

Uary sat back, prepared to wait until the ship fell gpart around them.

"Have your Beholden uncouple al the comm linesto the outside,” said Basg. "We must observe totdl
computer and biologica quarantine procedures. There cannot be asingle physica link between thisroom
and therest of the ship. If werunthisrisk, it must bejust us.”

A feding that was dmost respect surfaced in Uary. At least Basq carried his need for notoriety
through to the end. If he was witnessed doing any lessthan this, it would of course be shameful, but he
put that thought far ahead of his persona safety. Uary had seen the recordings of Born breaking open the
door and of him tapping the private network. Therewas area danger to them al if Born could break
open the holding tank.

Wi, they would just have to make it dangerousfor himtotry.

"Lairdin, place the artifact on complete life-support. Make sure that we are responsible for its
physica exigence. If it does manage to damage the systems, it will Smply terminate itself.”
Before | have to, he added silently, and he realized he was cherishing that exact hope.

Unexpectedly, the Witness spoke. "I must download what has happened here before thelinesare
closed.”

"Cierc, you will assist the Witness," said Uary. He turned his attention to his own work.

All the systems needed to be put into independent mode. That meant shuffling operations around,
cutting some functions and making sure there was enough storage space for the data to accumulate. Even
with the help of the prompts that began as soon as he initiated quarantine procedures, it was a
paingtaking business.

But it wasfindly finished. The proper superiors were notified. The doors were shut and locked by
hand and every instrument was physically separated from itslinks to the ship outside. Uary glanced at the
monitors again. The artifact was till quiescent and the neutraizing gel was undisturbed.

"Restore active state,” he said.
The monitors showed the stimulants flowing into the system. The response was good. Steedy and not



too fast. Normal orientation in five...four...three...
The monitor went dead.
"Systems check!" he snapped. The Beholden jumped and Basg sucked in a bregath.
The lights went out next, and the backups did not come on.
"Aunorante Sangh,” murmured Basg.

Uary did not bother to respond. He groped under the edge of the counter until he found the
emergency handlight and pulled it out of its holder. The beam showed that everyone had had the senseto
hold ill.

The monitors on the tank itsdlf still had power. They glowed eerily in the darkness, as did the tank.
The artifact lay totaly immobile inside, and the gl around him was undisturbed.

Uary shuffled the board keyswith hisfree hand, but the termina did not respond. He was barely
awarethat Lairdin had cleared aspace in the wal and wasworking on thelights. A flicker made him
blink. Lairdin fell backward, centimeters ahead of ashower of sparksas, againgt al specifications and
parameters, some circuit burned out.

Uary'stermina screen flared with sudden light. Three words printed themselves acrossit.
LEAVE ME ALONE.

Basg stood at Uary's shoulder, his cheeks hollow with shadow and fear.

"Can we answer it?" he asked.

"l don't think s0," said Uary dowly. He sketched the artifact's name on the notepad. Nothing
happened. "We have to shut off its life-support. Terminateit.”

"No," said Basq fervently. "We need to tameit."
Uary turned on him. "And how are we to do that?

"Outnumber it. All it has had to do so far istrip afew switches. If we al work to regain control of the
ingruments, it will haveto fight usdl, repestedly. Wewill wear it out.”

"It could be possible” Sense isthe last thing | expected from you, Basg, but I'm glad it's come.
Uary hestated. To keep the artifact alive even afew minuteslonger would be a hideous risk, but aslong
asit wasin the tank the monitors were recording its reactions. If they could find out what it took to
overload itstelekinetic processes, they would have area weapon againg its counterparts on the Home
Ground.

And Uary would have the work of the Ancestors under his eye that much longer.

"Ambassador.” Uary stepped aside. "Take over thetermind. My Beholden and | will work directly
on thetank. Witness..." Uary hesitated. One did not give ordersto a Witness.

"The communications consoleswill be my area.” She cleared the optical matter above the comm
boards with deft hands. "We can flood the lab's interior lineswith data.”

Uary was vagudly aware that he was now fighting the first battle with the Aunorante Sangh that had
taken place since the Ancestors had taken flight, and nobody outside the lab even knew it was
happening. They checked, changed, restarted, and rerouted. It burned, closed, crashed, and jammed.
Thelab was well stocked with spare parts and every system had backups to its backups. Uary did not
like emergencies. They were half adozen and the artifact was only one and it didn't know the systems. It
would havetotire. It would have to collapse.

Except it didn't. Everywhere they went, it was dready there. Its power gripped the entire lab and shut
them outsde, leaving them standing helplesdy in the middle of their equipment.

Its heart rate didn't even flutter. It seemed to expend no energy and all the battle took it no effort. It



could keep it up until the ship fell gpart, and it was il perfectly calm, perfectly regulated.

Uary wanted to throw his head back and laugh at the absurdities. Of course it was, because the tank
was keeping it that way. He'd issued the order himsdlf. Total life-support. The tank would feed Born
what it needed to keep itsdlf calm and hedlthy. Aslong asit wasinsde thetank, it could do anything and
fed nodrain.

"It's reached the comm system,” said the Witness. "It istransmitting, and the termind isresponding.”
"How!" shouted Basg.
How!? repested Uary in hisown frantic mind. They had physicaly cuit...

Thelineto Caril. His Beholden had physicaly cut the comm lines and they had missed hislineto
Cail. But who would there be to answer it?

"Thefemde artifact,” said the Witness asif sheread hismind. "The delivery wasaruse. We haveto
open the doors. We must warn the Captain.”

"No!" Uary laid hishands on the life-support commands. "All we haveto doisget it out of thetank,
Lardin..."

"Stop!" thundered the Witness.

Uary and his Beholden froze.

"It hasthear supply.”

Basg got to the Witness's Side one step ahead of Uary. The monitor's message had changed.

| HAVE BURNED OUT THE EVACUATION CIRCUIT. ALL THAT ISHOLDINGIT
CLOSED ISME. IFI AM FORCED TO LET GO THE ROOM WILL BE IN VACUUM IN LESS
THAN FIFTEEN SECONDS.

Uary cursed. "It even knowsthetime.”
"Part of the quarantine measures?’ inquired the Witness.
Uary nodded. "A last precaution.”

Cierc wiped ahuge swath of optical matter away from the wall to reved a carbonized junctureinthe
fiber optics. "It'snot bluffing.”

"Suits!" ordered Basg.

Cierc, closest to the emergency locker, broke the seal and swung the door back. Uary walked camly
but quickly to hisside, asheld been drilled to do dl hislife. Get in the suit, close the sedls, check the...

The suitslay in crumbled heaps on the locker floor. Each helmet seal had been burned through. The
carbon stench drifted up from them.

Cierc swallowed. "Thelocker has an optical matter backing. It must have got through..."

Because | listened to Basg. Because | wanted to have it in my hands a few minutes longer.
Because | had a hidden lineto Caril...

"Thenwedie" sad Basg.
"WHAT?" cried Cierc.

"Wedie" Basg stood like astatue of himself. "We cut the power to the tank. We cannot permit its
confederates to rescue thisthing dive. 1t knows enough to mount a pitched battle against us, and win. It
knowsthe private technologies. We will lose the Home Ground if it survives.”

Uary tried to find the flaw in Basg's reasoning, but there was none. There was no other way. If the
artifacts understood too much, the Vitae would lose to them, again.

"Il doit." Even though the Witnesswould not survive to tranamit this, he felt better saying it to her.



He heard Basq whisper Caril's name and redlized he could have his revenge now if he wanted it.
Beforethey died he could tell Basq that his son was dive and working for the Imperiaists, and that Caril
had been in touch with him ever since he had "vanished.” He could do it, now that they were dead and
the Witnesswith them.

Uary looked at Basg and decided it was enough that he knew. Basg could join the Lineage ignorant.
The room shook. It rattled and pitched wildly and awind rushed through it.
Wind? Uary sat up and dazedly wondered how he had come to be on the floor.

Thewind died as abruptly asit started. Lairdin sprawled on the floor. Red liquid smeared around her.
And her face was gone.

White foam filled the gap in the outer wall. Something shoved through it. A door. An airlock. Uary
couldn't hear. The Witness wasn't moving. There was blood everywhere. The airlock opened and a
figurein avacuum suit walked into the lab. Behind the suited person waked an android. The android
spoke. Uary saw its mouth move. He couldn't hear anything over theringing in hisears. The suited one
spoke, turned toward the Witness and grabbed her by the arm. The Witness said nothing. She didn't
even flinch. The suited figure dropped her.

The figure turned toward him. Now he could see it was awoman. It was the femae artifact and her
mouth was moving. He put his hand to his ear automatically and it came away covered in red.

The android was speaking and Cierc teetered to hisfeet.

"No!" Uary hoped he shouted but Cierc still closed the monitor linesin the tank. The needles and
catheters and pipettes extracted themselves. Nothing happened. Nothing happened. The android lifted
the artifact free from the tank and carried it to the airlock.

The suited artifact followed, then stopped and crossed to the inner door. Uary tried to get to hisfeet
and fell back. Pain finally broke through the shock. The artifact |ooked the door over. Shethrew the
manual locks open and shoved the door back. She bent close to Uary and he could see her mouth move.

Run, shewastdling him. Run!

He couldn't even stand. He scrabbled across the floor. The Beholden grabbed him and hauled him
forward. He saw figures. Emergency crews. He turned. The artifact and the android were through their
arlock and he had time to seeit yank itself away from the sealing foam before the lab door dammed
shut.

He sagged into the arms of astranger while the emergency team buzzed around them. Hands grabbed
him. Sat him down. Twisted hisneck to look at his ear. The technician was an amputant, he saw, with
only four fingers on the hand that pressed the anesthetic patch againgt hiswridt.

We had them, he thought Wesrily asthe pain began to fade. We had them. Now | under stand.
Now | really understand how the Ancestors could have lost to these things.

He hoped the Assembly would let him live long enough to tel them what he knew.

11—The Realm of the Nameless Powers, Late Afternoon

"The Aunorante Sangh will return, but know this too, the Nameless Power s wil
be on their heels."

—From"The Words of the Nameless Powers,”
trandated by Hands to the Sky for al who follow.

Jay lowered himsdlf onto hisbelly and stared at the Narroway's gates through a striping of greenish
brown grasses. Instead of the usual collection of disinterested cargo ingpectorsin their turbans and



rust-colored ponchos, four aert soldiersin First City's emerald-and-beige cloaks blocked traffic and
searched under tarpaulins for any unapproved or unlevied goods.

King Slver lost then. Jay lowered his head and mopped at the mud drying on hisface. Therain had
come down hard twice since he parted wayswith Cor, and athough the sun had succeeded in drying out
his skin, his clothing was il drenched. It clung closeto his skin like asoggy, heavy blanket. Jay looked
back over his shoulder toward the road. Theline of travelerswaiting in front of the gate was as solid as

ever. Additiona soldiers patrolled the sides of the road, guiding their oxen between gaggles of
Notouch. They probably had specific ordersto ook for him. He couldn't believe that the new masters of
Narroways wouldn't be interested in the King's Skyman.

For amoment he consdered leaving the city to its fate and making hisway down to the Lif marshes
aoneto meet Cor. But night was closing in behind him and he not only had no tent or blanket to help
stave off the cold, he had no suppliesfor what could turn out to be amultiple-day journey. Evenif he
could make it to the marshes, once Cor brought him to the Notouch, he had no tangible authority, and no
power to intimidate, except for the gun at his side. Although the Notouch were supposed to obey
whoever gave them orders, recent experience had taught him that this was not always what happened.
Cor had left him il sating confidently that the Notouch would be amenable to friendly persuasion. But
would Empty Cupslieto her own family about the state sheld left Broken Trail in? Jay frowned.
Whatever elsethey had or did not have in their genetic makeup, even the Notouch had adrive for
sdf-preservation. Without athreet that was more tangible than die unknown nightmare in Chamber One,
they might very well decide to run away from Cor rather than go along with her.

Then there was Cor hersalf. Jay suppressed a sigh. Her resolve was wavering. If there were too many
more assaults on her sense of what wasright and just, she might just do something foolish. He had to
make sure he could ded with Stonein the Wall'sfamily without Cor's help if it became necessary.

I've got to at least get some supplies, whether | have to beg, borrow, or steal them. Maybe die
fighting's not quite over yet in there. If | can find one of Slver's staff, or even a sympathetic
Bondless...

Wrapping his hopes around him, Jay crept away from the road and toward the one entrance to the
city that might not be guarded.

Thewadl around Narrowayswas solidly built of quarried stone and mortar, but it was breached in a
number of placesto create gutters and drainage ditches. Filthy water flowed into trenches and away
down the dope toward the distant marshes. Jay made hisway forward on hands and knees, with one eye
on the city walls. No soldiers paced along the tops, and he took courage. Maybe First City hadn't quite
secured the place yet. If Siver was il free to fight, she might still befreeto help him.

The idea helped harden his nerve as he crawled the last few metersto the foot of the city wall.

Climbing through the drainage hole was only alittle more unpleasant than Jay imagined it would be.
He came up drenched and filthy, but only dightly more so than he had been. As such, he matched the rest
of the population in the muddy Streets. He stepped carefully through the crowds, keeping his hands well
hidden under his cloak and casting furtive glances around himself.

That aso seemed to match the rest of the inhabitants. They weren't walking, they were scuitling.
Everyone clustered together in groups of three or more. Even the young men walked swiftly with wary
eyes and hands hidden under their wraps.

Hoofbeats and rhythmic footsteps sounded on the cobblestones. A troop of the green-and-beige
soldiers marched in aragged column down the middie of the street, with yet more soldiers on oxen
following behind. Jay let the crowd press him back against the rough wall of ahouse.

A blob of mud flew through the air and smacked against the face of one of the cavary. The soldier
shouted and swung himsdlf off hisox, diving into the crowd after the offender. He managed to grab hold
of someone, and with ugly-sounding shouits, the soldier dragged a squirming figure out into the Street. Jay



sdled toward the corner of the house. Stones flew now and shouts accompanied them. The troop leader
drew hisax and it flashed in the air. Jay's fingers found the edge of thewall and let the press of the crowd
back him into the narrow alleyway beyond it. The shouts between the soldiers and bystanders were
getting louder. All Jay could see was awrithing blur made up of people's backs. Somebody screamed.
Metd clashed. Jay turned away from the noises and ran.

Darkness hit.

All at once the world was puddles of greasy orange-and-gold light. Jay tripped over the uneven
cobbles. The wind gusted over some wall or the other and Jay shivered. The temperature was aready
beginning to drop. He glanced up and saw the solid night sky, the Black Wall, and he cursed himself for
not having checked the cloud cover while he had the chance. In Narroways perpetua stench, it was
impossble for him to smel rain coming, which at night waslikely to become an ice ssorm without
waning.

He had to find shelter. Jay blundered forward, squinting up at doorways and trying to figure out what
section of the city hewasin.

He stumbled around a corner and into aflood of torchlight.
"Name yourself!" shouted someone overhead.

Jay squinted up at what his dazzled eyes resolved into a pile of overturned dedges, oose stones, and
bent metal that barricaded the entire street. A figure, black and unidentifiable against the light, held up a
javdin, evidently ready to throw it down if Jay gave the wrong answer.

Jay swallowed hard and had to forcibly stop himself from saying the Fourth Grace for hope.

"Messenger!" shouted another voice. It took a confused moment for Jay to realize it was Heart of the
Seablade.

A rattle sounded from behind the barricade and metd grated against metal. A poal of aily yelow light
fell across the muddy Street as an anonymous pair of human shadows lifted away a section of the
barricade. As soon as a big enough space opened, Jay ducked inside.

The area behind the barricade was amaze of streetsthat in the vague lamplight looked just like the
streets on the other side. Lumps of shadow Jay guessed were sentries moved on the rooftops.

"Messenger.” Heart strode out of the shadows and clasped Jay's hand. "I hoped you would find your
way back to us."

"Thank you." And for once, Jay felt closeto meaningit. "l just hope the King shares your sentiments.”

"l don't know." Heart shook hishead. "Sheis pleased to have me on her side because | am
power-gifted, but she's not ready to take a Seablade of any standing into her counsels.”

"l need to get to her assoon as| can." A fresh wind gusted down the dley and Jay shuddered again.
"But first | need somefood, if thereisany.”

Heart nodded. "Come with..."
"Garigmit's Eyes!" screamed somebody. "Oh, Nameless Powers preserve me!™

A clear white glow washed across them, making their shadows stand out against the muck and
cobblestones. Jay jerked his head up. The world was ablaze with clean light. A great sphere of pure light
shone over the whole night-shrouded city. A silver line descended from the Black Wall, lowering astar
that burned without heat into the center of the city.

Jay saw the tether and he knew who was inside the sphere.

No, hethought as horror and irrationa anger washed through him. No. Not yet. I'm not ready yet!
Voices, screams, sobs, ecstasies sounded on al sides.

"The Nameless' The Nameless Powers have returned.”



The superdtitious logic took aminute to filter into Jay's mind. The stars were the eyes of the Nameless
and here came a star to the center of the city. Of course it was the Nameless. Of course.

The Unifiers had landed under cover of night on the sdlt flats surrounding the Dead Sea. No doubt the
contraband runners had done something smilar. No sensein darming the natives any more than
necessary. But calm was not what the Vitae wanted. They wanted awe. They wanted their due asthe
children of the Ancestors.

"Clever, clever,” he whispered. "Descend like the gods, oh you humble Vitae who only wanted a
home for yourselves." He squinted into the light, trying to see how their trangport had been hitched to the
tether that had, no doubt, been on its way down for days.

Heart had dropped onto hiskneesin the mud. "The Nameless," he croaked. "The Nameless have
returned.” He covered hisface with his hands and groaned.

"No!" Jay hauled the Teacher roughly to hisfeet. "These are not the Nameless! | know their name! |
know it!"

Heart swallowed and his eyes were amost round as he looked at Jay's face, searching for some hope
there.

Over Heart's shoulder, Jay watched flames shoot out of the top of the star. They faded away swiftly,
leaving only three dark figures standing on top of the glowing sphere.

Jay was ready to bet six years of hislife that one of them was Contractor Avir. According to Caril,
sheld been angling for this chance for years.

"Comeon." He gripped Heart's shoulder and propelled him forward. " Show me where King Silver
Is"

Heart staggered forward, and Jay followed without letting go. Out of the corner of hiseye, Jay saw
the captain of the Ring's guard sprawl facedown in the street. All around his prostrate body people flung
themsalves onto their knees, screaming for forgiveness. A stranger in uniform with Bondless markson his
hand pulled hisknife and held it to his own throat. Jay didn't let Heart pause to see what happened next.
He shoved the Teacher into a stumbling run.

Heart led him up anarrow side street toward athree-story house. They splashed mud and stumbled
over the penitent. Jay cursed the oneswho were trying to run the other way, shoving and jostling and
forcing him againgt the walls and into open doorways.

Heart barged up to the mouth of aback aley and through the honor guard, who werein too much
chaosto stop him. Jay let the Teacher go and pushed hisway between their shoulders. The guard didn't
evenlook at him.

Hands grabbed him from behind and shoved him againgt the wall. Jay looked into the terrified eyes of
Holding the Keys.

"What is happening, Skyman!" he thundered, damming Jay againgt thewall again. "What is
happening!”

"Invasion, Holding." Jay grabbed Holding's hands and forced them away. "They are Skymen, like me.
They are masquerading asthe Namdless, that'sal!”

A measure of sanity returned to Holding'sface. "Y ou're coming to tell Her Mgesty." He snatched
Jay'swrist and nearly pulled him off hisfeet as he raced around the corner of the tavern.

King Silver knelt in the mud, straight-backed and dack-jawed. Her eyes stared at the glowing sphere
asif locked into place.

"Maesy," said Holding. "Majesty, Messenger of the Skymen says these are not the Nameless. He
saysthey are known to him."

King Silver didn't so much asblink. A gust of wind blew her black hair into her face and she didn't



evenflinch.
Jay swallowed hard. He needed her. She couldn't go catatonic on him. Not yet.

Heknét in front of her. "King Silver, those creatures are cdled the Rhudolant Vitae. They are nothing
more than arace of Skymen. Do you hear me, Y our Mgesty?'

Sowly, King Silver focused on him. Her faced twitched back to a painful kind of life. "Areyou sure,
Syman?'
Jay nodded. "I know them, Mgesty. | have lived among them. Thereis no mistaking them."

"Skyman," she hissed. "I have listened to you and listened to you and what has happened? My city
has been torn out from under me. | cannot count the dead | have laid on the pyres. Tell me quickly why |
should not lay this new disaster in your hands?' She stood up, and the controlled fury on her face
reminded Jay sharply that thisdender girl wasastrong, fast soldier of war.

"Mgesty." He bowed his head humbly and spoke to the mud puddles. "Unless you want the People,
all the People, to be reduced together to the level of the Notouch, you must find away to wake the
power that the Nameless, the true Nameless, left in the Realm. That iswhat brings the Skymen here.
They seek to sedl it for themselves” Heraised hiseyes.

"And do you now suggest you know how to do this?' Behind her thunderous expression, Jay saw
yearning. She wanted to beieve him. No, she needed to believe him, because otherwise everything she
had done, from her grandfather's death to the retreat from the High House, was wrong.

"l do." Insde, Jay rebelled against the game he was forced to play, but he had no choice. No matter
what she was, King Silver could still kill him here and now. He needed her. Later sheld be beneath
notice, but for now shewas hisonly hope. "Mgesty, you must buy metime!”

IIWI
"Sothat | can find the power the true Nameless | eft behind. For al their tricks, we till have amarch

stolen on the Skymen. The keysto the world are just outside your city walls. | need just afew days more
and then the Skymen aredust at Y our Maesty's feet!”

Bit by bit the rage drained out of her face and Jay saw alittle girl standing in front of him, tired and
frightened.

"All right, Skyman," she said. "Take whom you need. Take atroop with you, if you need to, and go
search for this power. | would have you gone from my sight and out of my hearing." She looked toward
the glowing sphere. "I warn you, though, if you do not bring me back victory in those pae hands of
yours, then hide yourself where you think best, because | will have your life otherwise" Sheleaned
againg thewall and covered her eyeswith her hands. Holding the Keyslaid his hand on her shoulder. Jay
stood, feeling oddly abashed, and hurried away.

Jay ducked through the maze of houses and barricades, trying to plan, but his head was full of the
screams still sounding around him and the crying of someone who had believed she was aKing.

Lu drew the blanket back over Broken Trail's trembling body. She plucked at the thick, brown felt as
if sheweretrying to pick it to pieces. Her eyes stared at the ceiling, but whatever she saw there, it wasn't
the polymer dome. The white fabric and struts couldn't have caused three days of nonstop murmuring
and tossing back and forth. Once, Lu had put his ear close enough to her mouth to hear what she was
saying, but histrandator disk provided him with nothing but a stream of random syllgbles.

Lu plopped himsdf into his chair, one hand dangling between hisknees, the other automaticaly laying
itself across the communications keypad. He pushed the pad away with a grimace.

Too soon, hetold himsdf. It'sjust too soon to try again.

Not one of histransmissionsto Jay or Cor had raised an answer since they'd walked out the door
together, and atraitorous, ghost thought was starting to believe none of them ever would.



Thewind outside was kicking up again. It whistled around the domelikeit was calling therainto
come and play. Trail gurgled asif in answer. Lu knew that soon held have to check the cloth swaddling
her waist again. The thought sent a sudden hard wave of nausea through him and he had to turn away and
looked at the wall instead.

Thisisall wrong. He rubbed hisforehead. I'm the hardware man. | keep the base systems up
and running. | don't take care of flipped-over natives or...His gaze strayed to the hatch. .. organic
monstrosities.

Whatever process Trail had woken up down there had not gone back to deep yet. It was getting
increasingly difficult for Lu to force himsdlf to go down the ladders to see what had changed since the last
check. Held dutifully set up atrio of cameras and they were storing imagesin his data boxes, but
protocol and hisjob dictated that he go down there himsdlf.

Lu wished suddenly that he was Cor. She was the one trained to dedl with living systems. Shewas
the one who knew how to make friends and think on her feet. He just knew wires and gears and the laws
of inorganic behavior.

| wish you'd come back. He directed the thought through the dome and toward the building storm. |
wish you'd come back and get us all out of here and back to someplace that makes sense.

One more day, he promised himsdf. Just one more day and I'll give it up. I'll send out the
emergency flare and have somebody come get us...me.

One more day, maybe two, and held find the strength to really bdieve that he was donein this
forsaken place. One more day, maybe two.

12—Aboard the U-Kenai, 10:04:56, Ship Time

" She stood up straight before him, and she said 'l know you.™
—~Fragment from The Apocrypha, Anonymous

"Thisis getting to be ahabit."
Her voice hurt him. Everything hurt him; the mattress againgt his back, thelight againgt hiseydids, his
pulsein hiswrigs.

I'll die now, ther€'ll be no more pain. Thethought drifted through his numb mind and he wastoo
exhausted to elther choke it off or pursueit. It just hung there.

There was a pressure againgt his neck and he screamed. After amoment, it subsided to the leve of dll
the other pain. Lethargy seized hold of him dowly.

Thank you, hethought as his consciousness did into darkness.

Eric came awake dl a once with his heart in his mouth. When he saw his own cabin surrounding him,
he collapsed back on the bed, weak with relief.

Not a dream. We made it out. The thought gave him the courageto try Sitting up dl theway. It
wasn't too difficult. The blinding pain had subsided to adull heedache, which he could cope with.

Eric stood carefully, finding his balance was alittle tricky, but he managed it. He walked to the door
without staggering and opened it.

Ariasat in the common room. Slices of redl breads and mests lay on platesin front of her, dong with
ajug of something that steamed. Eric surveyed the feast. It looked like over haf hisluxury stock. He
sank down onto the sofa and she did a plate of meats toward him. His ssomach rumbled. Hefolded a
random selection of mest into adice of unleavened bread and devoured it, slopping only to swig down
sometea



Ariawatched him with her air of wry amusement. "How are you feding?' she asked.

"Almost well, | think." He looked toward the closed view wall and al around the common room. "Do
you know how Adu managed to find us?"

"Us?' Ariasad increduloudy. ™Y ou were the only one who needed finding. | was aong to help pull
you free."

Eric fdt himsdf begin to gare. "1 thought....I thought..."

"That because my Lord Teacher had been captured that this despised one must have been dso?' She
gave asharp laugh. "Not so, my Teacher. Y ou did abetter job at hiding me than at hiding yourself.”

"Did 17" he asked the tabletop. "One moreidiot action.”
Hewaited for an acid reply that did not come.
"What has happened?' she asked.

Eric ran both hands through hishair. " The Rhudolant Vitae are the ones the Words cdll the Aunorante
Sangh. | have met the Aunorante Sangh, Stonein the Wall dena AriaBorn of the Black Wall, and [,
Teacher Hand kenu Lord Hand on the Seablade dena Enemy of the Aunorante Sangh was promptly
captured and stuffed into abox for dissection.”

Hewaited for her to demand explanations, to invoke the Nameless Powers, or just to swear, but
instead she sighed and dropped her hand onto the pouch that held her namestones.

"What | do not understand iswhy they call us Aunorante Sangh,” she said. "1 wish | had thelearning
of my ancestresses and not just their stones."

"You knew?" Eric gaped & her.

She rubbed the backs of her hands, tracing her scarswith her fingertips. "I guessed, after | heard they
clamed the Redlm astheir home. It wasn't exactly along legp in ahigh wind." She gave him her twisted
grin. "If you'll permit..." She broke off. "Y ou should, | think, be getting some morerest, Sar Born."

"l don't want to rest." Eric heaved himsdlf to hisfeet and paced to the comm station. "I want to think.
| need to think." He gripped the back of the chair with both hands and stared at the blank screen in front
of him.

"Wdl, weve two days yet before we reach the Realm,” she leaned back. "That should be plenty
of..."

Eric whirled around. "Who set us on course for the Reaim!”

Ariasat up sraighter. "Adu did,” shetold him. "At my direction.”

"Youidiot N..." Hehbit theword off. "The Vitae may adready be there!"

"They are dready there," shereplied camly. "Adu checked. Wewill have to be careful how we
proceed, | think."

"Careful!" roared Eric. "They'll pick us up as soon aswe poke our nosesinto the system! They'll..."
Theair caught in histhroat and he coughed, sending a shudder through his entire body. He staggered and
caught himself on the sofas corner. Ariagrasped his shoulders. She eased him onto the seat and leaned
him forward. When the coughing died, shelet go and stepped away. Eric did not missthe hesitation in
her eyes, or the fact that she hid her hands behind her back.

"The Redmisthelast place in the Quarter Galaxy we want to go," he croaked, reaching for the tea.

She sank back onto the sofa. "Those are not the words | expected from a Teacher who has just met
the Aunorante Sangh in open battle.”

"Battle." Ericfilled his cup and swigged down along draught. "Oh yes. Five minutes after | stood up
againgt them, they had me tranqued out and in alife-support capsule. A great battle indeed for dena



Enemy of the Aunorante Sangh.” He swirled the dregs of the tea. " Those poor onesin the Temples will
godowntwiceasfast."

She gaped a him. "What are you saying? Y ou, you're Sitting there dlive and recovering. Y ou held
them at bay, you signaled for help from the depths of their ship. You beat them.”

"l ran away from them," he said. "I woke up and | panicked. | was so afraid, | couldn't control
mysdlf. | just...l just..." He dropped the cup onto the tabletop. It wobbled and tipped over, letting
amber liquid spill across the clear polymer. He watched the puddle ooze toward the plate of breads. He
remembered the awful pulling in the capsule, asif something were trying to drag his soul out through his
pores. A sick yielding sensation had come over him, and whatever dragged at him took him...took
him...

"l don't even redlly remember what | did,” he said. "All I know isthat | was scared nearly into
sensdlessnessand if Adu....if you hadn't been there to pull me out, | would be a set of moleculesinalab
dish."

Arianarrowed her eyes. "Y ou did something, or your power gift did. | got that much from thelittle
Vitae who released you from the capsule. He was babbling about you taking over thelab. | don't think he
knew very well what he was saying. There was blood on him." Shefrowned. "Isthe power gift dways
under your command or does it ever work on its own?”'

"What kind of questionisthat?" Eric hunted around the table for a cloth to wipe up the spill and didn't
find anything.

"The question of aNotouch seeking wisdom from her Teacher," she retorted. "It should be obvious
even to you that what everyone, from the Unifiersto the Kethran to the Vitag, has sought isthe
undergtanding of how the gifts the Namelesslaid upon uswork. So, if we gain that understanding first, we
will have something to bargain with, or fight with."

"What is obviousto meisthat you are wandering around in anight storm of your own thoughts." He
met her eyes. "Don't you understand? There is nothing we can do. The Nameless done can count how
many Rhudolant Vitae there are. There are maybe three thousand Teachersin existence, counting the
sudents. Evenif we could al be united, which | doubt, we would be drowned in the flood of sheer
numbers." He turned up both his hands so he could see his blank, smooth, empty palms. "We can't be
blinded by our superdtitions, not now. Thisis not some mythic battle we can win because we're touched
by the Namedess and they're not. Thisisred. Thisishappening. Thisisa primitive and, probably, dying
people, against the oldest and most coherent power in the Quarter Galaxy. All we can do is keep out of
theway."

"It wastried," Ariafolded her arms. "It only worked for 150 generations.”
"What?" Eric looked up.

"These now are the Words of the Servant Garismit, 'l have moved the Relm. The Aunorante Sangh
will search for athousand yearsto find you again, but only the Nameless Powers know now where you
live" She quickly touched the backs of her hands, first theright, then the l€ft, to close the quote. "If that
isnot trying to keep out of the way, what isit?"

"Y ou would have the gall to quote the Wordsto a Teacher,” Eric muttered. "I'm telling you..."

"Y ou'retelling me not to be blinded by superdtition and you refuse to look into the Words and see
that there might be truth under there.” She stabbed afinger a him. "What isthat if it isn't blindness?"

"The Words arelies!" Eric shouted. "Lies! They told usif we obeyed, if we kept the bloodlines
straight and true, that we would be ready when the Aunorante Sangh came back! Well we did, and they
have, but we haven't got arat's chance in the Dead Seal" His head spun. Visions of Lady Fire, her curses
as he carried their baby away, hisfather's cadm voice, his brother-in-law's sneaking glances stabbed at his
vison. He cradled his head in hishands. "We did everything we were told and they are till going to take



usdl."

"That does not have to betrue," she said softly. " Our ancestors somehow bested theirs; we may be
ableto repeat what was done.”

He raised his head. "Who has been puiting this salt water into your head?"

"1 have had plenty of timefor thinking while you were recovering,” she said. "Adu helped some, but
mostly I..." Shetouched her pouch of stones. "Reviewed what | had learned on Kethran." She moved
her hand away from the pouch with aquick jerk. "Think on this. The Words say we were named
individudly by the Nameless. Zur-lyd then tels me our ancestors must have been congtructed individualy
by some great technology. The Vitae say they lost their home-world. The Words say the Relm was
moved to rescue it from the Aunorante Sangh. The Vitae have been searching for their world for years.
The Words warn they would be back. There's a so the story that the Servant was aided by aNotouch
who 'made the Realm hear hiscommands...""

Eric started. "Where did you hear the apocrypha?”’

She amiled her twisted smile. "From my mother, when she showed me my namestonesfor thefirst
time." She touched the pouch again. "That Notouch was my ancestress. The way she made the Realm
'hear’ was with the stones I'm carrying. Or so the story goes, but our stories are turning out to be
remarkably closeto thetruth, are they not?'

"What manner of Notouch are you?" Eric asked softly. "I've been over the World's Wall for ten years
and | never, ever thought likethis."

"Y ou never wanted to," she said smply. "Y ou wanted to run away and you did. I, however, wanted
to understand what the Skymen wanted of us. Now, | do." She closed her jaw so firmly, Eric heard her
teeth click together. "They want to get their flabby hands on my children. | will prevent this, Teacher
Hand. I it costs my lifeand my name, | swear | will."

For amoment al he could do was stare a her fierce, unwavering expression. "That's why you left the
Ream? Just to find out what the Skymen wanted?!

She laughed deprecatingly. "I admit, | didn't think I'd find myself over the World's Wall. | went to the
Skymen because..." she shook her head. "I dso thought the Words were lies. The Skymen were friends
with the Heretics. The Heretics have been known to violate the caste laws. | thought if | helped the
Skymen intheir ams, | would be able to secure their favor and they might persuade King Silver toraise
my family from the ranks of the Notouch." Shetraced her scars again, dowly, meditatively. "'l thought to
keep my children from groveing inthemud al their lives. | did not know that to save my family, | would
have to save the Realm." She glanced up at him. "Or indeed, even save one Teacher. Nor did | expect to
find that the Words of the Teachers were closer to the truth than the words of the Heretics." She sighed.
"But the Name ess did not ask my permission when they opened their eyes, did they?"

Eric redized he was saring. Of course she would have children. She would have been married shortly
after she hit pubescence, and started having babiesright away. He was an overindulged rarity and had
only been adlowed to stay unmarried because his older sister was dready producing power-gifted heirs.
He knew that. It wasthe way of the Realm.

So why wasit hitting him so hard to hear that this woman, this Notouch woman, was married?
"Youdid dl thisfor your children?' he rubbed his pamstogether. "That's...very brave."

She shrugged. "I grew up being told | had been chosen by the Nameless, and yet | wastreated likea
Notouch. It was...difficult. Infuriating. | wished to spare my children.” She looked at him curioudy.
"What drove you out here?"

Lady Fire's curses, his son, red, wet, and bawling, in his power-gifted hands, hisfather's voice,
Heart'swary eyes...

"The Words of the Nameless Powers," he muttered.



"Strange," Ariafolded her arms. " The Words of the Name ess forbid climbing the World's Wall.
"Thereisno placefor you but here."" She touched her hands again.

"They also say a Teacher may bear or sire children without marriage, but only if the other isunwed,
and they say that anyone who knowingly harbors one who does not hear the Wordsin the Temple must
recant or be executed." His voice dropped to awhisper. "The words of the Nameless say too much to
be endured.”

Ariaglanced away toward the view wall and didn't ask any more.

"Ligten, Aria" Eric leaned forward and rested his forearms on hisknees. "1 understand why you want
to return, truly | do, but even if there was something we could do, thereis till no way to reach the
Realm. If we had an armed shuttle or an upgraded runner and an experienced crew, maybe, maybe, we
could makeit, but thisisonly arunner's side ship and I'm little more than a glorified passenger. | never
had the thirteen yearsit takesto learn to pilot one of these by onesdlf.”

A gleam sparked in the depths of Arias black eyes. "So my Lord Teacher does not really know if this
ship could get past the Vitae, does he?!

Eric pulled back. "Yes, | do know."

"Youjust said you did not." Now she leaned forward, eagerness shining in her features. "Doesthe
ship know?'

"What?'

"Does the ship know? Are there records? Histories, documents of what it has done in the past?
Maybe..." Shefrowned. "Operationa parameters?' She spoke the last two words in Standard.

"And if therewere?' Her confidence nagged a him. It wasridiculous. HEd left her barely three
weeks ago, but that was time enough for her to redlize how complex life was out here.

What does she expect of me?
"Then | might be ableto find usaway to dodge the Vitag's prying eyes.”

Eric threw back his head and laughed. "Y ou! Aria, they may have taught you to read and write at the
labs, but you've got no ideathe level of complexity we're dedling with. It takes yearsto learn how to
operate even asmpleship..."

"If my Lord Teacher will permit metofinish,” she said tartly, "this despised one might be able to tell
him how sheintendsto manageit.”

Shetold him about her onesin short sentences and carefully chosen words, asif she had been
rehearsing the speech so she wouldn't make any mistakes. Eric realized that was probably exactly what
she had done.

When shefinished, he said, "That'sinsane.”

"No more insane than what you can do." She gestured toward his hands. "Y ou should hear yourself
talk. Y ou are so convinced that these Skymen and their steel and silicon are so superior, you've never
even stopped to ask why they care about us. You! A Teacher, apower-gifted, the first among the
People along with the Royads. If we are so inferior, so...primitive and so close to death, why arethe
Skymen willing to make war over us? If the Realm is such abarren, usaess piece of rock, what istheir
interest in it? Y ou cannot tell me the dl-powerful Vitae just want aplace to warm their feet. Y ou cannot
tell methe Unifiers are acting for our poor benefit." Sheleaned forward again. "L et me prove to you what
| can do. Let me prove to you the worth of those named by the Nameless.™

It was too much. It was not enough. She could sit there and lecture him, she hadn't seen...she didn't
know...she'd never daved for them the way he had, never sold hersdlf for their protection and their
money.

"l am not aservant of the Nameless," he said. "I have known too many other masters since then.”



To hissurprise, she sarted to laugh. Her whole body shook with it, and she dropped her forehead
into her hands.

"Oh, Nameless Powers preserve me!" she giggled. "Oh, Garismit's Eyed" Shelifted her head again
and there were tears streaming down her cheeks. "Do you think the Nameless care who else you serve?
The Teachers serve the Temples, the Nobles and the Roya's serve themselves, and the Nameless do not
cae”

His hands opened wide a his sSde, the fingers straight and rigid as sticks of wood. ™Y ou don't
understand! The Aunorante Sangh found the Realm because of me! | led them straight toit! Thisisal
happening because of my heresy!™

His breathing was ragged and his throat was raw and his earsrang.

Ariawatched him silently for amoment, then she said, "All the more reason you should go back and
makeit right."

He wanted to shout that it was not that Smple, that there was no returning, not for him, not ever, that
he would not give them satisfaction by recanting his actions. That he could not, he would not, be forced
to regret what he had done in front of the Seablade House, however much he might do so when hewas
done.

But he couldn't. All he could do was stand there and shake like aterrified fool, watching her watch
him with her impassive, unforgiving eyes.

At last those eyes widened and she said, "Nameless Powers preserve me, they really did get to you,
didn't they?'

"Yes" hewhispered. "Yes"

He had no ideahow long they stood like that. He was too caught up in theriot insde him and the
memory of those long years when he thought he was free. Now that illusion was shattered at hisfeet and
al that was | eft was a broken, terrified dave whose masters had proved didoyd.

At last, he ran his hands through his hair, ahabit he had learned from Perivar. "If | gave you the
operationa parameters, do you redly think you could find away to get the ship back to the Realm?’

He expected ashow of triumph, but again his expectations were wrong. She simply shrugged. "1 think
| might. If | get enough information.”

"I think | know what you need.”
The ghost box was dready plugged into the comm board. "Perivar?' he asked.
She nodded. "He et it up and worked the transmission by remote from Kethran.”

Eric looked at the cube for amoment, tracing the length of cable with hiseyes. "Why didn't he come
with you?'

Ariaheditated. "Because he felt he owed agreater debt to his partner's children. Kiv waskilled
because he refused to hand me over to the Aun...the Vitae."

Ericfdt hisshoulders siffen. He left? After everything...he hung hishead. What did | ever really
bring him? | saved hislife and he saved mine and we spent the last six years trying to forget about
each other. Why should | be surprised he's left me on my own? Hefelt an itch between his shoulder
blades and remembered Ariawas watching him.

He gtraightened up. "Then you know that this'—he laid his hand on the box—"isbasicdly al the two
contraband runners who took me off the Realm knew about their ship.”

He tapped the screen three times to bring up Kessa'simage by itsdf. "What history I've got of this
shipisin here, and if anyone could get past the Vitag, it was her." He pointed at Kessa'simage and
shook himsdlf to try to chase away the memory of her lying dead on the deck plates.



Ariasat inthetermind's chair and drew one of her stones out of the pouch. "I can learn without the
stone, but it makes rearranging things later much more difficult.” She hit the PLAY key on the console
and cupped the stone in her hand.

"Whaddayawant?' demanded Kessa.

"l want to know about the U-Kenai," answered Aria. Her voice was heavy, asif there were aweight
pressing agangt it.

Kessastarted talking.” U-Kenai, it means'Second Chance.' Good little ship..."

Eric watched Aria Her eyesfastened on the recording without blinking or flickering. She sat likea
Vitae Ambassador, not moving, barely even breathing. She wasn't watching what passed in front of her,
shewas absorbing it.

A grange awkwardness washed over him and he automaticaly retreated to the bridge. But it wasn't
Cam inthe pilot's chair, obliviousto his presence. Adu turned around and wrinkled the skin over hiseye
socketsin ajerky imitation of humansraiang their eyebrows.

Eric turned away again and, trying not to see Aria, shut himsdlf into his cabin.

"Garismit's Eyesl" He sank onto the bed and stared at the blank surface of the door. "What isthe
meatter with me?"

| don't know. He rubbed his pamstogether. That'sreally it. I've always known what | was
leaving behind. | knew the Realm. | knew all itsrules and | knew all its ranks and its choking,
stupid laws and Words. Then, sheturns up and it turns out | never knew a crashing thing, not
about the People, or the world, or her. Especially not about her.

And I've just said I'll go back, to this place | don't know.

Eric leaned againgt the side of the bunk's nook and rubbed his eyes wearily. What do | think I'll do
when | get there? Put on Garismit's robe and lead this Notouch into the Earth to move the Realm
again? Save the world? | can't even save myself.

To hisrdief, exhaustion clouded his mind, wrapping histhoughtsin thick velvet. Willingly, he relaxed
into it and fell adeep.

Eric awoke severd timesto the uninterrupted sound of Kessa's voice vibrating softly through the
cabin wall. When he woke to nothing but silence, he swung himsalf out of the bed and opened the door
to the common room.

Ariadill sat infront of the comm board. She was gently massaging her eyelidswith her fingertips. The
gonelay in her lap, gleaming in thelight.

"Garismit's Eyes" she muttered, "I think mine are about to fall out of their sockets.”

"Did you find it?' asked Eric.

"Eh?" Ariaglanced Wesarily a him. "l don't know." She sucked in a deep breath and picked the stone
up. "Ask meagan."

Eric sat on the sofaso hewas eye leve with Aria. "How can the U-Kenai land in the Realm without
being seen by the Rhudolant Vitae?!

Her whole face changed. Her pupils dilated until her irises were amost lost behind black pools. Her
jaw dackened, leaving her cheeks hollow and her bones pressing sharply againgt the inside of her skin. It
was not alook of intelligence, or revelation. It was asif the woman insde had fled to make room
for...what?

But when she spoke, it was Arias confident voice. "A comet can be located in or near the MG49
system. The U-Kenai canintercept it and usethefirst level driveto drive the nose of the ship into the
comet. The hesting ventsin the U-Kenai's prow can be used to hollow out a cavity in which the mgority



of the ship can be embedded. Thrust applied from the second level drive can push the comet, and the
U-Kenai with it, into the atmosphere. The particulate tail of the comet will hide the thruster output. The
shell from the comet will provide resistance to the burn of entering the atmosphere and acushionfor a
semicontrolled crash. Any satdllites observing this occurrence will record asimulation of anatural

phenomenon.”

Her hand jerked, dropping the stone back into her 1ap.

"Tha'sinsane,” said Eric. "That's absolutely insane.”

Arialet her head drop backward until she was staring up at the ceiling. It was only then Eric realized
shewas breathing like sheld just run amarathon.

Without even thinking, he jumped to hisfeet and laid his hands on her shoulders, reaching out with his
power gift to loosen her chest and speed her recovery. The whole time he was far too aware of the
tingling warmth of her skin and the depths of her eyes as shelooked up a him.

Nor did he missthefact that he had forgotten to flinch from touching her.

Eric drew hishands away, now winded himsdlf, and poured some cold tea from the pitcher on the
table.

"How do you know it'sinsane?’ Ariasa up straighten

Eric swigged theteaand made aface a itsrancid taste. "Becauseit is. I've never heard of anything
likeit even being attempted.”

"l didn't tell you dl of it." The amused tone crept back into her voice,

"What moreisthere?'

"That if it worked, it would only work once." Sheleaned forward. "And that the ship would most
certainly be unusable afterward.”

Eric stared into the cup. "Now it sounds alittle lessinsane.”

"Itisthe only way your"—she waved toward the comm board—"ghost box knows that could work."
Her eyes narrowed. "This despised one iswaiting for my Lord Teacher to inform her he refusesto do
this"

"Y ou'll wait the dark seasons through.” Eric dropped the cup onto the table. The puddle he had
Spilled yesterday had dried, leaving an uneven amber stain on the tabletop. "1 only ask that AriaBorn of
the Black Wall does not ask mewhy | am doing this." He spread hisfingers out so that he could seethe
backs of hishands. "Because, and the Nameless hear my words, | do not know."

"It'sal right." Shetook hisnaked hand in her scarred one. "It's enough that Eric Born isdoing this.”
Helooked up at her deep eyes. "I hope so, Aria Stone. | truly hope so."

Hefdt her work-roughened pam againgt the soft skin on the back of his hand. He watched her
breathing with a deep, sudden fascination and felt the warm pulse of his erection begin. She must have
reglized what was happening in him, but she didn't release his hand.

He kissed her. Her mouth stiffened, startled, then puckered, as she thought to pull away, then
softened to answer his gesture, his entreaty.

Thisisinsanetoo, part of him said. He didn't care. She was pressing her body against him so he could
fed every centimeter of her, asfull of desire ashewas, aslogt, as scared, as crazy ashewas.

For now, therewas nothing e sein the universe.

13—Section One, Division One, the Home Ground, Hour 11:13:25,
Planet Time



"It is you who has set thiswork to my hands. | will not fail. It is you who has set
my eyes to these sights. | will not look away. | am a child of the Lineage and
through me the Lineage shall be brought home."

—Fragment from The First Grace,
the Rhudolant Vitae private history Archives.

"Need personnd for athorough survey of the vaults before we begin sedling thewalls..." Even though
it came through her trandator disk, Historian Maseair's voice was barely audible under the noise around
Auvir.

Contractor Avir plucked two more greasy oil lamps out of their acovesin the curving walls of the
"Temple." "Record authorization and time stamp,” she said through gritted teeth as she carried thefilthy
objects over to the flash digposal unit, Sdestepping the Beholden who carried the programmer for the
drones cleaning the calling.

"Anything ese?' She dropped the lamps into the disposa's open mouth and, as the hatch closed, felt
anirrationd satisfaction in knowing they had been reduced to ashes faster than she could blink.

Theinitid plan had been sound; the engineers would string fiber-optic threads over the stone and
plaster supports aready in place and cover them al with optica matter to make a usable workspace.
Eventualy the supports could be replaced with more durable steels and polymers.

But now, spiderlike drones crawled across the cellings, scraping off years of soot and tempera paints
that were supposed to represent anight sky. A Beholden wasinjecting concretefiller into the oil lamp
alcovesthat studded every square foot of wall space. Thetiled floor would have to be sedled and primed
agangt water leakage before asilicate coating could be laid to make it smooth. Then optics had to belaid
into the thresholdsto alow for the ingtallation of proper doorsthat might actually be able to shut out the
sound and stench drifting in from outside, where the artifacts waited.

There had been atiny group of telekineticsinsde the Temple when her team had arrived, but they had
vanished. The search teams of artifacts that Ivae had organized claimed to have found no trace of them,
but then, some of the city residents had barricaded afull square kilometer's worth of the streetsand it
was possible the telekinetics were hiding with them.

She hoped one day she'd forget what the artifacts |ooked like when she had stepped out of the
trangport. Their eyes had been wide and their faceswere al contorted with fear. Many had been on their
knees or their belliesin the mud, babbling so fast in what was | eft of the language of the Ancestors that
the trandator disks couldn't even make any sense out of it.

She could hear them now through the flimsy walls of this place. They sang or shouted, or moved
about without purpose or plan. Logt, dl of them lost.

Waiting for her to restore them to use, and she could barely coordinate the restoration of one
building. Avir rested her hand on the edge of the flash disposal. The shrieking wind that wormed itsway
through every nichein the walls carried with it the endless gabble of voices, snatches of devotiond songs,
the distant shouts of the ones who were confused enough to try to fight the Reclamation. Ivale said he
had organized some of the artifactsinto akind of security force, but it seemed to have more holes than
the Templewadlsdid.

"Engineer Faive of the First Cause, Contractor,” said anew voicein her ear. "l am going to need to
contract at least three more Beholden to incorporate structural standards in Section eighteen..."

The"High House," the artifacts called it, for no reason Avir could discern. It had no less than eight
conduits to the underground complexesin it. She had placed apriority on having the sanding walls
upgraded to shelter the teams assigned to study them.

The Beholden sedling fiber-optic cablesinto atrench carved in the main entranceway scrambled



backward to let Bio-tech Nal and two of his own Beholden enter. Behind them waddled an eight-legged
drone stacked with an assortment of nameless crates.

"Record authorization and time stamp.” She drew aside so the drone could pass. "Next?"
Her trandator disk begped. "Incoming message on comm line 23A," said the default voice.

She stood in front of the portable termind, not wanting to have to perch on the hard stoal in front of
it. Thetrandator disks done could not handle transmissions from the dead side. She touched the screen.
Kelat appeared, standing with a poise and propriety she envied. Behind him curved the shadowy walls of
one of the underground chambers. A team of Engineering Beholden clustered around abulge in thewall,
watching monitors intently and occasondly punctuating their dialogue with aringer stabbed toward some
reading or the other. Kelat, apparently obliviousto the impropriety behind him, made asmall, respectful
obeisanceto her.

"Good Morning and also Good Day, Contractor,” Avir said, making her own obeisance. "How are
matters progressing with you?'

Kelat turned alittle to indicate the activity behind him. Now she could see the bulge held something
that pulsed and pressed star-shaped filaments againgt the wall. "Sowly, and with much argument between
the committees. There are organic artifacts eft here, there is no doubt about that, but defining their
relationships and purposesisastruggle.

"And how are matters progressing with you?"'

Avir glanced around the room. Na was unloading equipment from the drone with his Beholden
hustling to set up an analysistank assembly. An Engineering Beholden readjusted a cleaning drone and
sent it scuttling up thewall. Over it dl rattled the noise from the artifacts outside. She did not invite Kelat
to take a better look.

"Rapidly, Kelat, but not very smoothly. Therewas agreat ded of chaos stirred up by the Unifiers and
acivil war has been going on for along time between the established power base and some factions that
want to plit off. Unfortunately, the factions may belesslikely to accept that we hold their names than the
main power baseis. We are proceeding accordingly.

"Has there been any action on the part of the Unifiers?' she asked, more to keep the conversation
going than because she redlly needed the information. Kelat's presence, even over the lines, was very
cdming.

"They areraisng protests and publicity with anumber of the client governments" said Kdat, "but so
far, nothing important. The Reclamation Assembly assessment isthat they are smply delaying the
necessity of removing their people.” Kedat's shoulders sagged minutely. "Has any progress been madein
locating their base?"

The wind dropped anotein pitch and sent adraft curling around Avir's ankles. "No. They appear to
be maintaining a communi cations slence and with the limited number of satellites currently deployed and
the pervasiveness of the cloud cover..." she broke her sentence off. She was repeating what Kelat
aready knew. They were not currently equipped for afull scan of the habitable section of the Home
Ground. The Assembly had moved ahead of severd committees scheduling recommendeations but had
offered no explanations asto why. But she would not be heard to say that aloud.

"We dready have given ordersto some of the less confused artifacts to search for 'Skymen' and bring
them into appropriate custody," shetold Kelat instead. " So far they have had no success, but we will
reinforcethe orders.” Outsde, artifacts voiceslifted in anew song. Whatever it was, it must have been
ancient. Her disk couldn't make anything out of it. "How soon will you be ready for usto start delivering
artifactsto your facilitiesfor classfication?' she asked.

Keat |looked over his shoulder at the contending trio of Beholden. "It will be sometime," he admitted.
"There are many pieces of the Ancestors puzzlesto be sorted out. It ismy opinion your efforts are best



spent in gaining and centralizing control where you are and performing what classifications you can.”
Avir felt aflicker of humor cross her face. "It isgloriouswork, Kedlat, but it iswork dl the same."”
Kdat lowered hisvoice. "Isthere any ass stance we can offer you?"

Pride more than confidence stiffened Avir's shoulders. "Not yet, | don't think. At the moment, the
Assembly is placing apremium on keeping as many of the artifacts as we can functional, so we can only
go dowly in restructuring their socia groupings. When contral is centralized, then we can coordinate our
effortsmore closy.”

Kelat glanced around himself to make sure no one waslistening. "Avir, how doesit fed to be agod?’

She pressed her fingertips against the edge of the comm board. "Kdlat, | would rather bea
Contractor."

"Understood,” he said, and she heard genuine sympathy in hisvoice. "Thislineis being left open for
your reports.” Kelat signed off and the terminal went blank.
The sound of voices and shuffling feet made Avir turn around. One of the Bio-tech Beholden led a

gagole of artifacts with scarred hands through the main threshold. They were dl femae, Avir saw, some
of them juveniles, some of them carrying infantsin bundles of rags strapped to their chests.

Ivalefollowed the cluster of artifacts, spreading his handsto help herd them al insde the Temple.
Two juvenilestook shelter behind the adults as his hands touched their shoulders.

"All iswel," said Ivaein the round, dmost-musica tones held been cultivating since hedd received his
contract to the Reclamation. "Thereis only new work that we ask of you."

Despite Ival€s reassurances, the artifacts al looked at her with identical expressions of fear on their
faces.

Avir'sanger at the long-dead Aunorante Sangh deepened. How could you condemn your own kind
to this? A life without structure or purpose? Where they can't even recognize the ones you were
made to serve?

It wastotdly irrationa, and though she knew it, she couldn't help herself.

We will restore them. As soon as we under stand how the Ancestors structured this world, we
will be able to restore their proper functions to them, and then that fear will vanish.

Thesg, at least, seemed fairly docile. They let Ivale and the Beholden direct them toward the analysis
area, where Nal and his other three Beholden were dodging each other asthey tried to uncrate and set
up thelast of their equipment.

A juvenile sumbled on the uneven floor. An adult, old enough to be wrinkled and toothless, stuck out
her clawed hand to steady it. Even from where she stood, Avir saw the bonesin the adult'swrist.

"Bio-technician,”" she cdled, unable to take her eyes off the skinny artifact. The artifact noticed her
regard and lowered hersdf humbly to the floor, holding her handsin front of her eyes.

Bio-tech Na disentangled himself from acoil of fiber optic and cameto stand beside her. "Yes,
Contractor?' There was no disguising the impatiencein hisvoice.

Avir ignored it. "Once you have completed your classification scans on this sampling, take the artifacts
down into the basements. We will need to provide food and warmth for them until the committees meet
to determine a coherent separation strategy.”

"We're going to keep them here?’ Nd's face wrinkled with distaste.

Avir'stemper flared. "Y ou are speaking with disrespect of the work of the Ancestors, Bio-tech. Do
you want to explain your reluctance to carefor it properly to a Witness and have it added to the
Memory?' She spoke too loud and too harshly. The Bio-tech was plainly more shocked than chagrined.
He dropped quickly into an obei sance that pressed hisforehead againgt the filthy floor.



"l spoke without thought, Contractor,” he said.
Sodid [, but Avir just gestured for him to get up.

Avir glanced a the Beholden, but they were dl properly busy at their tasks. She wished shewasn't so
certain they weredl straining their earsto hear what her next outburst would be. Ivale, though, had his
dark eyesleveled at her, and, for amoment, she saw the question in them.

| am not supposed to be feeling like this, thought Avir as she turned away. | am walking on the
Home Ground. | amworking directly for the Reclamation. This should be glorious. | should be
joyous. | shouldn't be petty and scolding and worn like a student on her first assignment. She
rubbed her forehead and gazed at the sprinkling of soot that smeared her pam. | just never thought it
would be...

"Skyman!" shouted avoice.

Avir's head jerked toward the doorway. The songs and shouts had dropped away outside, leaving
only the sounds of the wind and of feet squelching in the mud.

"Il go," sdd Ivae

"No." He opened his mouth and Avir raised her hand. "We are dl Ambassadorsto the work of the
Ancestors now. | will seewhat is happening outside and you will cam the artifacts dready in our care.”

Ivale hesitated for amoment, asif testing the seriousness of her order. Then he turned away from her
and gestured toward thefloor. "Sit, St," he said to the artifacts. "Y ou are in the hands of the Nameless.
What else can touch you here?’

The artifacts did asthey weretold. They settled themselves next to the wall, wrapping their ragged
clothing around them. They set the juveniles on their [aps or took them in their arms. One began to croon
asoft, wordless song to an infant. Beside them, the analysis tank began a steady humming, indicating that
the Beholden had gotten the generators successfully hooked up.

Avir couldn't work out why she was staring at them.

"Kymen!"
Avir tore her gaze away from the artifacts. Drawing hersaf up into a properly poised stance, she

pushed past the poorly woven blanket that covered the threshold and stepped onto the flagstone
veranda.

A new group of artifactsfilled the street below the crude, stone steps. Unlike the crowds that had
been there earlier, these stood in relatively straight lines. They had hats of beaten meta covering their
heads. In their midst, asmallish female who had been tattooed in red around her face and jaw sat on the
back of one of the oxen used as beasts of burden. The shadow from the tether fell across her, creating a
broad, black stripe over her chest.

Avir remembered her briefing. Thiswas, in dl probability, Silver on the Clouds, the King or leader of
thisared's socia grouping.

"See how they come when cdled!" Silver on the Clouds shouted, standing in the ox's stirrups. "They
know who they arel Skymen!™

But even from where she stood, Avir could see the fear in the King's eyes. Just like shesaw indl the
others. Endless, reasonless fear.

"Y ou doubt we are the Nameless?' Avir let her voice ring acrossthe plaza. "Y ou are done, King
Siver. The Temples and the Teachers know us."

"The Teachersarefoold" Silver on the Clouds snorted. "They aways have been! Y ou are nothing but
Skymen with tricksand lies. Narroways is still my city, Skyman! If you do not leave it on your own, we
will drive you over the World's Wall and into the maw of the Aunorante Sangh!



"Y ou have until the next sunshowing!"

Taking her words astheir cue, the hdmeted artifacts raised their weapons and began to retreat, one
step at atime. Silver backed her ox up to stay in the middie of them. No one tried to stop them asthey
disappeared between the ramshackle buildings.

Avir fdt something whither indde her. | should have let Ivale do this. | don't know how to handle
them. | don't know what to do. Thisis not what I'mtrained for. Thisis not what anybody hereis
trained for.

The remaining artifacts stared up at her with their wide eyes. They werewaiting for her to do
something miraculous to prove that she redly was a daughter of the Ancestors. But she had no proof to
offer.

Avir glowered at the herd of artifacts, suddenly furious. They al leaned abit closer together and
ducked their headsin the face of her anger. Avir knew they were not to blamefor their own ignorance,
but knowing that did not help calm her.

Her trandator disk beeped. "Contractor,” said Ivalesvoice, "thereisatransmission from the
Reclamation Assembly that requires your attention.”

Avir touched her disk to acknowledge him, and, with as much dignity as she could muster, she
retreated behind the blanket.

Ivale watched her alittle too closdaly as she crossed the chamber. Did he see the hollownessinside
her? She thought she had her face properly expressionless, but she wasn't sure. She wasn't sure of
anything right now.

She reached the active comm screen and faced asingle Contractor, immaculate in his seamless black
robe. Avir suddenly remembered how rumpled and ash-spattered she was.

"Allow me to hand you my name, Contractor.” He had elected to be as bald as an Ambassador and
yet as brown as an artifact. Avir wondered what had motivated the juxtaposition. "I am Contractor
Cynleah Lagfhur, of the Fust Core, and Senior Contractor to the Reclamation Assembly. We have news
that will affect your divison."

His quiet, steady voice went straight through Avir , soothing her ingtantly. She wanted to lean toward
the screen and drink in his voice, as areminder of what she ought to be.

"Bio-technician Uary has confessed himself to be an Imperidist and has volunteered the location of
the Unifier base just outside your division. One of their operatorsis Jahidh of the Grand Errand. He has
been tranamitting information about the Home Ground to his Imperidist contacts for four years."

Blood of my ancestors, Avir saggered. There's been an Imperialist on the Home Ground for
FOUR YEARS? Avir fdt her breathing go harsh and shalow. "Whereishe now?" she croaked. "Do we
know that?"

"These are your orders, Contractor Avir," said Laefhur. "Y ou will investigate the Unifiers finds. You
will not waste resources hunting for Jahidh.”

"Contractor,” Avir drew her shoulders back. This man might hold a senior ranking and an Assembly
Sedt, but he did not hold her name. "How can..."

"We want him free to continue hisresearches,”" said the Contractor. "He has made great contributions
to the understanding of the artifacts. Aslong as he believes heis undetected, he will continue to do so.
The Witnesses will take charge of him if he oversteps the bounds the Assembly haslaid down on his
conduct.”

Avir could not force asingle word out of her throat.

"It isthe Reclamation that isimportant, Contractor. We must not lose time because of lack of skilled
hands"



And it must not be seen that the Assembly allowed Imperialists to slip through their notice.
Resolve hardened ingde her. "'l can make thismy work and | will," she said, giving aproperly deep
obeisance.

Laefhur'simage was gone by the time she straightened up. Avir redlized her hands had curled into
figts. Her mind was aready racing. Transportation would have to be acquired from the Acquisitions
committee, and a security team contracted. The Unifiers base would have to be thoroughly explored and
cataloged. Extra personnd would certainly be needed once the initial survey of the base was complete.

She would obey her orders, but communication with the artifacts was till a an uncertain stage.
Everyone was aware of that. It was well documented and witnessed. If they did not understand they
were to cease their search for one particular Skyman, that, surely, was not her fault.

Jay cast another glance at Heart of the Seablade. The Teacher hunched in front of the fire watching
the flamesin away that suggested he did not like what he saw. Jay shivered as the wind blew through the
tent flgps and, for the hundredth time, he cursed the necessity of bringing the Teacher dong. Heart had
too many distractionsinside his head to dlow Jay to predict the outcome of histhoughts. But they needed
aTeacher to help bring the Notouch into line in case Cor's efforts at persuasion were not totally
successful, so Jay needed Heart.

Y ears of practiced acting allowed Jay to put a concerned tonein hisvoice. "What isit you are
worried about now, Teacher?'

Heart picked up acold lump of charcoal from the meager stack that was their night's supply of fudl.
"My wifewasin the High House when they came down, Messenger. What will they do to her?

Be patient. You need himto keep the Notouch in line. Say it again. Jay wrapped his poncho a
little closer around him. "Nothing, Heart. She'svaduable to them. You dl are. That'swhat's buying usthis
time" That and King Siver's pride.

"l do hold her in my regard, Messenger.” Heart pitched the charcoa onto the flames. Thefire hissed
and aflurry of sparks danced above the flames. "Sheis so unwavering...| fear they will grow impatient
with her."

Jay considered laying a hand on the man's shoulder, but couldn't quite bring himself to doit. "I know
these people, Heart. They're born patient. They cannot be rushed. | once..." Histrandator disk beeped.

Cor'svoice hissed in hisear. "Jay, get your sodden face out here. I'm about to be bludgeoned.”
"Blood of my..." Jay scrabbled at the tent's laces and tore them open.

It wasfull night outside. Theicy wind drove straight down on his head, making him stagger ashe
emerged from the tent. The only light was from the four orange weatchflres. Everything else was a solid
curtain of black.

"Hold your hand!" he bellowed to theworld in generd.

Jay squinted & onefire after another. The one toward his|left flopped sidewaysin the wind and Jay
saw apair of human shadows, one standing and one kneeling. He took abead on thefire and, ignoring
the violent crawling of the goose bumps rising on his skin, waded through the weeds and reeds toward it

"I speak for her!™ he shouted as he gpproached.

Jay entered thetiny circle of flickering light and saw Cor on her kneeswith her handsin front of her
eyes. A soldier with Bondless tattoos on his hands and a craggy face that Jay didn't recognize held his
metal-studded club over her head.

"What in the sight of the Namedessisal this?' Cor demanded as Jay waved the soldier asde. "An
invason?'

"Hardly." A fresh wind hit him and Jay shivered. "The Vitae have got that show to themselves" He
brushed the soldier back. The man gave Jay the barest possible salute and tramped off into the darkness.



"I noticed." Cor stood and picked up her handlight. She seemed obliviousto the cold. "We had word.
They've started giving orders that the Notouch be rounded up.” She clipped her light onto her belt.

"So you found Stone in the Wall's rdatives?' For amoment, eagerness was stronger than the cold.

"Yeah, | found them." Cor dretched her hands out to the fire and let the light shine between her
fingers. "1 thought you were going to King Silver for letters of authority, not for asmdl army.” She
nodded toward the cluster of adozen tents.

"Cor..." Jay began angrily. He stopped and gripped histemper. "We need protection in case werun
into Firgt City troops. They're working for the Vitae now."

Cor watched the fire between her fingers.

"Cor." Jay moved closer. "Wherere the Notouch?"

"l don't know," shesaid. "l sent them running.”

Jay's heart thudded once, hard, againgt hisribs. "Y ou what?"

"| told them to grab their gear and run like thewind." She rubbed her hands together. "And not to tell
me where they would go."

"Cor, the Vitae are rounding up Notouch!" Jay shouted. "They know something! We haveto find..."

"We haveto get out of here!" Cor screamed up at him to be heard over the wild night wind. "We
have to get out of here and leave these people alone!”

"They aren't people!™
Cor didn't evenflinch. "I don't think they'd agree with you."

Jay took adeep breath, trying to get control of himsdf again. It wastoo much. He had come dl this
way, he had worked dl thistime, and now he was so close. He was too close.

"Cor," he said, hoping she couldn't hear the tremor in his voice over the sound of the wind and the
crackle of thefire, "you're not thinking straight. If the Vitae find out how this place works, they will rule
the Quarter Galaxy."

"And if the Family finds out how this place works, then what?' Cor shook her head and Jay saw the
rock-hard resistance behind her eyes. The fire struck sparksin them. "No. No matter who gets hold of
them, they're never going to be left done again. The only thing they can do iskeep running and fighting us
all off." Her voice dropped almost to awhisper. "With the number of birth defects they've got, | doubt
the whole place has more than four generations eft anyway. Thenit's over with, but they're at least not
being bred into davery.”

Jay felt theworld tilt under hisfeet. Anger rushed through him, faster than the wind through the reeds,
and dl of it focused on the woman in front of him, calmly facing him down asif he were no morethan a
Bonded, or atota fool.

"Thenwhy in dl thishell did you come here?' he croaked. "Why didn't you stay with your Notouch?!

Her chin shifted left, then right. "1 wanted to seeif you'd bewilling to leave. | didn't want you and Lu
hanging around making things hard....harder." Her green eyeswere honest and alittle ashamed. "1 wanted
you to know I'm willing to get you both offworld, but if you decide to keep going on the assignment, then,
as of now, you've got no pilot and you'd better watch your back, because I'll be oniit.”

The night was suddenly crystal clear to Jay. Thefire didn't even flicker. Cor's headcloth didn't stir. He
could hear her breathing, even over the rush of blood in hisears.

"And you realy don't know where the Notouch have gone?’ he said coally.
She shook her head. "No. | redly don't."
Jay lashed out. Hisfist caught her in the throat and knocked her backward. She choked as sheféll.



He grabbed hold of her shoulders and flipped her onto her somach. Her spine was stiff and knobbly
under hisknees. He pressed dl hisweight against her back. Her neck muscles corded againgt his pams
as heforced her face into the mud. She clawed a him, raking great long scratches down his hands. She
screamed to the ground. Jay held on until her hands fell into the weeds and he felt her neck go limp.

He stood. He thought he would be shaking, but he wasn't. He was perfectly cam. Cor was nothing
but a crooked shadow in the grass. In amoment held call the watch back to toss her into the swamp.

Jay fished histrandator disk out of hisear and tucked it into itsdot in historque and waited.
"Jahidh? Be quick," came Kelat's voice.

"l need you to do asatellite scan of the area about twenty kilometers around this transmission point.”
Jay kept looking at Cor's body, noting how it didn't move. "Stone in the Wall'srelatives are on the run
and | need to know where they've gone."

"It won't be easy,” said Kelat. "But I'll makeit my work."
Keat closed theline and Jay disengaged his disk from the torque.

Do you know, Kelat, hethought toward the canyon wall, you've just described this whol e fool
Reclamation.

Jay whistled and waved to aquartet of silhouettesthat he wasfairly sure were soldiers. Hed haveto
tell Heart. HEd haveto tell them all that they'd been betrayed. Hed have to, if they were to keep going,
and they had to keep going.

Because now there was absolutely nothing else to do.

It was four hours past dark before the transport was towered from the tether's end. Avir had to order
Ivale to come with her and she was ready to swear that if there had not been ahost of Beholden to see,
he would have balked at the assignment

Sealed in pressure suits, Avir, lvale, and Nal walked down the steps to meet the transport. Darkness
and the accompanying cold cleared the streets of even the most lost of the artifacts.

From the outside, the transport was little more than a computerized box with thick, heavy tiresthat
could grip and climb even the Home Ground's chaotic terrain. Asthey approached, adoor in the sde
lifted away, letting loose aflood of clear light.

Nice dressing, thought Avir as she squinted up the ramp that was lowering and tried to find her
footing. She wasn't sure how shefelt about a security team leader with a sense of the dramatic.

The door closed behind them and Avir's eyes adjusted to the light. It was a standard transport: drive
boardsin the front, seating for a dozen passengers down the middle, comm terminas a the rear, and
gtorage lockerslining thewals. Eight of the seats were filled with the security team; males and females
with brown or pinkish skinsand al as bad as Ambassadors. The team leader got out of the pilot's chair
assoon as Avir waked up the ramp, but did not make obeisance until her eyes had had a chanceto
adjust.

The name he handed her was Security Chief Panair of the Hundredth Core. Avir accepted it with a
nod. Shedidn't trust her voice. It felt too good to be between soundproofed walls breathing air that was
free of any kind of reek.

Security Chief Panair was not one to waste time. He accepted her silence as she had accepted his
name and returned to his station. He snapped the seat restraints across hiswaist and passed his hands
over the controls. The hum of the engines heightened its pitch.

Avir took the farthest seat on the empty row. Ivale stood aside to let Nd st next to her. Avir wished
shewasfreetoroll her eyes. Ivale was being postively childish.

The trangport lurched forward and Avir tried to resgn herself to along, dull trip. Outside the
windows, the night brought down lashings of rain and ice carried on awind that shook the transport.



Panair kept his eyes on the boards, Avir noticed. Despite his bright running lights, he was navigating more
by the satellite transmission on the termina sthan by line of Sght.

The journey wore on. The transport lurched and rattled through alandscape that could barely be
seen, and Ivale's slence began to wear on Avir's nerves. Nal was using the seat's terminal, absorbed in
hisown work, but Ivaejust sat with his eyes kept rigidly forward, watching the blobs of shadow that
passed through the transport'slights so quickly that it was often difficult to tell if they were trees or mere
stones.

Avir sat back and tried to fed sympathy for him. Thiswas not what any of them had been chosen for.
They were supposed to convert a series of buildings for use by the Vitae and begin researches on the
artifacts. They were not aboarding party, even if the team surrounding them were.

Panair sivung the transport to the left and they lurched up a steep incline. Thelights showed up
nothing but rocks, boulders, and mud.

"Approaching the Unifier shelter,” Panair announced.

Avir looked out the window automaticaly, but there was nothing there except stone and shadow. The
terminal on Panair's board showed a smooth-sided dome, glowing with incandescent light and heet in the
infrared spectrum.

Auvir fet her beating heart rise until it filled her throat.

The white dome drifted into view. The transport ground to ahat and the door lifted itself open. The
security team legpt out and dived straight for the dome's entrance, leaving Avir, Ivale, and Nal trailing, a
little tunned, in their wake.

"What...!" shouted aman's voice indde the dome.

Avir stepped under the canopy over the entranceway but couldn't see anything through the open door
except piles of camp equipment and Panair's back.

"Stand till and beidentified,” barked Panair.
"All right, dl right, I'm standing. Look, herel am."

Avir stepped sideway's, squeezing between the wal and a stack of storage crates. Panair, dart gun
out and ready, faced a bony, brown-bearded man with a hand lamp and atool belt raised up over his
head. Behind him, incongruoudy, afire burned in an empty crate. Next to it, an artifact lay on apalet of
blankets, staring at the celling. 1ts mouth moved constantly, but it made no sound, nor wasit paying any
attention to what was going on around it.

Auvir, forgetting dignity and propriety, hurried to the artifact's Sde. She knelt and unseded her glove.
Shetouched its skin. It was clammy and goose bumps prickled its dusky surface. Its eyes were glazed
over and flickered back and forth, seeing something, but nothing that wasin the room. Na knelt beside
her and dso touched the artifact. He measured its pulse and fever with his expert hands and his mouth
tightened.

"What did you do here?' Avir demanded of the bony man.
"It'shard to explain,” he said. "Who in the backwaters are you lot?!

In answer, Ivale removed his helmet. The man saw Ivae's bald head and the neck of his scarlet
rappings.

"Vitag" the Unifier croaked. "Jay..."

"Y ou will be questioned about him beforelong,” Avir stood. "But first you will explain what has
happened to this artifact?"

The Unifier cast about asif he needed to try to identify what she wastalking about. "Broken Trail ?*
hesadfindly. "l..." Hisgaze did sideways to the security team. Two stood beside the door. Two more



stood on either side of the dome and one had stationed hersalf beside the open hatchway in the floor.
Avir wondered for amoment if the Unifier was going to make some escape gesture. She hoped not. If
they had to dart him, it would be hours before they got any information &t al.

But hedidn't. He just Ssighed so heavily that his bony shoulders heaved. "1t would be easier to show
you." Hetilted his head to indicate the trapdoor.

"Do s0," ordered Avir, and she switched to the Proper tongue. "Bio-tech, tend the artifact. Stabilize
her if you can.”

"Y ou hold my name," said Na absently. He was busy fumbling in histool belt for analysis patches.

Panair climbed down the rope ladder firgt, followed by one of his Beholden. After along moment, he
shouted, "Clear!"

"Go," Avir said to the Unifier.

With another resigned sigh, he fastened histool belt around hiswaist and climbed down the |adder
like it was something held been doing dl hislife.

Avir envied his poise as she herself descended. The ladder wriggled and wobbled under her weight.
Shewas very glad to see the Unifier didn't dare to grin at her when she stood beside him. Avir was not
surprised to see the string of lights that led down the corridor and glinted off curved walls of tranducent
dlicate that held back drifting shadows.

Thiswas Avir'sfirgt chance to see the shadowy containers up close. She leaned toward the wall,
pressing her hands against the smooth, cool surface. She watched the blobs that moved with afluid grace
and random pattern. She swallowed hard. It was asif they stood in avein the Ancestors had sunk into
the world and were now surrounded by the blood the Vitae had sworn by for al their centuries.

Ivale and six of the security team descended the ladder, one by one. Panair waited until the last of
them were down before he gestured for the Unifier to lead them onward.

The shadowed corridor was one continuous archway extending toward a second drop. The Unifier
took them down another rope ladder and down a second corridor toward abrightly lit arch. Shadows
drifted slently past them and Avir fet them like aweight diding across her skin.

The archway opened into a chamber. Avir's gaze did over the more ordinary ruins—the empty tables
and rotted chairs. It caught for amoment on the banks of empty sockets and gleaming stones. Then it
swept the room, trying to take in everything at once. She saw tanks of gelatinous matter bulging from the
walls. Bundles of capillary-like tubes pressed againgt the chamber'swalls. Blobs and nodules of silicate,
all seamless, held viscous liquidsthat rippled like the shadows in the corridor did. Star-shaped patterns
pressed againgt the skin of what could have been atable. Nerves. Theliquid pulsed in the smooth bank
of empty sockets againgt the far wall asif controlled by aheartbest.

Therewas no question of it in Avir'smind. Thisplace wasdive.

Avir felt her own breathing become shalow. "How big isthis place?" she asked, not caring about the
hushed tone the Unifier couldn't possibly miss.

"l don't know," he said. "'I've mapped out about ten square kilometers worth of tunnels. Not that it's
done that much good." Therewasaamirk in hisvoice. "Haf the stuff back of thewalls and tanks didn't
even show up until we'd had the lights on twenty-four hours. And you should see what's down there.” He
nodded to a second archway.

"lvale, see what you can find out about this place,”" she said, already hafway to the other arch and
barely aware that the two Security Beholden had closed ranksto follow her.

Avir knew shewas letting hersdlf get distracted. Exploration should wait until they had the proper
personnel, but she kept right on going. There was no light, except what was at their backs. One of the
Beholden raised ahand lamp to light her way.



Ahead, the corridor curved. A burst of red light flashed off the smooth, clear walls. It flashed again,
and again. Avir's steps quickened. The footsteps of the Security Beholden echoed as they marched
behind her.

She rounded the curve and the pulse of light hit her right in the eyes. Dazzled, she dropped her gaze
and raised her hand. She saw the reflection of another flash on her own boots. The shadows under the
surface of the corridor roiled asif in response. The intensity of the light faded as her facepl ate darkened.

At last, Avir could look up again. She stood less than ameter from a cavernous opening. The
corridor came out near its celling, but thefloor, if existent, wasinvisble. Thefar wal waslikewiselogtin
shadow. From darkness to darkness stretched more of the Ancestors veins. Avir knew they must be
enormous, but the cavern around them made them look like silken threads. They crossed each other and
Spread out again at every angle. It was a geometrician's dream. It was the work of athousand spiders
over athousand years. The ruby light flashed down the threads like bottled lightning. A single strand
flashed on the edge of her line of sight. A dozen lit up right in front of her. Ten meters below, five, now
ten, now twenty, horizonta strands pulsed with light and then blacked out dl a once. Pulses of light
raced up and down the verticas, chasing each other through the network of threads.

Peripheraly, she noticed aplatform in front of her, obvioudy made for movement into the vast
network. Flat bal conies and bubbles that could have enclosed rooms were supported by the threads.
Thiswas acomplex. People, the Ancestors or the artifacts, traveled into the heart of this gigantic web of
light and...did what?

"Thereisyet more work in the heart of the Ancestors. May those hearts be revealed to me. May my
eyes see thewonder of thework..." 1t took Avir amoment to redlize her voice was reciting the Second
Grace. She closed her mouth but her eyes couldn't op straining to measure and define the impossible
wonder spun out in light and glassin front of her.

Then her heart began to thud heavily against her rib cage. It was too much. It wastoo big and too
incomprehensible. As precisely as she could manage, she turned around and shouldered her way
between the Security Beholden. The ruby light pulsed and flickered against the corridor's curved walls,
each besat raising thelevel of unreasoned panic insde her. She didn't dare run, but she didn't know how
sheld hold hersdlf to awalk.

They werein ahollow world. A hollow world with veins and nerves, and who could know what €lse.
But it lived. She knew that with an utter certainty. Like the artifacts that grubbed on its surface searching
for ther logt function, it lived.

Avir dmost gasped with relief when she crossed the thresholds into the first chamber again.

The Unifier grinned at her. "Something dse, isn't it? And I'll tell you what, those lights? They weren't
there when we got here. That didn't start up until we got Broken Trail down here.”

Auvir tried to collect hersdf, but didn't feel very successful at the attempt. Her mind wasfull of light
and threads. "Explain what you have done."

Apparently ready to accept his prisoner satus, the Unifier described the hunt for Stone in the Wall's
genetic relatives and how Broken Trail was led to the "control bank” to lay her hand on one of the
pheresthat till remained in the bank’s sockets. He went on to tell about how the lights had switched on
in both the chamber and the cavern, and how the artifact had lain in a stupor since then and he wasn't
sure she was ever going to come out of it.

Avir didn't redize how chilled her cheekswere until shefelt the heat of anger risng in them.

"Do you redlize what you have done!” she demanded. ™Y ou anima without Lineagel" Her fists
clenched. "Y ou played with the work of the Ancestors without even a preiminary test? Without a survey
or any kind of andysisl Y ou thought you could just..."

"Wewerein ahurry," he said blandly. "We'd had word your lot was coming down like vengeance on



this place for no particular reason, except maybe the people.”

Little by little, Avir clamped down on her emotions. Thiswas not just unseemly, it was unacceptable
and grosdy unproductive. The Unifier had to be questioned thoroughly by experts. The Reclamation
Assembly had to be notified of these developments at once. Measures had to be taken to secure the
human artifacts, al of them, immediately, from the Imperidist clutches. Teams had to be brought down
here as quickly as possible.

All timewas gone. It was dready too late. The race had started without them and now they could
only run to catch up.

| am child of the Lineage. | will not see the work of the Ancestors end at the hands of the
Imperialists. | will not.

Now the real work begins.

14—Aboard the U-Kenai, Hour 14:23:45, Ship's Time

"Thisisthe truth. Thisis what we learned too late. We should not have made
them Human. Even a little bit of Humanity was too much."

—~Fragment from "The Beginning of the Hight",
from the Rhudolant Vitae private history Archives

Asit turned out, they didn't even fed the collision. There should have been along, dow, grinding
crash, but there wasn't. There should have been the sound of straining metals and ceramics, but there
wasn't. One minute the screenswere full of filthy ice, the next minute they were black.

Adu fdt the smooth surface of the control boards under his hands and for amoment wished Dorias
hadn't decided to house him in the android. It was convenient, but it wasisolating. If he had been loaded
into the ship itself, then he would have been able to know where the hull stresses were as soon astheice
touched the ship. He could have compensated for them instantly and monitored them where
compensation wasn't needed yet. He would have known everything, without needing to cal up the data,
or turn hishead, or wait while his mind processed what his eyes saw.

Next to him, Eric Born and Aria Stone blinked at the blank screens.
Eric looked down at Ariain the communications chair. "Now what?' he asked her.

"Now, we push it toward the Realm. What's supposed to happen isthe heat exhaust meltstheice as
we push and we dide father into the shell. When we get to the Realm, we head to ground looking like a
great, hulking lump of ice” Shefrowned. "Did | say that right?" Her hand fell onto her pouch of stones
and shejerked it away.

"|, for one, hopeyou did," said Adu. "Although what they'll think when they seealump of ice going
thisfast, | don't know."

"WEIl just have to hope the satellites don't think." Eric stretched hisarms over hishead until hisjoints
popped.

"They're Vitae satdlites" Adu reminded him. "How can we be sure what they do?"

Eric swung hisarms down. "Adu, that's not redly helpful.”

"My apologies, Sar Born."

Eric nodded and, amost absently, stroked the curve of Arias shoulder. "L et us know when we have
to strap down," he said, and he left the bridge. Ariastood. Her concentration focused on Adu, but she
said nothing. Shejust followed Eric Born out of the chamber.



Adu shifted himsdlf to make room for the work being done inside his skull. Most of the processing
right now was actudly being done by the Cam programs. It was able to ca culate the angles and bursts of
thrust needed to push them around the binary, keeping their “tail” angled away from the suns. They would
fly into the systemn between the satdllites, and get just alittle too close to the planet. Its gravity would grab
hold of them and drag them down. Nothing surprising. Nothing unnatural. Nothing to rise from the ashes
and craters.

Adu tried to be content. He tried to draw comfort from the fact that he would be able to fulfill his
parent'sfirst ingtructions. Down in the Realm of the Nameless Powers held be able to find out the origin
of the Vitag's plans.

But there was nothing down there. Hetried to tell himsdlf that held eventually be ableto find an open
line, or asatdlite transmission, or something that would alow him to get a message through to his parent.
Asit was, though, the only networks existed in the android body and in the shell of the ship, and the ship
would soon be gone, even if its passengers survived.

Survive, yes, but for what? To pace the ground carrying the useless Cam routines around with him,
until something was found for him to do? What would it be? There was nothing down there but stone and
water and vegetation. Hed checked as soon asthey'd entered the system. The only life wasthe
uninterpretable Vitae transmissons, flitting between their ships.

"Y ou will stand by them." Dorias had sunk deep into him. "Eric Born will find away to get you back
out once we know what is happening.” A pause. "Do you think | want you lost? Y ou'll be carrying
everything | need to know."

The memory was warm and firm and apart of him, but it was ill not enough to slence the fear of
diving sraight into nothingness.

What made it worse was that there was away out. He'd spotted it. Between the plotting Strategies
Dorias had poured into him and the equipment list he had read in Cam, he knew how to get out of this
android and thisshell of aship.

Cam twitched, suddenly dert on new levels. Adu fastened his attention fully onitsactivities. The
monitors were picking up locdized increasesin hull temperature, pinpricks of heat. Cam didn't
understand. Adu prodded it and opened up part of its memory to remind it they were in ahostile space.
Now it had it. The pinpricks were targeting lasers. The Vitee satellites had spotted them.

Adu waited, listening to the comm lineswith Cam's ears. There was nothing but unintdlligible Vitae
noise. The pinpricks stayed where they were, tracking the comet they had become a part of.

Did the satdllites think? Were they trying to decide what to do? Had the Vitae in their ships been
notified, or wasthisjust standard operating procedure? Track every bit of junk and rock that floated into
the system and wait for it to do something stupid?

Adu knew his questions were useless. There wasn't even any way to tell if the satdllites themselves
were armed. The comet's cloud of crystals and dust made too much interference for the U-Kenai to get
adetailed picture. The ship could tel where the satellites were, but that wasdll.

There was nothing Adu could do. The coursewaslaid in and plotted. Changing it under the satellites
gazeswould definitely cause an dert to be sent to the Vitag's flesh-and-blood watchers. The U-Kenai
was built for running away, not for fighting, and halfway buried inice and dirt, it wasn't going anywherein
ahurry. They were dready inthetrap. All of them.

Cam wanted to move, to recdibrate the monitors and make sure it was seeing what it thought it was

seeing. It wanted to summon Eric Born to the bridge and dert him to the Situation and get orders, even if
it wasjusdt to stay on course, because the situation had changed.

Adu forced Camto hold till. Thetrgp'slid wasn't closed yet. Nothingness didn't surround him quite
yet. He could still get out.



Andif hedid, what would Dorias do?

Send him back to Eric Born? Impossible. Reabsorb hisidentity? Perhaps, but then at least hed be
part of something. He wouldn't be alonein the middle of asilent world.

Cam was shoving at him, seeking away to get to the circuits that ruled the android body. Adu leaned
al hisweght againgt it until it stopped struggling.

"Sar Born!" Aducdled. "Strapin!™

The monitor on the common room showed the pair of them moving with admirable dispaich. Aria
Stone laid hersdlf flat in the lowest adcove and let Eric draw the webbing over her. He closed the catches
while explaining how they worked. Then Eric climbed into the second bunk and fastened himself in.

Adu, giving Cam just enough room <o that it could stay aert for any changesin the ship's monitors,
moved the android.

The U-Kenai's emergency beacon, once retrieved from its storage hatch benegath the bridge's deck,
proved to be an old unit that had been only peripherally kept in repair. When Adu had been required to
set it up in dock at Abassyd Station, he had siphoned its specifications from Cam. The beacon was
supposed to carry warnings or distress messages from a ship. It had an extraordinary amount of
redundant memory and it could travel long distances, albeit dowly. It could take him back to where there
would be voices he could hear and room to stretch out. In the meantime, there would be alittle spare
room in there, where he could keep himself busy by building hisown tools. In ayear or three or five, he
would be found and his box would be opened and he'd go on from there.

The pinpricks till hung on the ship's skin. The transmissons from the satellites had picked up dightly,
but they hadn't changed direction, and the satellites themsal ves hadn't moved. They watched closdly, but
they just watched.

Sofar.

Cam's main processes huddled in the corner where Adu had left them. Adu encompassed Cam and
pried into itsinsgdes. He heightened its perception of the task at hand; to get the U-Kenai safely down,
unseen, if possible. Cam thought more dowly than Adu, and had less capacity for memory, but it knew
the ship and had years of experience stored in itsdlf. The ship could still maneuver alittle, and it could till
brake alittle. The comet ice packed around its skin would absorb the extra heat of the accelerated
re-entry and Cam could surely steer it more accurately than Adu, because it had specid subroutinesfor
flying under reduced capacity. It would al be enough, with alittle added urgency. Adu had to make sure
it would be enough, because there was every chance he would contact Dorias again. Dorias would know
Adu had defied him, but at least he wouldn't be able to say his child had doneit carelesdly.

Besides, Adu carried copies of everything Eric had learned from the Vitae datastores. Dorias wanted
them back.

That ismy real purpose. Not sending myself into emptiness.

Cam did not try to duck out as Adu laid the new ordersin. Accepting orders was part of what Cam
was carefully designed to do. When Adu was satisfied that the first thing Cam would do when l€ft to its
own devices was launch the beacon, he let it retreat to its corner.

The beacon would trail aong behind the ship in the "comet's’ tail asjust another piece of junk until the
fina descent began. Then it would break free and fly off onitsown, like at least two dozen other pieces
of rock would be doing at that point.

The monitors registered arise in temperature from three of the pinpricks. Adu froze. The temperature
leveled off. Maybe it was only afluctuation. Maybe some lensing had been caused by theice coating the
ship'sside. Therewas no way to tell.

Adu opened a hatch on the beacon. Then he flicked back the cover for the hardwire jack on the
android'swrist. He plugged the biggest unused cable on the bridge between the two sockets. He made



the android glance a the monitor again. Eric and Arialay in their dcoveswith their gazes fastened on the
view wall, trying to see what was happening, and doubtlessly wondering how long it would be before
they landed.

Camwill get them down, Adu told himself as he reached down the new opening that the cable
provided. It will. They don't need me. Not down there in the emptiness.

Carefully, he eased himsdf into the beacon.

Ariaknew the ship was performing adelicate dance, skirting around the edge of the Servant's Eyes,
but it felt like nothing at al. To her, the U-Kenai was standing gtill while the universe churned around it
Light bent into bows and knots. It was like watching fireworks recorded through a distorting tens. It was
glent, and beautiful, and utterly strange. Ariawanted to touch the backs of her handsin saluteto the
Nameless and the Servant, but the webbing held her hands down. She just hoped her thoughts would
count and that there was somebody watching closaly enough to acknowledge them.

All at once the morass of color and darkness was gone. The bare back of the Realm filled the screen.
"Too low," gasped Eric. "Adu! Too low!"
Ariaforced hersdf to keep her eyes open. If I'mgoing to die, I'm at least going to see it coming.

Rock rilled the screen, silver and black, pitted, gouged, bare. Bells and chimes, mechanica shrieks
filled thear and thelight flashed wildly.

It's the World's Wall. Nameless Power s Preserve me. We're going to hit the World's Wall!

The ship rolled sdeways and a scream cut loose from Arias throat. They were upright in the next
breath, she had time to be embarrassed, then to redlize that she was alive to be embarrassed, and then to
redize she hadn't made the only noise.

Outside the ship blurred beige, brown, and green. Total darkness hit. Dim light returned and the
screen flickered back to life. Green chaos swallowed up everything else and asharp jolt bounced her up
and down until the webbing creaked in protest.

They stopped and stayed till, doing nothing but breathe.

After awhile, Ariawas able to notice that the room was crooked. She lay with her knees pointed
toward the ceiling and her left ear pressed againgt the sde of thealcove. A singleadarm bell rang tiredly
for afew more seconds before it hushed itself from exhaugtion.

"Werehere" said Eric in ahollow voice.

"Were home." Ariafumbled with the catches and shoved the webbing aside. She planted her feet
carefully on thetilted floor, resting her hand againgt thewall for balance. The dim lightsthrew ahaf dozen
hazy shadows of her across the room.

Eric was on hisfeet aplit second after her, trudging up the dope toward the bridge.
"Adul" hecdled. "Areyoudl right?'
Therewas no answer.

"Adu?' Eric sumbled forward before hisfeet found purchase on the doping floor. Ariafollowed Eric
onto the bridge. They entered the cabin, but Adu didn't even look up.

"Adu?' sad Eric again. The android stayed motionless, hands on the control boards, seemingly
obliviousto the drunken angle of itschair.

ThenEricsad "Cam?'

The android turned its head. "Y es, Sar?"

Eric swalowed hard. "What's happened to Adu?’
"Hesleft us" Ariasad. "Run away."



"That'sinsane," snapped Eric. "Doriaswould never have..."

Arialaid her hand against the threshold for balance. "That. .. person was not Dorias, and he was
scared to death of coming here. Even more scared than you, | think." She eyed the blank monitors. "I
also think, Eric, we had better get out of here and see where we are.™

But Eric was not moving. "Cam," he said again, "what isthe digposition of the process Adudorias?”

"Adudoriastransferred to U-Kenai emergency beacon. The beacon was launched fifteen-four-ten,
shipstime."

For amoment, Ariathought Eric was going to fal over. He was counting on that creature, she
redized. As long as Adu was around there was a touchstone to the outside, a tangible chance he
might find a way out again. Now he's as stuck as...A new beeping piped up from the control boards,
and another joined it as the darms began to recover from their own shock. As this ship of his.

"If I may presume.” Shelaid her hand on hisforearm. "I think we are not safein here.”

Eric looked at her for amoment like he didn't understand what she said. Then he lurched towards the
arlock. "Cam. Comeoutside.”

The android got up and obediently teetered after its master. Eric palmed the reader on the airlock,
and nothing happened. He cursed through clenched teeth and undid alatch beside the door. A small
compartment came open and he pulled alever down. "Cam. Manua release procedures. Go."

The android gripped apair of handles on the airlock'sinner door and pulled. Reluctantly, the door
gave way and Cam dragged it up the dope of the floor and latched it into place. A draft of warm air
caressed Aria

Eric and Cam repeated their actions for the outer door. His hands seemed inordinately clumsy ashe
worked the controls. Ariafelt her patience strain.

Try to remember, it's been ten years for him, Ariatold hersdlf, and he never wanted to come
back.

The outer door opened and air rushed in, warm, rich, thick air.

Acrid, black, smoke and abillow of heat camewith it. Aria coughed harshly. She couldn't see
anything except acurving wall of smoking ash. She undid her head cloth and pressed agtrip of materia
over her mouth before she started out the door.

"Wait..." started Eric.

Sheignored him. She felt as though she had waked into a furnace. Coughing despite her makeshift
face mask, Ariawaded up the ashy dope, waving her free hand both to keep her balance and to keep
her bare hand from touching the burned ground.

Findly, she scrambled onto a patch of unburned, white sand. Forgetting pride dtogether, Aria
dropped onto her knees. A fresh wind caught her right cheek and Aria breathed deeply. When her lungs
cleared of the stinging smoke, she stood up and looked around to see what part of the world they had
cometo rest in. Joints and head seemed to sigh with relief. The world wrapped around her like a blanket.

They'd come down on the shore of the Dead Sea. Whitened sand crunched under the sole of Arias
boots and the ditinctive tang of sdt filled the air. Shading her eyeswith her hand, she squinted toward
the waterline. Fingers of seam rose from the surface. A gust of wind blew hard, sending along,
shimmering ripple across the mineral green surface of the water. No waves broke. Aside from the lichens
clinging to therocks, nothing grew. Thelifeless water sprawled out agood eight or nine milesto ether
dde, whereit reached the bases of cliffs so white with sdt rime that they showed even through the mists.
Ariatilted her gaze to the tops but couldn't make out any buildings.

Well, that's something anyway. If we'd come down on the First City shore, we'd probably be
dead.



Ariaturned her attention inland. The white sand beach turned to stone-peppered dunes about ten
yards away from them. She scanned the distant walls, searching for familiar shapes. The salty wind was
free of rain and the clouds were solid overhead. That was something else. The last thing they needed right
now was rough wesather, but she had no ideawhen sunshowing had been or which wall the light was
danting over. Her orientation was gone. Without a prominent mark, they were solidly lost.

There was the Pinnacle, though, marking Red Walls. She gauged its Size compared to the lower walls.
They were close to the lowlands, then. Sheturned. The closest wall to her eft glinted gold in thelight.
Broken Canyon. There wasthe gentle ripple of ground rising toward the cleft of Narroways road.

Ariafdt hersdf smile. All they had to do wasfollow the shordineto the Edl Back River. Theriver
would lead them into the Lif marsh. Onceinsdethe Lif, help and, maybe, family couldn't be more than a
few hours away.

"Whoever landed us had excellent aim,” she said, bringing her gaze back down to Eric.

Eric was staring at hisship. It lolled in the crater itsimpact had made. Its nose was buried in awal of
ash and smoking coals. Water seeped into the depression it made. Behind it atrail of ash and seared
sand added its steam to the hazy air. The U-Kenai's wings were streaked with black, pitted by tiny
craters and scarred with long grooves. Then she saw that the U-Kenai's whole smooth skin was scarred.
Seams of white foam ran in jagged lines around its back and sides. It looked like the ship had been
declared Notouch and marked accordingly.

Eric stood like a statue beside his ruined ship. He stared at it. His cheeks were wet and thelook on
his face was one of fear.

Ariawished she knew something to say. She remembered the Bad Night, when her father had hauled
her and her sisters bodily off their mats before the muddide washed their house down to the Dead Sea.
She remembered the boiling, grinding roar and the horror as her home was torn to pieces by the mindless
force. Security and sense washed away with it.

Shewished she could tel him about that, but her mind wouldn't hand acrossthe words. It just kept
bringing up pictures of Storm Water and Little Eye. Her children were maybe aday away. Maybe only
hours, and maybe she hadn't been gone that long. Maybe Nail had waited for her. Maybe she was il
hiswife and could still call her children her own. Maybe Eric would understand that what had happened
on the ship could not take the place of her being mother to her children.

The strength of that wish made her suck in abreath and Eric must have heard. He tore his gaze avay
from the hulk of the U-Kenai and swept it acrossthe Walls.

"Y ou know wherewe are? I'velogt al my geography.”
You lie, Eric. You're staring straight at the route to First City.

She didn't say that either. "We're on the Narroways side of the Dead Sea. That meansthe Lif
marshes are only afew hours off. Ther€ll be people about. Notouch," she added, waiting for his
reaction.

He looked down at his naked hands. "Wdll, it should be an interesting time, considering that I'm as
bare as a two-day-old baby."

"It may befor the best,” Ariasaid. "It'll mean less outcry, especidly if we can find my people. My
mother isaforcein the clan." Shelaughed once. "Some say she'saforce of nature.”

"| can believethat." Therewasatrace of humor in hisvoice, but nonein hisface. Hewaslooking a
hisship again.

"Wed better get going, Eric,” she said as gently as she could manage. "Isit not truethat if the Vitae
come looking for us, they'll head straight for the U-Kenai ?"

"Yes," hesaid hoarsdly. "Cam. Stabilize the ship's condition as much as possible. Repair the comm



lines and monitor transmissons. And'—he ran his hand through his hair—"wait until you hear from me."

"Yes, Sar," said the android. Itsfeet made swishing noisesin the damp sand asit climbed back into
the crater and aboard the fallen U-Kenai and released the catch holding the outer door back.

The door did down and clanged shut
Eric turned quickly away. "I'm reedy.”

"Very well." Ariachecked her pouch of stonesto seethat it was firmly knotted. She glanced at the
wallsagainto pick her direction. "Let'sgo."

Side by side they tramped up the beach. They passed sdt-crusted hollowsfilled with miniature
versons of the sea. Nothing €l se broke up the landscape between the dunes and the waterline until Aria
heard the faint gurgle of arunning river.

Smiling with quiet satisfaction, she angled her path inland until they climbed over astony dune. Onthe
other sde, the Edl Back ran swift and shallow into the Dead Sea. Itswinding path cut aswath through
the dunes and would, Ariaknew, open into the sprawl of the Lif marshes.

She glanced over at Eric, who hadn't said aword since they'd started. She'd been content to let him
be quiet, thinking he needed time to adjust to the fact that he had returned. Now she saw that his eyes
seemed to be sunken, looking inside rather than out.

He's closed himself up as far as he can, shethought.

She touched hisarm wordlessly and he gripped her hand. For amoment they stood like that. He
didn't evenlook at her, hejust took what strength she had to give. Did he know that her heart was
wringing inside her? She did not want to be divorced, she did not want to lose her children, and yet she
did not want to leave him.

At last, helet her go and she was able to shove her torn emotions down under alayer of practica
consderations. Sheled him down the dune to the Sde of the Eel Back and they started walking in Silence
agan.

With theinflux of fresh water that the river provided, the landscape changed drasticdly. Beforean
hour had passed, they were wading through amix of brown reeds and knee-high grass. When they
stopped to share a packet of ration squares, they were able to rest in the shade of a cluster of Crooker
trees. Ariagauged the spread of the river and the dant of the land.

"Pagt the next rise, well hit the marshes," she said, more to seeif Eric would answer her than because
she thought he needed her to tell him that. "Wish | knew how far into the season it was. We could be
hitting Late Summer. The squatters shift around. Still, where there's fishing'—she nodded toward the
river, now abroad, duggish swath of green water between the reeds—"therell beaclan.”

"Aria" Eric spoke her name toward theriver. "What did you mean when you said there would be less
outcry from the Notouch because | had no hand marks?"

Ariafet her mouth twist. She searched for the wordsto explain.

"Since Narroways started making deals with the Skymen, the Teachers and the Royds have
gotten...scared. They got thisideainto their heads that the Skymen and the Heretics were using the
Notouch to run their messages, hide them in the marshes, get them supplies and information, and the tike.
It'strue, of course, but they were paying for al of it with food and cloth, some coinage. Well do anything
for pay, everybody knowsthat..." She bit her tongue.

It'sthe air. Breathe the old comfortable air and get back the old comfortable thoughts.

"S0," shewent on, keeping her gaze on theway in front of her, "asthe law says, what one Notouch
does, dl Notouch are responsible for. The Teachers have been laying down that law and exacting
flesh-and-blood fines from us. It's made us wary. Almost nobody will go out of their way todo a
Teacher aservice now. Especidly around Narroways.



"It'sadso true that around Narroways a Teacher or an upper rank might...become lost in anight
storm more easily than in other places.”

Eric said nothing and thistime Ariafelt no urgeto bresk the slence. She just got to her feet and
darted waking again.

It turned out she'd read the landscape right. They topped the final hill and saw the vast, bowllike
valey that held the Lif marshes. Ariahad heard it speculated that, except for the Dead Sea, thiswasthe
largest stretch of open ground in the Realm. Even here, though, she could see the dark, comforting bulk
of the World'sWall on every side.

She sghted on acluster of Crooker trees. They'd need walking sticks for finding solid ground. She
wished she still had her knife, or an ax would have been even better. However, there should be
deadwood that hadn't floated off yet.

She picked up agtick and handed it acrossto Eric.
"Thank you," he said, and Aria decided that would be enough for now.

The day must have been afairly dry one. Green flies and splinter-chasers glided low over the ponds.
The earth under the grasses only squished alittle. Ariasmiled. One thing about the Skymen you had to
like—their boots kept a person's feet good and dry.

They continued on. Eric seemed to be having trouble with hisfooting. He splashed and stumbled
aong behind her. Ariamade hersdlf ignore him. She had afedling he would not welcome too much
attention right now. Maybe it was nothing more complex than his having gotten used to the unnaturally
sraight and even flooring the Skymen had. Maybe it had nothing to do with the shattered ook she had
seen when she handed him the walking stick. But then, even before held |ft, he couldn't have done much
stomping about in raw marsh. The Nobles were used to cobbled roads and wagons and ox-backs. Well,
he'd have to get used to this. They wouldn't be within reach of such luxuriesfor awhile.

Her harsh thoughts startled her abit. Something was dipping from her. She was aNotouch again, low
as she could be. As soon as they hit company, she'd haveto fal back into the endless bent-back
playacting and wheedling language. She redlized she did not want Eric to see her like that.

Despite her gloomy thoughts, part of her could not help but relax. The air was warm enough. Her
head sat firmly on her shoulders and her eyes could see clearly without burning in harsh, bare lights. She
was using her own legsto get somewhere and, even better, she knew where she was going.

She sarted whistling.
In acouple of days, she might even see Reed and Trail again, and Mother.

What's she going to think of what I've done? | haven't got any idea. And my children? Her
breath caught. Except, I've surely been divorced and so they won't be my children and Nail in the
Beamwon't be.. .there. She shoved the thought aside. Maybe not. Maybe he'll have held out. Even if
he didn't, I know it must make sense. With what 1'm doing what kind of wife could | be? She
glanced at Eric.

I know my children are my children and they know it, too, and the Teachers' law can go drown
itself. She shook her head ruefully. Right back into it, aren't |2 Keep on like thisand | might as well
have never left at all.

Eric tripped, splashed, and swore.

"Useyour gtick," she prompted. "Swing it in front of you, watch the ground. We may have along way
to go." Shelooked for the dant of the shadows. There was maybe haf the day left. "And we need to do
some serious traveling unless you want to spend the night in atree.”

"Aria?'
"Hmm?" She cocked one eye toward him. He had stopped dead. Brown-tipped reeds waved around



hisknees. A smdl hillock of muck rose at hisfeet. Arialooked again. It wasn't muck. It was ashoulder,
and ahead.

"Nameless Powers preserve..." Ariamoved closer. The corpse lay facedown in apool. It was pae
and bloated with water and had been picked at by edls. She swallowed her gorge and laid her hand over
her mouth, grateful for oncefor Lifs ever-present smell. It covered the corpse stench.

It was awoman, she decided. A Bondlesstattoo still showed againgt her greying hands. Eric, showing
no signs of nausea, crouched beside the body. Ariawas surprised for amoment, then remembered asa
Teacher he had surely dedlt with his share of unpleasant corpses. He braced himsdlf and levered the
body over onto its back. It splashed into the water and Ariagot alook at the face. She gasped.

"Do you know her?" asked Eric.

Arianodded. "She's a Skyman. She's...her nameis Cor. She's the one who took meto...who..."
She swdlowed hard again. "What did the Servant's Eyes see here?' she whispered.

"I don't know." Eric fingered the waterlogged pouch at Cor'swaist. He gave an experimentd yank.
The cord snapped and he stood up. "It happened at least aday ago, whatever it was." He tore the mouth
of the pouch open and shook it.

Severd coinsfell into hispam, dong with atrandator disk, and a polished piece of pinkish quartz.

Arids chest tightened like sheld been hit. She snatched the quartz up. It was along, ragged chip,
carved and polished until it looked like afat lightning bolt the length of her little finger.

"Trail," she croaked.
"What?' Eric asked.

"Thisismy sster's namestone. My sister, Broken Trail." She stared at the corpse and the horror
insde her redoubled. "Eric, what was she doing with my sster's namestone! ™

She was shaking. She couldn't help it. The Notouch did not let go of their namestones. Not until they
were dead or, a the very leadt, dying.

Eric laid hishands on on her shoulders. "We won't know until we find your clan, Arig," said Eric. "She
cantdl usnothing."

"You'reright, youreright,” Ariapressed her empty palm against her forehead. "Of course you're
right." She gripped the stone and pressed her fist against her own pouch, forcing the shaking in her limbs
to stop. 1've been gone too long. Servant forgive, Powers preserve, | never, ever should have | eft!

"Aria" said Eric again, "could...could the Notouch have done this?' He turned her so she could look
at him without having to see the body.

Ariashook her head. "No. If we'd killed her, the body would have been properly sunken, and no one
would have lft Trail's namestone with her.”

He moved closer to her, and suddenly, she was very aware of histouch. His power-gifted hands, his
chest, hisarms, his concerned, confused face, dl closeto her. Too close.

This shouldn't be, this shouldn't be, cried out a part of her. Not with Trail's namestonein her hand and
the Lif marshesdl around them. They were back. He shouldn't be touching her. She shouldn't be
touched. She pulled away and something inside her cried out as she did.

His handsfell to his sdes and they stood there, doing nothing but stare at each other for amoment,
both knowing too well they were back under the World's Wall.

He picked hisstick up again. "Let's get where we're going. | don't think either of usis carrying what
we need to deep inthetrees.”

Ariatook the lead and they kept on going.
Findly, Aria spotted asmooth, stout stick of wood sticking straight up out of the middie of apond. A



scrap of dirty cloth fluttered in the wind.

"Trap marker," she said, pointing it out to Eric. "That'swhat |'ve been looking for. All we haveto do
iswait here. Somebody'll be along to check the catch before dark.” She surveyed the sky again. It was
gl smooth and even. "We might even stay dry until we get under cover, for awonder.”

She swung herself up onto the bent trunk of the Crooker tree and tucked her hands under her
poncho, getting ready to wait.

Eric began poking the ground restlessy with his stick. Insectsrosein tiny clouds around hiskneesand
ankles. Ariawatched, absurdly glad for the distance between them.

The reeds rustled and bent. From between the thickest trees glided alight raft, steered by aboy with
apole. Ariajumped to the ground and raised both hands high inthe air.

"Oy-a! Hello, Little Brother!"

The boy's head jerked up and the pole came al the way out of the water.

"Aunt Stone?" he cried, and she knew the voice.

"Iron Keeper!" She clapped her hands together over her head. "Little Nephew! Come show your
aunt your face, boy!"

Iron Keeper poled forward so furioudy, he dmost upset hisraft. He legpt ashore and ran up to her.
He pummeled her on the back and shoulders, friendly, greeting blows as she held hisface in both hands.

"Garismit's Eyed Y ou've grown afoot and ahdf! Tell your aunt, quick, how long has she been
gone?'

"My aunt doesn't know?"

"It'sbeen astrange journey, Nephew. You'll hear dl about it later. Now, speak up or your aunt will

have you across her knee." Shelet him go and stepped back. "And then you tell me what you're doing
fishing dl theway out here.

"You...left sx months ago, on the Turn Day. The Skymen came. We had to move out. Were staying
with the Risng Water..." His gaze drifted across to Eric, who turned hisface away. She noticed he was
now wearing gloves.

"He'sa Skyman, Nephew," Ariatold him. "Hisnameis Eric Born. You cdl him Sar Born. He's
helped your aunt and he's here to help more. Therésalot in the wind, Nephew." She smiled. "Including
nighttime. What say you, will Aunt Stone be welcomed by her old clan in their new homes?*

"Iron Keeper saysit'll be so!" He grinned al over hislittle boy face. "Hell take you therein agood
hurry." He glanced to the water. Theraft wasfour yards away and drifting farther yet in the marsh's
unseen current. "As soon as he catches hisraft."

The boy scampered off and Aria suppressed alaugh. "Thisisgood. | hadn't thought to find my family
for another couple of days, at least.”

"Thank you for giving me good welcome among your people,” said Eric softly.

"And what elsewas| to do?' Ariakept her attention on Iron Keeper as he waded hip deep inthe
pond to retrieve the raft he clean forgot to anchor. He hopped up on its back and poled it toward them.

"l don't know," said Eric before Iron Keegper came back within earshot. "l redlly don't.”
They didn't say another word asthey clambered aboard the raft.

Iron Keeper was agood hand with the pole, if alittle dow. Arialet the boy keep charge. It was his
raft, after all, and the last thing she needed to do right now was tread on anybody's pride, eveniif it was
only her hdf-grown nephew. His assurances of the tone of her welcome were very niceto have, and she
was sure Reed had a place at the hearth for her and aloaf to spare, fairly sure anyway. Although Reed
might be out in the city, Since it was late summer. Well, Reed's husband, Iron Keeper's father, would do



in her place. And Mother should till acknowledge her aslong as Ariatill had the stonesin her hands.

But there were other people in the clan, and who knew what the Skymen and the Teachers had done
before the clan had moved out here?

Who knew what they'd done to her children. To her hus...to Nail in the Beam. Iron Keeper didn't
seem sad or upset, which meant...shelaid her hand across her pouch. 1t meant no one might know yet
about Trall.

She stopped hersdlf from asking him to hurry it along.

Iron Keeper kept stedling glances at Eric, who stood in the middle of the raft with his hands shoved
firmly into his pockets.

"Stop saring, Nephew," Ariasaid lightly. "Hes not going to fly away with you watching him."

Iron Keeper blushed. "Iron didn't mean...he meant, |, umm...No disrespect, Sar Born."

Eric nodded gravely. "None seen, Y oung Man. None seen.”

Garismit's Eyes, he's remembered two or three of his manners anyway.

They drifted through groves of Crookers and Droopers and straight-backed evergreens until finaly
they came out into a channel that had been chopped clear of reeds and saplings. Cabins on supports of
bamboo poles squatted above the channel, and everywhere were faces she knew.

"Oy-a!" called Iron Keeper. "Father!"

Iron Shaper, the smith and clay-baker and the most important man in the clan looked up from his
makeshift hearth. Ariaraised her hands so he could see her marks. Here was the test. If Iron Shaper
didn't even welcome her...

"Siger!" he bellowed, dropping histongsinto the coas and legping to hisfeet.

Ariawas on the shore amost before Keeper brought the raft to ahalt. Her brother-in-law gathered
her up into hisropy smith's arms and swung her around. "Knew you'd be back! Told the wife, | did.
Knew it!"

Theworld wasfull of voices, friendly daps, and her name. Stoneinthe Wall. Stoneinthe Wall! Aria.
Auntie. Little sister. Hands to clasp, and faces, and laughter. Home, dl of it home.

She barely even noticed the ones who stayed in the shadows and the doorways and just watched her.

Then came the pecia name.

"Mother!"

Ariaspun and dl a once her amswerefull of children. Storm Water, big and burly asan ox for his
age, like hisfather. Roof Beam, wiry little bundle, and tough Hill Shadow and beautiful, beautiful
Aiena-Arla. Little Eye. The daughter she'd been afraid she'd never bear, stood strong and solid on her
littleround legs.

"My own!" She kissed them and hugged them over and over. "Oh, my own! My own!*"
"SoneintheWal."
Arialooked up and knew what she'd see.

Nail in the Beam. Namel ess Powers preserve me. Ariaswalowed. So many memories camewith
seeing his square face and thick, work-toughened body. They'd grown up side by side. Thered been no
surprise a al when her parents had marched her to the Temple to meet him and his parentsthere. Hed
built their house, sheld built their stove and laid out their mats. They'd fought over thisthing and that,
when she'd been home. They'd even blackened each other's eyes, but held cradled her head through
seven births and listened in sllence when she told him what truth she knew about the namestones. Hed
had other women, and she'd had other men, but the children had al been his, no matter what the Teacher



hed said.
"Y ou said you might not be back." Hisvoice hadn't changed. It grumbled like thunder in the distance,
" waswrong. Nothing new in that, you'd say, | know."
"If you weren't dways speaking for me, | would."
They stared at each other. Ariafound her throat had closed up tight.

Her silence made Nail shift hisweight. ™Y our place is € sewhere than my home. Y our blood will be no
more part of mine."

Thewords of divorce and disinheritance.

"It's better thisway." She said it. She knew it wastrue, but for along, aching moment, she wished it
wan't.

"These are my wiféschildren," hesaid.

Oh, no. It's only been six months..." Who?" she croaked.

"BranchintheRiver."

Of course. She bowed her head. After her family and the smith's, Branch was the loudest voicein the
village. Nail wasn't oneto give up rank if he could helpiit.
"No!" howled Little Eye, clutching Arias pant leg. "Mother!"

No! Ariawanted to howl, too. These are mine! But Nail had stayed while she had gone. She had
broken the law, been cursed by the Teachers, committed heresy, oh, her list of crimeswas along one.
She had lost the right to her children before she had even gone over the World's Wall.

Better thisway. Therewas still so much to do. She couldn't stay here. She couldn't be their mother.
Couldn't ever be. She'd known that when she left. Known that for along time.

"Come home, children," said Nail. Hisvoice didn't change. It waslevel and grumbling, like nothing
was ever quite good enough. Nameless Powers, how that endless discontented note had driven her so
crazy, even after sheld learned to read it like the Signsin the weather.

She could read it now. What he really meant to say was that he also wished it wasn't better thisway.
"No!" wailed Little Eye.

"Shush." Arialaid ahand on her daughter's...Branch's daughter's shoulder. "Y our father isright," she
said. "Go home now, al of you, or do you want to look like abunch of disobedient oxen in front of

everybody? Go on."

One by one, they |eft her side, and the comfort of coming home Ieft with them. Storm Water kept his
Steady gaze on her the whole time while he scooped Little Eyeinto hisarms easly. Nail put his back to
her and marshaed them dl through the houses and the weeds until she couldn't see them anymore.

"Everyone knows whose children they are," said Shaper at her side.

"They are Nail inthe Beam's and Branch in the River's" she answered him. "Which houseismy
mother's, Shaper? She's sure to have heard the ruckus.”

"She'swith Cups and Torch." He pointed toward one of the cabinsfarther up therise.

"Y ou'll want to see her done.” Eric's voice dmost jumped her out of her skin. She'd forgotten he was
thereat dl.

" Shaper, thisisEric Born. Eric to you. He's a Skyman and I'm vouchsafing him. Give him a spot by
thefire, will you?' She spread her hands and her voice wobbled. "I've got nowhere to welcome him to.”

"Y ou're welcome, Skyman, in my sster'sname, my wife's, and mine." Shaper held out hishand. Eric
stared at the scars for amoment and then shook it. Shaper glanced at Eric's gloves, and then at Aria.



"He's embarrassed, Shaper. Skymen have no hand marks, and he think'sit'll wound hisdignity if
everyone seeshim naked as ababy.” She wastired, something inside her ached horribly, and she il had
to face Mother. "Just take care of him, will you?'

She pressed through the bamboo until the cabin came into sight. It was no different from the others
with itswicker walls, thatch roof, clay chinking, and bamboo legs. In the doorway hunched her mother,
Eyes Above the Walls. She was wrinkled, mostly blind, and bent in as many different ways as a Crooker
tree. She could barely walk without help. The joke among the clan was that the Namel ess Powers had
forgotten her name and couldn't call her away to die, so shejust lived on.

"Hello, Mother." Aria crouched down beside the stoop.

"Thought | heard your voice," Eyes Above said. Her own voice creaked like tree branchesin the
wind. "Wd|?'

"l...well, what, Mother?'

"Arethey dill with you?' shesaid impatiently.

"Yes" | should have known.

Eyes Above |eaned forward eagerly. "And still answer you? Still divein your hands, arethey?!

"Yes"

Shelet out along sgh. "Then welcome home, Daughter.”

Relief washed over Aria. She gripped her mother'swrinkled hands and felt the strength that was il
in them as Eyes Above squeezed her in greeting. "'l wasn't sure..."

"Widl, you should have been." Eyes Abovelet go of her hand. "Aslong asthe stones stay divefor
you, then you are working the will of the Nameless, no matter what the Teachers say. The stoneswould
not permit themsalves to be used for the Aunorante Sangh. And aslong as you serve the Nameless, you
aremy daughter.”

Ariashook her head. Eyes Above's faith was as solid as the World's Wall and asall encompassing.
Therewas no shaking it or getting around it. Even if Ariahad thewordsto explain al the new things she
had learned about the nature of the Realm and the Nameless, Mother would just become selectively
idiotic. She might hear, she might even comprehend, but it would dl roll off her like water off oiled skin.

"The Aunorante Sangh have come, Daughter,” Eyes Above said. "They are masquerading asthe
Nameess and the foolsin the upper ranks and the Temples arefdling at their feet."

Arialistened with growing horror as her mother described the arrival of the Rhudolant Vitee.

"Nameless Powers preserve me," Ariawhispered. "1 didn't think they'd come down like that. |
thought they'd be taken for the Aunorante Sangh.” Her tired shoulders dumped. "I didn't think we'd have
to take on the Temples and First City with them!™

Eyes Above patted her hand. "Now then, Daughter, it's never too late. We only need to wait for the
Namelessto send their Servant to us, asthey did to our ancestress.”

Ariabit her lip and debated about whether to speak the thought she'd kept from Eric. It wouldn't
actudly belying. Mother saw everything in terms of the Words anyway, and it was absurdly appropriate.

Beddes, inthe bizarre twisted logic of thistime, when the Words were turning into redlity, it might
even betrue.

But may the Servant forbid he ever find out that | said it.
"Mother, your daughter thinksthey adready have." Asbest she could, she explained about Eric Born.

Mother drank it al in, rearranged it to suit, and nodded. "Yes. Yes. It isso. Well then, you must be
guided by him."



Well, | don't know if I'll go that far.
Then Ariabowed her head and rubbed the backs of her hands.
"Mother," shesad. "What...wheres Tral ?'

"| sent her to the Skymen,” Mother told her. "We were hoping she could find you." Her blind eyes
gazed across the marsh. "She will not be pleased that you came home before she did.”

Ariafumbled with the mouth of her pouch and, trembling, pressed Trail's namestone into her mother's
hand. Eyes Above ran her fingers around the edges and, with each motion, the linesin her face deepened
alittlefarther.

In halting phrases, Ariatold her how they had found it.

"Soneinthe Wadl dena AriaBorn of the Black Wall," said Mother. "I lay on you this charge. Y ou
will find out how your sgter ot her name.”

"Mother...I don't know if | can..."

"Youwill," EyesAbove sad firmly. "l must know whether | can gill call Broken Trall dena Riftinthe
Clouds my daughter.”

"Mother!" cried Aria. "Trail is probably dead! Our homeis being invaded by Skymen who want to
use our children, our CHILDREN, as experiments or livestock and al you care about isdid Trail hold to
the Words when they killed her!"

"Y ou spesk asif thiswasasmal thing. Does my daughter doubt her place?”

Yes! Yes, | doubt! I've seen beyond the World's Wall! I've heard the words of the Skymen!
There's so much else out there! It can't matter that much how Trail died! It can't!

"No, Mother." Ariastood up and climbed down the ladder. "Y our daughter does not doulbt.”

"My daughter should get somerest for hersdlf," said Mother. "Sheisweary from her service, and
morewill be required of her."

"Yes, Mother."

Ariaturned away and shouldered her way through the bamboo, so lost in thought, she didn't even see
the form that blocked her path.

"Soneinthewal."

She looked up automatically. Branch in the River stood foursgquare on the path in front of her, folding
her kinny arms across her bosom and glowering.

"Good greeting, Cousin,” said Ariawearily. Please get out of my way, woman. | don't have any
patience | eft.

"l have no greeting for you," Branch said darkly. "How dare you try to clam my children? Andin
front of the clan?| should have your namestones and your head for thisinsult!"

Ariaturned her face away. "l havetried to clam nothing. Ask anyone.”

"Then why do my children cry that their real mother has returned?’ Branch shouted. "Y ou are not
their mother! Y ou are childless and without husband! Y ou are nothing! | am the wife of Nail in the Beam
and the mother of four living children! Y ou would bethief of mine! Y ou will give me gpology! Y ou will do
it now, in daylight!"

Arias hand cracked across Branch's cheek before she could even think to stopit.

"You dare call methief!" Ariacried. "Y ou are the one who stole from me! Stole my husband, stole
my children! Y ou barren, useless, bloodless..." She couldn't see. She couldn't think. Anger roared
through her mind blocking out everything ése. L et the whole clan hear, she didn't care. "Y ou are unfit to
have even aNotouch's scars on your cold hands!™



Ariamarched past Branch, blundering through the Crookers, blind as her mother. Shefell againgt the
corner of ahouse and did into the mud.

A man's hands caught her. She still couldn't see, but with ashock, she recognized the touch. Eric
Born raised her to her feet. "Come on, Aria," he said in the Skymen's own language. Y ou've gone too
far today."

No, her mind whispered. | haven't gone anywhere near far enough.

Branch watched the Skyman and Iron Shaper lead Stonein the Wall away. Her cheek stung painfully
from the blow.

There was no end to the woman's heresy. Her family held a set of shiny baublesto which they had no
right, and so al the clan bowed and scraped to them asiif they were Kings. Branch had married Nail in
the Beam in front of the Teachers and the Nameless, and all four of the children had become her own
blood, but still people whispered behind her back and gave ground grudgingly when she spoke. She was
the mother of four children! Four heglthy children! But because she didn't hold those pretty stones,
because she was not AriaBorn of the Black Wall with her heresies and her idiocies, she was not heeded.

Now the Skymen had taken over Narroways and the Nameless only knew what they would do next.
Surdy they'd cometo clam their own. Who knew what damage this woman, this heretic, could do if she
were alowed to remain here, ruling over her bamboo and clay city? Who knew whét it would mean to
the children?

But if she werereturned to her masters, they might be grateful. They might even be lenient. They were
the power now, until the Nameless came. Branch touched the backs of her hands. There waslessrisk
with Stonein the Wall in their hands than there was with her among the clan. Lessrisk to the children,
certanly.

Branch drew the laces on her poncho closed and sighted along the Walls toward Narroways.

The Skymen will take Stone in the Wall away again, and this time they will not give her back.
Thistime my children will remain my children.

15—Section five, Division one, The Home Ground, Hour 09:15:25,
Planet Time

"It may be that we do not live to see the end of this, and it may be we should
pity our children who do."

—~Fragment from "The Beginning of the Hight,"
from the Rhudolant Vitae private history Archives

"Coming up on Divison One," said Security Chief Panair from his sation at the transport's controls.

Avir felt an unexpected surge of rdief at the announcement. They could not be more than twenty
minutes from the base. When they arrived, she would be able to report what they had found under the
Unifier dome to the Assembly and get orders on what to do with their prisoner. Sheld also be able to get
out of her pressure suit. Her helmet and gloveslay on the seat beside her, but the suit itself had been
designed morefor protection and efficiency than comfort. She had to remind hersdlf that she could not
squirmin front of even Ivale, let donethe Unifier. The Security Beholden al remained seded and
helmeted. She had no idea how they stood it. Probably professiond discipline combined with the fact that
Chief Panair was there to watch them. She could imagine the three Beholden left behind to guard the
Unifier base gtripping off their hemets and rubbing their necks vigoroudy.

Bio-tech Na did not show any sign of having heard Panair. Avir suspected that, like her, hewas
fighting unaccustomed fatigue. It had been fifteen hours since ether of them had dept, but Nal would not



leave the artifact in the transport's emergency support capsule without histrained supervison. Avir herself
would not be seen to have less diligence or endurance than one of her Beholden.

"Act & dl timesasif there wereaWitnesswith you," her Assembly representative had told her.
"There are not enough to cover al the landing sites, but new ones are being assigned as we speak.”

So Avir sat bolt upright in the rear set of seatswatching Na transfer the readings from the artifact's
capsuleinto a portable termind. Broken Trail struggled randomly againgt the restraints. Nal had decided
againg sedating it. Its delusiond state was obvioudy so deep, he said, that it could not be further
panicked by confinement to the capsule. He appeared to be correct. Every few minutesits head would
twitchto one sde, asif it had just seen aglimpse of something, and sometimesits hand would strain to
reach out, but it made no concentrated effort to remove the oxygen mask or to didodge the needles
pressing into itsarms. Consequently, the Bio-tech spent the journey gathering valuable basdine dataon
the artifact's physiological attributes.

CRASH!

The noise hit the roof and the transport swayed. Avir's shoulder banged against alocker and she
clutched the segt's arms with both hands.

"Attack readiness" caled Panair.

The front window showed the passage between the mgjor buildings blocked by a pile of stonesand
broken beams. The Security Beholden pulled back their seating restraints and opened the lockersin the
transport.

Artifacts surmounted the pile of debris, whirling dings over their heads. A dozen stones hit the
trangport window and didn't even crack the silicate.

CRASH!

The transport rocked again. Avir redlized that the artifacts must have managed to rig some sort of
catapult on one of the roofs.

The Unifier grinned. "Well, somebody's not happy with you," he said to no onein particular.

The engine's hum degpened its pitch and Panair plowed it into the debris. The garbage cracked and
snapped under the tires and, for amoment, the transport balked.

"Artifactsclosng!" called out Panair's second-in-command.

Avir could hear the artifacts yelling. Muffled thumps from stones or clubs battered the transport's sde.
The seat'sarms dug into her pams as she clenched them tight.

Panair set up another drive sequence. The whedl's churned for amoment, but something snapped
underneath the door and the transport lurched to the left. Nal swore doud.

"Systems check showsthe |eft rear axle broken,” reported the First Beholden. "Autorepair isnot..."
The engings hum died.

"Blood of my ancestors" Nd lifted hishead. "They must have atelekinetic out there."

Avir's heart jJumped up to the base of her throat.

Panair glanced at her. "Contractor, you hold my name, but | need it back to get usto base.”

Avir inclined her head once. Ivalelost his Ambassadorial composure long enough to suck inan
audible breath.

"Kul, Marthanat, Janaich, Hanath" said Panair. "Clear the perimeter. Oan, you and | will Start
repairs”

Thefirst two Beholden dung tanks about the size of an oxygen pack on their shoulders and checked
the nozzled hoses to make sure they were properly attached. The second two unloaded a



tripod-mounted laser and its batteries. Avir opened her mouth and closed it again. She hadn't known that
had been issued the team. Unlike the contents of the tanks, it was aletha weapon and would damage the
artifacts, but she had already given Panair back his name and could not rescind the order.

Through the window Avir saw Silver on the Clouds. The King artifact rode her oxen to the rear of the
attacking mob. Silver's mouth opened and closed rapidly, but it wastoo far away for the intercom to pick
up what she said. Evidently she still wielded enough power that the artifacts would follow her lead against
their true masters. Avir wondered for amoment what was making her own heart beat so hard. Then she
redlized it was nothing more nor lessthan fear.

The artifacts charged the transport. Blows from stones, or clubs, or fists made it shudder onits
remaining axles. The shouts grew louder, crowding againgt each other to get through the intercom.

Panair and his second seemed to ignore them. They |eft their stations and lifted the rear seats out of
their racks. The Beholden in charge of Unifier Lu ushered him to the rear of the transport without aword.
Oan opened the repair hatches and stepped back to let Panair plunge both hands up to his elbows into
the workings of the undercarriage.

The perimeter team opened the | eft-side door and charged out in a solid formation. Startled, the
artifactsfell back, giving the Beholden enough timeto raise their wegpons and fire.

Greenish brown foam spewed out, too thick for even the Home Ground's wind to carry away. It hit a
row of artifacts, who reded backward, clawing franticaly at the stuff. Targeted oxen bellowed plaintively
and fell to the ground, causing their ridersto jump free or be crushed as the beasts rolled onto their backs
and Sdes.

The foam had been developed for riot contral for client governments. It would not harm the artifacts,
but it itched and stank abominably. The artifacts the foam missed fell back, shouting. The affected ones
ran, or ssumbled, away, breaking ranks without heeding any cries from their comrades or their King.

CRASH!

A boulder landed in the middle of the security team. The debris collapsed under them and the
transport did down the pile, ralling Avir into Ivale and Na and pitching them al againgt the walls.
Outside, the Beholden had scattered. One scrambled to hisfeet, but the other two lay till, bleeding
heavily, perhaps dead. A hogt of artifactslay with them. Theintercom filled with their screaming.

Avir'sthroat closed.

" The Aunorante Sangh are not al dead after dl," murmured Ivae in the Proper tongue so the Unifier
couldn't understand.

"Target the catgpult,” said Panair into his Intercom. "Lethd force."

New noises crowded through the intercom. Beyond the debris atroop of Ivae's " security force”
clashed with Silver on the Cloud's followers. The Security Beholden used the transport as cover and
amed thelaser at alocation Avir couldn't see. The light was visible as the Beholden fired and the artifacts
screamed again. Sometried to run. Some pressed closer to the transport and got caught in afresh gout
of foam. More stones flew from distant dings. The Beholden swung the laser toward anew target and
fired again.

The engine's hum cut through the cabin.

"Recdl!" shouted Panair as he dived for the driver's chair. " Seats"

Avir redlized the order was meant for the passengers. She staggered toward the nearest upright seat
and dropped herself into it. The door opened and two of the Beholden al but fell insde. The door closed
and the trangport righted itsalf. Thetires ground against the debris and the transport lurched forward into
the melee. Artifacts scattered left and right to get out of its way. More stones thumped and cracked
againg itssSdes. Silver on the Clouds waved her club at them asthey barreled past, her face flushed and
distorted in anger.



Sheld try again, Avir knew it. She was Aunorante Sangh.

How many others like her are mixed among the artifacts? Weariness pressed againgt her mind.
There'sno way to tell. Nal can take them all apart gene by gene, and there still probably won't be
any way to tell.

And we've based themselves in their midst. Thefear insde Avir redoubled. Shetried to be
ashamed of it, but she couldn't Being afraid made too much senseright now.

"Are we recaving from base?' she asked Panair.
"Still recaiving, Contractor,” he replied. "The Situation thereis secure.”

They approached their haf-converted base. It looked cam. The shuttle still hung on the tether,
glowing like the captive star it was designed to imitate. Only afew artifacts populated its steps and they
scattered into the nearby buildings as the transport drove into the plaza.

As soon as Panair brought them to ahalt, Avir jumped to her feet and hit the door control. She
remembered her helmet and gloves lay on the floor of the transport somewhere, but did not stop to
collect them. She strode down the transport ramp and up the base steps. Ivale followed behind her,
collecting more datafor his unfavorable report of her activities. She didn't care. Therewasnotimeto
waste.

She had bdlieved the artifacts to be merdly lost and confused. For some of them that was doubtlessy
true, and those, the true work of the Ancestors, had to be preserved. But some of them werethe
shameful blood, and those had to be diminated, and al their progeny with them.

Avir headed gtraight for the comm terminal. Behind her, the remainder of the security team carried the
support capsule containing Broken Trail acrossto Nal's station and set it beside the empty holding tank.
The Unifier was marched in, too, and he gaped at the bustling Vitae and huddled artifacts.

Avir decided she could ignore him for amoment. She needed direction. She needed reassurance. She
needed to tell someone that the Aunorante Sangh were dive and well and that the war that had ended in
the Ancestors Hight had been joined again.

Beside the primary comm terminal sat the backup unit. It was interndly powered and small enough to
be carried by one person. Avir picked it up in both hands and headed for the rear of the Temple, trying
not to careif anyone's gaze followed her.

Beyond the main chamber were the living quarters and the kitchen. They werelittle more than acoves
blocked from a central foyer by more of the rough-woven blankets. In the middle of the foyer, though, a
stone staircase had been built down into the earth. Avir took the stairs carefully. They were unevenly
worn from years of feet descending thisway.

The cdllars here were not the work of the Ancestors, but they were the result of some astoundingly
careful work by the artifacts. The flagstone and plaster were all tightly sedled, creating arow of chambers
that were dark and cold, but dry. Each one had awooden door shut with a surprisingly complex iron
lock.

The chambers were full of books. Some were obscure convoluted texts of what passed for religion or
history among the artifacts, but most of them werelists upon lists of genedlogies. For dl the artifacts had
forgotten, they had never lost the fact that they had been bred for their functions. Even the rebellion of the
Aunorante Sangh had not been able to wipe out the artifacts need to keep their creator's work asintact
aspossible.

Lights had been fastened to the ceiling and their glow thinned the shadows on the reddish stone walls
to grey ghogts. The only sound was the soft murmuring of the team's Historian in one of therear cellars as
he cata ogued what he had found.

Avir picked an empty chamber and shut herself insde with the ancient books. She wedged the comm
terminal on ashelf and stood in front of it. For amoment, she just enjoyed the silence and the familiar



intimecy of solidwalls.

She could have done this up above, but it was easier to think down here, and she had no idea what
the Assembly was going to say to her.

Avir opened alineto the Assembly'swaiting terminas. Every comm lineinto the chambers was
answered by aWitness now that the Reclamation had begun. No word between the teams on the Home
Ground and the Assembly would be lost.

"Good Morning and also Good Day, Contractor Avir," said the Witness when the screen cleared.
Theimage was good, if distant. She could see the glint of her own reflectionin hiscameraeye.

"l have afirst level emergency Stuation,” said Avir. "I must speek to the Assembly immediately.”
The Witness gtiffened and relaxed so fast, that for amoment Avir was certain it was her imagination.
No, | startled him.

She had just enough time to see his hand move across his own board before the image shifted.

The Reclamation Assembly looked small and unreal on the flat screen. She had stood before the
Assembly hundreds of times, but she had aways been surrounded by accurate projectionsin the
Assembly Chamber of the Hundredth Core. Even the Withesses with thelr cameras trained on the screen
she spoke through looked ridiculoudy far away.

"Y ou have declared an emergency, Contractor Avir," said the Moderator. "The Assembly is awaiting
the details."

Avir didn't even try to compose hersdlf as she gave what could only loosely be called areport. She
wanted the assembled representatives up there in the encampment to know about the screams, and the
anger of their artifacts, and the Vitae blood that had been spilled. She wanted them to understand the
scale of the miracles that they stood on top of.

When she ran out of words, she received nothing but silence from the Assembly. Shewas glad of it,
because it was asignal that she had gotten through to them.

Finally, one representative, a Senior Engineer with smooth mahogany skin and long hair that wasthe
same color as her sepiarobes, sgnaed for time. A red light appeared above her asthe Moderator
granted her request.

"Does the Contractor have arecommendation for acourse of action in the light of these events?”
asked the representative.

"l do, Representative," said Avir dowly, "but it is not a pleasant one.”
"What isit?' the Moderator prompted her.

"Moderator," said Avir, "we ddiberately chose to begin the Reclamation of the human-derived
artifacts by mimicking the authority example that their socid groupings had creeted to ded with the lack
of the Ancestors direction. The authority example they have created, the "Nameless Powers" is
al-encompassing and al-powerful and is recorded in their mutated ora history asforcibly removing
sources of rebellion.”

The attention of the Assembly was so focused that Avir could beginto fed it in her spine. It
strengthened her, exhausted as she was, and it reminded her who shewas. Her voice fell into properly
smooth cadences.

"Itis, therefore, my thought that if we wish to continue to make use of this authority example, we need
to remove therebdlion. All of it.

"We need to remove the city.”

Now there was noise. Representatives muttered into their own intercoms or shuffled keys on their
own boards, trying to call up datato support or strike down what she had just suggested. Avir waited for



theflurry to pass, just as she had waited al the other times.
A Higtorian signaled for time and was acknowledged by the Moderator.
"How many artifactsarein the city Narroways?' he asked.

"Approximately four thousand,” Avir said promptly. Despite her knowledge that thiswasright and the
war had to be waged before the Aunorante Sangh gained real power, a cold wind blew through her
mind.

"Out of atota population of 7"

"Four million."

Avir knew she had probably just announced the desth of Narroways and of four thousand precious
artifacts. Part of her wanted to erase her words. For a split second, she thought about telling the
Moderator she had reconsidered. Four thousand pieces of the Ancestors work was too high apriceto
pay just to diminate what might only be a hundred Aunorante Sangh.

It was out of proportion and she knew it. The Reclamation had to continue. They had to secure the
mgority of the human-derived artifacts quickly so that they could be interfaced once more with theliving
heart of the Home Ground. That was more important than the safety of afew human-derived constructs
milling around with their fearful eyesfollowing her every move, with their distorting anger recregting the
Aunorante Sangh, who had risen againgt the Ancestors and stolen the world away, with the blood and
the screams and the stones...

Avir swayed on her feet and felt the blood surging in her veins. In that same moment, years of careful
training made her redize she was not done with her report yet.

"Moderator?' said Avir.

"Contractor?' The Moderator activated her acknowledgment signd.

"l would liketo put in arequest to the Assembly.”

"So Witnessed." The signd turned green to mark the recording. " Proceed, Contractor.”

"l would like to formally request transfer of my duties to the unpopulated portion of the Home
Ground. If | could be dlowed to choose my assgnment, | would like to help coordinate the mapping and
anaysis of the underground complex. | would further like to suggest..." She paused, searching for words.
"I would like to suggest that contact between Vitae and the artifacts be limited as much as possible to the
Ambassadors who are accustomed to dedling with Outsders.”

Anocther slence emanated from the Committee.

"Areyou advisng us of psychologica difficultieswith your assgnment, Contractor?' asked the
Moderator.

"Y es, Moderator,” Avir said and the confession lifted aweight from her shoulders. "l am.” Fear,
hatred, blood, screams. Yes, those are indeed psychological difficulties.

"Thank you for so doing." The Moderator made asmall obeisancein tribute to adifficult job well
done. ™Y ou will submit afull report to the Related Stresses subcommittee. Y ou will return to the
Hundredth Core while your reassgnment request isreviewed. | will say now that your requestis
reasonable and shdl be referred to your immediate representatives.”

"Thank you, Moderator.”

"Ordersregarding the trangport of the sample artifact you have obtained and the decisions based on
your report will be transmitted at the end of this sesson,” said the Moderator.

Avir made obeisance to the screen and the line closed down.

She stared at the blank screen for amoment. She remembered standing in Chapel and picturing the
Home Ground and the Reclamation. In her mind's eye she had seen agreen and beautiful world holding



its breeth for the return of the Lineage. She had seen hersdf working tirdesdy, with the Graces singing in
her mind and delight in every task flowing through her heart.

Maybe it will be more like | imagined when | return, shethought wistfully. Maybe.
"Mother?'

Ariadtirred on her deeping mat. "Go back to deep, Little Eye.”

"Please, Mother." A tiny hand shook her shoulder.

Ariapeded her eyes open to see her daughter crouched over her, anxiety filling her round face. She
reached out to rub Little Eye's cheek, and dl the events of her life came flooding back to her.

Ariasat bolt upright. Daylight streamed through the door blanket. Eric till lay aslesp under hisown
blanket, but the other mats were empty. They'd been | eft to deep the day away.

"Little Eye, what are you doing herel" Ariadid not bother to keep her voice down. Eric groaned and
rolled over, opening both eyes unhappily.

"Storm Water'sgone," sniffled Little Eye. "He didn't come homelast night. Roof Beam swears he
doesn't know where heisand your daughter got scared and...and..." Little Eye burst into tears. "The
Skymen got him! Little Eye knowsthey did!"

Without stopping to think, Ariaswept Little Eyeinto her arms, crooning in wordless reassurance.
Little Eye buried her face against Arias neck and howled. Eric was staring at her. Ariagot to her fest,
holding her daughter against her chest, and shouldered her way past the blanket into the front room. The
fire on the hearthstone had been carefully banked so that the cods were barely visible. Past the front
doorway's hanging, the shadows danted toward the center of the marsh, pointing the route to the Dead
Sea. It was past midmorning then. The clan was awake, well into the tasks of the day—scraping hides,
cleaning edls, chopping reeds, and dl the other endless mending, maintaining, digging, and scratching that
kept the clan dive.

"Comeon, Little Eye." Ariaset thegirl on her own feet. "Take meto your father."

Little Eye made agreat show of stifling her tears and she trotted through the clusters of workerswith
achild's dexterity and single-mindedness. Ariafollowed Little Eye, barely awarethat Eric wasfollowing
her, too.

They found Nail hip deep in pond water, tossing reeds up onto the shore with awooden pitchfork.
Roof Beam and Hill Shadow combed through the glistening piles, chopping off the edible roots and
spreading the stalks to dry on the ground. Later they'd be worked into mats and baskets, and even
roofing.

Arids sonslooked up immediately as she and Little Eye made their way to the pond's edge, but Nail
did not. He tossed another forkful of reeds onto the shore with agrunt, and then impaled the fork
securely on dry ground. Then helooked up, first at his sons, then at his daughter, then at Aria.

"Well?' he asked.

"QOur..." Ariachecked hersdlf. "Y our daughter cameto mein tears saying her brother has
disappeared. What isgoing on, Nail in the Beam?'

Nail doshed through the reeds and green-scummed water until he reached the shore. "The
whereabouts of my family isnot your concern,” he muttered, wringing out the hem of histunic.

"But it should beyours," Ariafolded her arms. "Or your wife's. Whereisthe righteous Branch in the
River, Nail?' She spoke with more bitterness than she intended, but the woman'sinsults still rang in her
ears.

"Aria," Eric came close enough behind her that Ariacould fed his breath againgt her neck. ™Y ou don't



"Come out! Come out!" Iron Shaper's voice caled out in time with the clanging of astick on agong.
"Comeout! Come out!"

"Nameless Powers preserve me," Ariawhispered. Nail in the Beam was aready headed toward the
noisea arun, trailing his sonsin his shadow.

"What isit?' demanded Eric.
"The emergency cal." Ariasnatched up Little Eyein her armsand ran after Nall.
"Comeout! Come out!" Iron Shaper beat the gong furioudy.

Most of the clan was dready in the center of the huts by the time Ariagot there. Eyes Above, leaning
on Iron Keeper's arm, pushed her way toward Shaper. Ariaset Little Eye beside her brothers and
forced her way through the crowd. The ones who knew her gave way, clearing enough of a path for her
to see Iron Shaper clearly.

The smith wasn't done. Storm Water sat on the ground beside him, holding his arm tenderly. His head
was bare and Aria saw aclumsy black bandage under hisfingers. A fresh stream of scarlet trickled down
hisarm.

"What happened to you?" Ariacrouched beside Storm Water. She removed his hand from the
bandage. He let it drop into hislap and winced as she unwrapped the bandage and revedled along, ugly
gougein hisskin.

"Someone get me some hot water!" she shouted. The wound was caked with old blood, and it
looked deep. Storm Water was pale under his eyes and around his mouth

"Branch in the River |eft the clan yesterday." Storm Water's voice was low and hoarse, as though he
hadn't had enough to drink for awhile. "Storm Water followed her. She went to atroop of soldiersfrom
Narroways. She's bringing them here. Storm Water thinks there's a Skyman with them.” He paused and
swdlowed hard. "A soldier did thisto Storm Water as he ran back here."

"Nameless Powers preserve me," said someone.

The crowd was tirring. Some of them were retregting, but Ariabarely noticed. Shewastrying to
think of where to get a clean bandage and a needle and thread and. ..

Eric knelt beside her. "Let me," he said quietly, and he took Storm Water's arm out of her hands.
"How far away arethey?" he asked as he gently probed the edges of the wound with the fingers of his
free hand.

"Two hours, maybeless." Eric touched a scab and Storm Water grunted.
"All right, Storm Water. Y ou've donewell. Hold still now."

Helad his hand over the wound and Ariaredized what he was going to do under the eyes of the
wholecdlan.

Storm Water gasped and stiffened. Ariagrabbed his shoulders and held him till. Eric's breathing
grew hard and ragged. He lifted his hand away and there was nothing on Storm Water's arm except
some dried blood and athin white line marking where the wound had been.

Eric dumped backward.
"YoureaTEACHER?' cried Iron Shaper increduloudy.

Arialet go of Storm Water's shoulders and stood up in front of the smith. "I vouchsafed him Iron
Shaper dena Voice of the Wind, and | will not hear oneword said against him." Sheraised her voice so
the entire clan could hear. "Not oneword."

"Andthereisnotimefor it," said Nail in the Beam flatly. "We must get ready to move. We havetwo
hours at best.”

Arialooked up a him, intending to say something scathing, but the look on hisface made her stop.



Hewas dready punishing himsdf for again finding awife who would betray the clan for her own
purposes.

Hiswords worked like magic. The crowd of men and children and the handful of women streamed
toward the houses.

"Wait, wait." Eric climbed to hisfeet, but Teacher or not, no one paused to listen to him. "We don't
even know what they're doing,” he saild somewhat helplessly to Ariaand Iron Shaper. "Did you hear?' he
asked Storm Water.

Storm Water nodded. "They arelooking for the family of Stonein theWadll," he said, knotting his
bloodstained head-cloth between his hands.

"The stones," breathed Aria. "Name ess Powers preserve me, they must want the stones.”
"l don't think s0," said Eric. "I think they want your genes.”

"Either way"—Ariagripped her son's hand and raised him to his fest—"we need to show them our
retreating backsides. There's placesin the Lif that the upper ranks couldn't find, even if someone showed
them where to look. We can wait this out.”

"You'djust run?" Eric was genuinely shocked.

"Wefight, Eric, and dl of our own will pay for it." Ariasqueezed Storm Water's hand. "It'll be bad
enough asitis. Andit'smy fault.”

"Yes, itis" snapped Iron Shaper. "And you'll be hearing plenty about it from melater. But now we
must get ready. Keeper," he called as he stalked off toward the forge with his son.

"Aria" sad Eric urgently in the Skyman tongue, "we can't just run from this. We need to find out what
these soldiers know about what's going onin the cities.™

She bit her lip and forced herself to think. The part of her that was till a Notouch and would never be
anything else said run, get away, get out of here. The part of her that formulated enough rebellion and
heresy to take her over the World's Wall shouted against aretreat, especialy now that they had drawn
her family's blood, first her sigter's, now her son's. Storm Water was watching her with ayoung man's
anger in hiseyes. She wasn't sure how to answer that.

"We need to find out who's hounding us, at the very least, and what Side they'reon,” shesaid at last.
"Maybe we can talk some sense to them. They won't listen to Notouch." Her gaze strayed to Eric's
hands. "Asa Teacher, you could..."

Eric snorted. "A Teacher and a Seablade talk down soldiersfrom the Heretic city? Not likely."

She curled her free hand around her pouch of stones. "We cannot fight them. It'sbeen tried. The
costsare...too much.”

"Thisis not some harvest rebellion were talking about here," he reminded her needlesdly. "Thisisthe
Vitae, or the Unifiers, and it'sfor the entireworld. If welose, it doesn't matter. If wewin, thenit will be
remembered that the Notouch helped, and no one will blame you for anything.”

Ariagave him apained look. "Which showswhat you know." She sighed. "But you'reright. I'll talk to
my mother. Shelll go dongwithit." Just don't ask me why I'm so sure, Ariapleaded slently. "That will
take care of the Seniors," shewent on. "I know all the clan mal contents. We should be able to put
together something. It might even be something useful.” Shelet go of Storm Water's hand.

"Especidly snce whoever's coming from Narroways doesn't expect afight,” Eric added.

"Would you expect one?' she arched her eyebrows.

"| can't say. After dll, what do | know?' He turned hisface away.

Ariareached one hand toward him. "We can't be sdlf-pitying now, Eric. We're about to start awar.”
"l don't think so, Aria," he said, turning around so she could see thetired smile on hisface. "If



anything, | think we're about to finish one"

A hole broke between the clouds, dropping abroad beam of sunshine onto the huts. Aria dipped her
eyes automaticaly and had to forcibly stop hersalf from beginning the Chant of Thanksfor Another Day.

The oldest and the youngest of the clan were loading themselves onto the rafts and pushing off for the
deeper marsh. Everyone else had set to work with a speed and decision that, she could tell, disconcerted
Eric. He had expected afew knivesto be sharpened, not kettles of boiling water and fat set out on fires.
He hadn't expected to see the men tightening up dingsthat could take down awild dog or do serious
damage to ahuman being, or to see the women running whetstones over sickles for harvesting rice.

He hadn't expected the Notouch to know exactly how much damage they could do.

"Weve had to fight before," Ariatold him. "Every now and again, you get aband of roversthat
decidesit'stired and knows no one cares what goes on out here. We don't keep the land we tame by
running away from that kind."

A shrill whistle sounded over the noise of the wind and the babble of voices. The soldiers were
coming. Ariatook her place, busly stirring the kettle of fat.

See, shethought toward the coming band. Ther€'s nothing unusual here. Just tallow we need to
water proof door blankets and ponchos.

Around her, men and women were cooking, or washing, or harvesting more reeds. There was nothing
unusud to be seen anywhere, unless some sharp eye noticed that the tiniest children were dl somehow
invisble

The soldiers came in on bald-legged oxen. Aria counted fast as she dropped to her knees and raised
her handsin homage to the higher ranks. A dozen of them. Narroways Heretics, by the clothes. They
were armed with swords and clubs and shields, but they didn't look particularly aert. She noted that
Branch in the River had had the sense to keep hersdlf out of their ranks. She was probably lurking behind
them somewhere, wondering if her absence from the clan had been noticed.

Ariaraised her eyesalittle and caught her breath. A Skyman rode in the ranks. She recognized him.
Hed been the one who sank the needle into her arm when Cor had taken her to their shelter. She
glanced involuntarily toward Shaper's steps, where Eric had taken up his position.

He was not there.
Ariahad no timeto curse.

"We are looking for the family of Stoneinthe Wall," said the troop's leader. He was abig man with
Nohility's swirls on his hands. Green and scarlet. Ariafaced one of the rulers of Narroways.

W, shethought with amix of satisfaction and sourness, let's see how astute this Lord of
Narroways actually is.

"My lord, forgive this despised one. She can say only that they are not here. When Stone in the Wall
was cursed as a Heretic by the Teachers, the Nameless Powers preserve them all, we hurled that tainted
blood from our clan. If they live yet, this despised one doesn't know where or how."

The totaly expected happened next, which waswhy Ariahad inssted on being the oneto deliver the
bad news.

The Lord of Narrowaystook afoot out of his stirrup and aimed akick at her head. She covered,
ducked, and rolled backward, but the blow set her earsringing anyway.

"Dont lieto me, Notouch!" he bellowed. "Where are they!"
"My lord?' said avoice. "If | may?"

That was a surprise. Ariatook great painsto blink stupidly as she heard the sounds of someone
dismounting. A shadow bent over her. Shefelt the weight in the air asthe entire clan stood sllent in the



face of thisgartling gentleness.

"Stone in the Wall'sfamily isin no danger." She heard the accent under the voice and she saw the
blue-and-white swirls against sun-browned skin as the Skyman's hands reached to help her up. Aria
shrank back under her poncho hood.

"We come as the Servant of the Nameless came to their ancestors,” he went on. "To get help.”
How dare you...Ariaforgot to keep her eyes down.

"Got you, Stoneinthe Wall." The Skyman hauled her to her feet.

In that second, the clan poured out of their doorways and the fight was on.

The Notouch hefted the kettles and sickles. Ariatore her ding off her belt and whirled it over her
head. She brought it across the Skyman's temple while the Narroways lord was till fumbling for his
sword. She whirled it again and took down the soldier unlucky enough to get in her way. Then shehad to
gtart ducking and running. The noise of metal on metal, and the screams of battle surrounded her. Eric
appeared out of nowhere, dragging soldiers off the oxen and throwing them to the ground. Out of the
corner of her eye, she saw him haul off onein Teacher's robes, dragging him back toward the huts.

What's he doing? She had barely time for the thought before she was nose to nose with another of
the soldiers and had more important thingsto ded with.

It probably didn't last that long. Arialost track. All she knew for sure was that there came a moment
when she looked wildly around her and the only people standing were dso of the clan.

A flash of brown and black darted out from athicket of bamboo. Without even stopping to think,
Ariatook off at arun. Her quarry ran like an expert, dodging the worst of the mire and ducking low tree
branches without breaking stride. A Notouch poncho and headcl oth flgpped behind them. Ariaredized
whom she must be chasing and adrenaline and anger gave her an extraburst of speed. Shelaunched
hersdf forward and threw al her weight againgt her quarry. With a"whoof!" of logt breath they both hit
the marshy ground.

Branch in the River rolled over and siwung her fist out. Ariascuttled backward and snatched her ding
off her belt asthey both scrambled to their feet. For amoment, they did nothing but stare at each other.
Then Ariaswung her arm dowly backward.

"Youtry torunand | will drop you like adog before you get thirty feet," she sad.
"Doit, then." Branchin the River gulped air and wiped soil off her face. Y ou want me dead anyway."

"Oh, no." Ariashook her head. "I want you dive. | want you to face the clan with al of them knowing
who brought the soldiers and the Skyman down on us. Y ou can either walk back or be dragged back.
It'syour choice.

Branch glanced toward the open marsh and back toward Aria. Arialocked her elbow and held till,
even though her arm was beginning to fed the strain. The adrenaine rush wasleaving her and asdow
trembling was taking hold of her limbs. If Branch did try to run, Ariawasn't sure she could stop her.

With more dignity than Ariaredly wanted to see, Branch lifted her chin and began walking back
toward the huts. Ariafollowed warily, her ding il in her hand.

Although the fight was over, the clan was ftill engaged in aflurry of activity. Severa of them had
picked up swords and were making sure no soldier would rise from the ground again. Others clustered
around the oxen and the supply dedge, laying claim to the spoils of battle.

A shout went up as Branch in the River stepped into the clan's view and Aria heard the digtinctive
whigtle of ading being swung. Before she could do anything, Nail in the Beam broke through the shifting
crowd. A blanket of silence dropped across the clan. Arias breath caught in her throat.

Nail inthe Beam stood directly in front of his second wife.



"Go home." Hisvoice wasllittle more than a hoarse whisper. "And know that | am glad my children
have aready been sent away."

"l did what was right,” said Branch loud enough for every ear to hear her. "'l will answer any who
chdlengeit.”
"You will answer.” Nail's handswere trembling. "1 just hope wewill not have to answer with you. Go
home."

Branch, chin sill held high, walked astraight line through the crowd and the clan returned to itsgrim
work. Ariaturned away, suddenly weary beyond belief.

"Mother?' Storm Water laid his hand on her arm.

"Y our mother isdl right,” Ariasaid, dthough she was not certain she spoke the truth. She squeezed
his hand firmly and straightened her shoulders. "What's happened to the Skyman?”

"Heisfdlen here." Storm Water led her to the prostrate Skyman on the edge of the pond.

He was sprawled on hisback. Arialaid her hands againgt his chest to fed for his breathing. It was

ragged, but strong. He had abruise from her ding, but was probably dl right. Iron Shaper made hisway
through the crowd to them. He had a captured sword in hisfist and he raised it over the Skyman's head.

Ariaheld up her hand. "This one we keep. Hell be able to tell uswhat's going on.”
The smith grunted. "We need to sink the bodies.”

"Go ahead. Storm Water, go help unload the dedge.” Storm Water stayed where he was until she
gave him along, stern look. Then he ducked his head and trotted toward the gathering around the
soldier's supply dedge.

Awkwardly, Aria hefted the Skyman across her shoulders. He was deadweight and she wastired.
She staggered into Shaper's house and dropped him into a heap on the floor.

Eric stood by thefire circle with aburly man in Teacher's clothing.

"Stoneinthe Wadl dena AriaBorn of the Black Wall," Eric said, "thisis my brother by marriage,
Heart of the Seablade.” He spoke evenly. "He'saHeretic, too, and he'd better understand something.”
Eric'sstare could have set the walls on fire, the heat of the anger behind it was so intense. "If hetriesto
play any snesking gamesthistime, I'll kill him with my own hands"

16—The Lif Marshes, the Realm of the Nameless Powers, Afternoon
"May the universe be merciful and keep from me the truth about my
ancestors."
—Tiac Hg Cha, from "Genedlogies'

Eric stared at hisbrother-in-law. "And then what?'
"And then | accepted Jay's advice that wetry to find the family of this Stonein the Wall."

Eric and Ariasat beside Iron Shaper'sfire, between Heart, the Skyman Jay, and the door. Shaper
himsdlf was outside with the rest of the clan, hopefully telling the rest of the clan to keep away while Eric
and Aria"questioned” the Teacher and the Skyman.

It didn't take much looking to see that the Notouch clan was getting nervous. Sunken corpses were
onething. Live witnesses to treason and heresy were quite another. Ariahad pointed out, in her usua
blunt style, that if the clan had too much tune to think about what they had just done, it would not go well
for the ones who had urged the attack. Eric believed her.

So hetried to remain quiet while Heart told him the story of the war between Narroways and First



City, of hisdedingswith "Messenger of the Skymen," and, finaly, of the delegation to Narroways and
the attack that came with it and how he had elected to go with the Heretics rather than stay with the
delegation.

Yes, with them you had at |east a chance of survival, thought Eric disgustedly. "So whereisMind
of the Seablade?' he asked.

Heart hung hishead. "I don't know. | wish | did."

"Doyou?' You did this, histhoughtshowled. Thisisyour fault. If you had not driven me over the
World's Wall the Vitae would not be here now! Hetried to shove the thoughts aside, but they would
not move.

He knew Heart was aware of hisanger, like someone might be aware of aknife near histhroat. He
didn't care. At the moment, that awareness, like the sufferance of the Notouch, was exactly what was
needed. If nothing ese, it would make him think twice beforetdling lies.

"Look, Born," said Jay, leaning forward. " Surely you can see we've got to save the family quarrelsfor
later..."

"We, Skyman?' Ariafolded her arms. "What family do you have here?!

"All right, dl right,”" Jay held up hishands. "I am not going to pretend this has been anything but atotal
debacle and the body count can belaid across our table. But my throwing mysdlf at your feet isn't going
to do anything." His handslowered dowly and Eric could see sparksfrom thefire gleaming in hispae
eyes. "We do, however, have something that might.”

He started describing the underground chamber with its control banks of stones. Eric watched Aria
more than he did Jay as the Skyman talked. She raised hersalf dowly on her haunches, straining toward
what he said, little by little, until Jay cameto the part of the story where Broken Trail entered.

Ariafroze. "What have you done with Broken Trail ?"

Jay picked up apiece of charcod and tossed it into the fire. "1 wish | could tell you. We let her touch
one of the spheres.. .the stones, and she went into addirium. Shewas till init when | left..."

"You left her there?' Arias hand curled into afist. Eric reached out and covered her clenched hand
with hisown. Heart started and drew away. So did Aria.

"l had to," said Jay. "We didn't leave her alone. Our base coordinator, Lu, iswith her. Cor was
supposed to come find her family...I don't know what happened to her. She should have been here days

"Shewas," said Aria. "Or at least, she wasin avillage near here. Now she'sdead.”

The expression bled dowly out of Jay'sface. "What..."

"Wedon't know," said Aria. "We found her in the swvamp. She had my sister's namestone with her."

"Shewas carrying that so she could find your family. She..." Jay |eft the sentence unfinished. He held
hisface perfectly till. For amoment, Eric thought he was smply holding back his grief, which was
natural, but there was something moreto it than that, something Eric couldn't decipher. A spasm of
disrugt ran through him.

"Y ou see what things have cometo?' said Jay. "We need to put an end to thisnow."

"We need"—Ariaraised her eyes and Eric saw adangerous glint behind them that even afew days
ago hewould not have recognized—"to get my sister out of that place of yours.”

"I couldn't agree more," said Jay soberly. "But we a S0 need to get you down there. Y ou've been
trained to use your stones. Y ou wouldn't be overwhelmed by...whatever they activated.”

"We hope," said Heart to Jay with surprising gravity. "The gpocryphapoint to it. But in case shefails
we also need to get to First City. We need to rouse the Temple and the First King against these..."



"Vitae," supplied Aria. Heart continued to look at Eric.
"Vitag," said Jay. "Come now, Heart, there's no time for old prejudices here either.”
Heart bowed his head like a student before his master. " Of course, you'reright, Messenger."

Eric fdt his tomach lurch and the distrust redoubled. Who is this Skyman who's gotten my Heretic
brother-in-law so cowed?

To Eric'ssurprise, Ariajust suppressed asmile. "My Lord Heart of the Seablade will be pleased to
know that this despised one agrees with him. Theintervention of First City would buy vauabletime.”
Heart snorted and opened his mouth, but Ariaignored him. She turned to the Skyman and switched back
to level-eyelanguage. "Jay, you and | could go to my sister and your complex while Eric and my Lord
Teacher Heart go to Firgt City and..."

"No," sad Ericflatly.
Ariablinked. "Wdll, surely you don't think the First Teacher would listen to this despised one?"

"And hewill listen to me?* Eric held up hishand, pam out and wiggled hisfingersat her. "I must be
the biggest Heretic the Realm has ever known. At least you kept your hand marks. What kind of
welcome do you think I'm going to get in the Temple?!

"Y our father will hear you," said Heart. "And he will require First Teacher Signed to Still Water to do
the same”

"You fool!" Ericlegpt to hisfeet. Y ou blood-crossed fool! Y ou've been used for years and findly
sent to die and you till think you know what my father will do!"

"Eric." Arialooked up a him and there was genuine concern on her face. "1 hate to agree with him,
but we haveto try it." She spokein Standard. Eric was very aware that Jay was watching them both
closdy. "We need dl the help we can get," she said. "Even from the high-house fools"

Eric looked away from her. He looked &t the wicker walls with the crumbling wisps of moss poking
out of the mud chinking. He looked at the roof. Beams and trimmed poles supported thatch and
shadows. He looked at the flickering fire on itsflat, brown stone.

Shewasright. He did not want her to be, because that meant Heart was a so right. Worse, it meant
he had to go back and stand in front of Father again, and tell him...tell him what? He wouldn't care about
ten years of heresy and impossibility, aslong as Eric could tell him how to drive the Vitae into submission.
If Eric could tell him that, anything would beforgiven.

The problem was, that was the one thing Eric could not tell him. That meant that Father'd try to exact
aprice, for Eric's daring to abandon hisfamily, for daring to question the designs of the Seablade House.
Father and Mother both would demand that Eric show he was of use, and they were experts at putting
peopleto use.

He did not missthe fact that they hadn't just sent out Heart to die. They'd sent Mind aswell, because
to send her husband without her would have looked strange. It might have endangered whatever plan
they were birthing.

Ten years gone and it wasn't enough. Eric folded hisarmsagaing achill that was entirdy inside
him. Hetried to think of another reason why thiswasimpossible, but he couldn'.

"The Servant seesthisdeed,” he said to thefire. "It cannot be denied.”
"Thank you," said Jay. Ariajust nodded in sllent gpproval.
"You've some sensein you yet," said Heart.

Anger burst white-hot inside Eric and his hands splayed out at his sides. He turned on hishedl and
brushed past the door blanket.

Iron Shaper and what |ooked like most of the Notouch clan till clustered in front of the house. Their



muttered debate broke off when Eric appeared.

"Get your belongings together," he said to Shaper as he descended the ladder. ™Y ou need to get your
families as degp into the marshes as you can.”

"What is happening, Teacher?' Shaper sneered thetitle.

Definitely one of Aria’'s family. "I don't know," he said. "Nobody knows. That'swhy you'd better
get yoursalves out of here." He marched through the crowd before any of them could ask him anything.

Eric walked away without aplan. He just let the force of his confusion choose a path for him. It took
him in awandering line until his boots splashed in open water.

"Garigmit'sEyes.” He pulled himsdf up short, one step shy of stumbling over the piles of reedsNail in
the Beam and his sons had | eft off cutting so they could help fight. The stalks glistened in the sun. If they
weren't spread out properly soon, they'd pick up some of the fast-growing mold that lurked around the
Lif marshes. It carried astench that al the light of both of the suns above wouldn't be able to bake ouit.

Idly, he prodded the green-grey heap with the toe of his boot, flicking reeds onto the bare ground and
kicking them out into an even layer. It was usdless and pointless. The clan wouldn't carry undried reeds
with them, they'd cut new when they got to...wherever the Notouch knew to hide. But it was better than
thinking.

It was better than realizing that Heart probably knew how Lady Firefared, and that he hadn't even
thought to ask.

"My Lord Teacher?' said aman'slow voice.

Eric turned. A broad-shouldered Notouch knelt on the soft ground behind him, dirt-stained hands
raised in front of hiseyes. He was going bad, Eric noted. He could see his leather-tough scalp through
his scraggly black hair. Behind him, kndlt Branch in the River.

Oddly discomforted, Eric mustered old manners. He raised both hands with the palms turned toward
the man. "I stand in the place of the Nameless Powers and the Servant Garismit and so do | greet you
who were named when the Powerswalked theworld.” Hisinner eye saw Ariasitting in the Vitae cell, her
dark eyes narrowed and watchful as he spouted what she aready knew to be nonsense. "I was named
by them Teacher Hand kenu Lord Hand on the Seablade dena Enemy of the Aunorante Sangh.

"How did they name you, Notouch?'
The man raised hiseyes and Eric saw theface of Nail in the Beam.

"This despised oneis named Nail in the Beam dena First Hand to the Work," he said, not raising his
voice aboveitsgravelly whisper.
"And you, Notouch?' Eric asked Branch, but she just turned her head away.

"Branch in the River has been sentenced to silence because her words betrayed the clan's safety,”
sad Nall. "If she speaks again, the Seniorswill cut her tongue out.”

Eric suppressed the urgeto wince. She's lucky to be alive, he thought, and then hewondered if that
wastrue.

"My Lord Teacher, this despised one begs your indulgence,” said Nail in the Beam.

He looked deflated. Not an hour ago, Eric had seen the man taking blows that should have felled an
ox. Now, though, he looked asif his own daughter could have toppled him with a stern word.

"In what way does Nail in the Beam need my indulgence?" he asked.

Nail's hands lowered asif he smply lacked the strength to hold them up anymore. "This despised
one...he needs your intercess on with the Nameless Powers, with the Servant. He..." Nail inthe Beam
wet hislips. "He hastried, my lord, the Servant's Eyes have seen that he hastried to hold trueto the
Words. But hiswife...hiswives..." Nail didn't even try to finish his sentence.



“I'm no true Teacher, Nail inthe Beam," Eric said gently. "The Name ess and the Servant will not hear
me"

"You ared| thisdespised one has," he said, bowing his head. "He pleads, my Lord Teacher.”

Eric said nothing. He smply stood in front of the knedling man with his stained, scarred hands and
frightened eyes. He felt thethick air of the Realm press againgt his pores. He felt the weight of the clouds
overhead and of the distant Walls. He remembered his distorted reflection in the visors of the Vitae who
cameto collect him like a specimen of vanity cattle. He remembered the eagernessin Kessaand Tasa
Ad'sfaces asthey spun him tales of freedom beyond the World's Wall. He remembered dl the long
years of belief, belief as strong and as sure asthe belief that kept this man knedling in the mud waiting for
hisdecison.

He remembered Aria aboard the U-Kenai, laughing at dl hisgreat and grand hereses and asking if
he thought the Nameless cared who el se he served.

Your first wife has done nothing wrong, he said silently. Your second...Eric looked toward Branch
inthe River. Defiance still smoldered in her eyes. She had made her bid for what she knew as power and
had logt, but shewasin no way defeated. Eric found himself doubting very much that she would stay with
the clanfor long.

Helifted his hands over her husband's head and raised his voice to the sky.

"| stand in the place of the Nameless Powers and | see with the eyes of their Servant Gariamit. If any
think shamefully of Nail inthe Beam dena First Hand to the Work, the shameistheirs, not his. The
Servant sees and the Nameless know him to be faithful and stern in his keeping of the Words."

Eric took Nail'sright hand in his and reached out with his power gift. Nail grunted asthe gift added a
new scar to Nail's hand marks, asmall straight line indicating that forgiveness had been sought and
received. Most people carried eight or ten of them. Nail, Eric noted, did not have any others but his.

"Go now, Nall inthe Beam. | think Iron Shaper will need help organizing your exodus.”

Nail stood up heavily and bowed deeply, retreating backward as the Words dictated. Branch in the
River picked hersdf up off the ground and followed him without looking back. Eric watched them until
they both vanished through the stands of Crookers and bamboo.

"Thank you for that"
Eric'shead jerked around. Ariastood in the shadow of a stunted evergreen.

Eric ran his hand through his hair. It was tangled and damp and he thought longingly of the cleaner in
the U-Kenai. "What esewas | going to do?'

Ariashrugged and moved into the light. ™Y ou could have told him the Words were al about as
meaningful asacloud of splinter-chasers and that the Teachers were totally powerlessto intercede for

"I thought you told meto look for the truth under the Words."
"l did." Shesmiled softly. "But | wasn't sure you were listening.”

Ericfdt himsdlf smilein response. "It isnext to impossible not to lisen to you, Aria" He nodded in the
direction of the huts. The noise of voices and bustle drifted to them on the wind. "What's happening over
there?"

"Everybody is getting ready to pull out at sunshowing. Reed in the Wind is going to head for
Narrowaysto find our work-wakers and tell them what's happened. Mother is going to Stay here with
Storm Water for two weeksin case anybody comes back before then.” She bit her lip for aminute,
concern plain on her face. Eric could picture the scene that must have happened when that ideawas
proposed. "Jay and | will head straight for his dome to see what's there,” she went on with forced cam,
"and you and Teacher Heart..." Ariabroke off and looked a him sharply. "Eric, what happened



between you two?"

Eric knotted hisfingersin hishair. | don't have to tell her. She has no right to ask. What could it
possibly matter? I'm back. I'm doing everything | can. What businessisit of hers?

"What you heard wastrue," he heard himsdlf say. "I did once have an affair with Lady Fireinthe
Dark. Shewasafriend of my sister and married to a half-dead cousin of ours. She was so beautiful... |
loved her, | redly did. She...we...she became pregnant and | wasthe father of the child. Y ou know the
law. No child of an adulterous union carries aname from the Nameless. It hasto die. | wasa Teacher. |
had to...l had to..." He couldn't finish. Shelooked at him with mute sympathy and he remembered she
had borne seven children but only had four that lived. He wondered briefly if some Teacher had declared
one or more to betainted, but he didn't ask. " She cursed me. Threw me out of the house for obeying the
Law and the Words. | wasin shock. | went home. | thought, some rest, some contemplation, and I'd be
al right.

"| stayed in Firgt City for two months. Thelongest I'd been homein years. My sister, Mind, had a
new husband." He waved his hand toward the houses. "And | started noticing things about him. How he
watched me. Some things he said. Curious papers he'd hidewhen | came around. He...it didn't take me
long to work it out. He was aHeretic. He was listening to agroup of people who were suggesting that
the Words didn't come from the Nameless and the Servant, that the gpocrypha had been taken out by
the Teachers, not the Nameless..." He caught her glance and saw her wry humor creeping into her
expression. "All right, al right. | wasyoung. | was a Teacher!" He raised both pamstoward the sky. "I
believed. Nameless Powers preserve me, | believed. All of it. Including that Heretics had to die. |
couldn't...not so soon after Lady Fire..."

"l went to my father instead. And do you know what he said? He said that he knew that Heart was a
Heretic. That it was useful to have him about. That way they knew what the First City groups were up to,
because he dwaystold Mind and Mind reported it dl straight to Father and Mother. So | would do
nothing. Nothing at dl.”

Eric hung his head. "By rights | should have killed him as aHeretic. Should have taken down the
whole house. Those are the words of the Name ess. Those are the words of the Servant."”

"But you didn't,” said Aria

"No." Eric raised his head again and looked past her into the trees. "I left again. | tried to go on
procession. Thought some weeks of hard living would take my doubts away. | even thought about
dropping mysdlf straight into the Dead Sea..." He forced himself to stop and start again. "Then | got to
Tiered Sde and | started hearing the most blasphemous story 1'd heard yet. About people from over the
World's Wl wandering about. | found them in the Temple with one of the Teachers, an old, haf-blind,
al-the-way crazy woman who was trying to ward them off. It was Tasa Ad and Kessaand they were
trying to find somebody, a Teacher for preference, to go over the World's Wall with them.

"It seemed an even grander defiance than killing mysdlf. So | did." He shook his head. "By then |
hated thiswhole crashing world and everything init, but | hated Heart most of all. | hated him for being
aive when my sonwasdead. | hated him for driving me out of my home. | hated myself for not doing my
duty. | hated the Nameless and the Servant....."

Shelad her handson hisforearms. "It'sdl right," she said.

"I'm not so certain it is" Helooked down at her hands where they touched him. He could fedl the
warmth of her skin on his. It crept up hisarmswith such intengity it might have been his own power gift
flowing through him. "If it was dl right, then why isdl this hgppening?'

She smiled her crooked smile then, like hed known she would. "That iswhat we are trying to find
out, isn't it?"

"Yes." He covered her hand with his and thistime she did not pull away. They stood like that for a
long time. Eric wanted badly to pull her close to him, to take comfort from her strength and her body, but



he knew he couldn't. Hed |et the whole world know he was a Teacher. If the clan caught them, even like
this, the law declared Ariawould haveto be at |east beaten for daring to touch him. But sincethiswas
her family, they might try to drive him off for daring to touch her.

"What," he asked, "are you going to do about..." Helooked toward the direction Nail in the Beam
had taken when he | eft.

Arialooked that way too and sighed. There was adeep, cold painin her eyes. "I don't know," she
sad. "Nail himsdf, well, we were husband and wife and that was alot and very little at the sametime.
But the children...hell keep them and pass them to whomever he marries next, unless| can come up with
ablood-price and make adedl. He might just give me Little Eye, because of the stones, but | doubt he'd
give up the boys hands." She shivered.

"| could order himto," said Eric quietly.

Arias eyes opened wide. Her expression shifted from surprise to fear to hope and findly to
trepidation.

She squeezed hisarm and lifted her hand away. Eric let her go.

"Let'sget rid of the Vitaefirs," shesaid. "Then, if were still slanding, well dedl with the laws of the
Namdess."

Eric chuckled. "The Royds haven't got aprayer.”

She laughed with him briefly. Thewind picked up around them, rattling the reeds and rippling the
brown pond water. They both glanced up at the sky reflexively. The clouds were mottled dark grey and
white.

"Rain soon," remarked Aria
"Yes," Eric agreed. He kept his gaze on the sky. "Y ou know, you can see it from here."
"What?'

The clouds thickened dightly, the charcoa grey deepening to swallow the more benevolent white.
"Just athought.” Eric shook his head at the ky. "On May 16, Seduchie Rosstold me that the Servant's
Eyesare one of the starsin their sky, which meansthe May sunisone of ours, and | just thought that was
afineirony. A couple of worlds nobody understands within sight of each...” Eric'sthroat closed around
his words even though his jaw dropped open. His handsfell to hissides.

A dozen different ideas fell into place and inside his mind, he saw. He saw the way it had happened
asclearly as he could see the building clouds above him.

"Garismit's Eyes, Eric." Ariashook his shoulder. "What's hit you?'

Helowered his gazeto her puzzled face and blinked. "Aria, | need you to listen to something for me,
with the stones."

Her eyes narrowed, but she didn't say anything. She opened the pouch and drew out one of her
namestones.

"Promise meyou'l finish before we get rained on." She cupped her hand around the ice white sphere.

Sowly, the persondlity drained from her face and, even though it was full daylight, her pupils widened
asfar asthey could go.

Eric licked hislips. "Human beings started colonizing the Quarter Galaxy, about ten thousand years
ago, according to the best guesses. The distances involved, however, even with the third level drive and
communications systems, were too great for everyone to keep in touch. Then there were revolutions and
plagues and famines and dl the chaos of history. So the colonies lost track of each other, found each
other, and logt track again.

"But not everybody |eft the Evolution Point. Some, maybe even mogt, choseto stay there. They



aready had an advanced technology and a coherent history. While the colonists were going on creating
new worlds, they just kept building on the old. Out in the Quarter Galaxy, civilizationsrose and fell; on
the Evolution Point, they just kept risng.

"But ten thousand yearsis along time, and the Namel ess alone knew how |ong humans had been on
the planet before then. They had a good enough bio-technology to breed whatever they wanted, even—"
Eric waved his hands—"telekinetics or human datastores.” He gestured at Aria. She didn't even blink.
"But resources still got used up, or the climate got unfriendly, or any of ahundred other changes
happened. Ten thousand yearsis|ong enough to show up on even ageologic scae.

" So the inhabitants of the Evolution Point decided they needed anew home. What were they going to
do? Send out a survey team to find a new planet and take their chanceslike abunch of colonists? No.
They were going to make very sure that they had ahomefitting of their dite satus as the first human
beings on the first human world.

"They built one. They built May 16.

"The next question they faced was how to get their whole population, that could have very well
numbered in the billions, to their new home. The most convenient way would be to move the ground they
were standing on to the new orbit. Then they could transfer all the people to the new world using
short-range shuttles, or whatever their equivaent of short-range shuttleswould have been.

"But not everyone wanted to leave the Evolution Point. The genetically engineered segment of the
population, your ancestors and mine, didn't want to move to this new home for some reason. Maybe they
were dready tired of being daves and thisjust pushed them over the edge. They went into rebellion. If
they fought, they won and kicked the entire population off the world to become the Rhudolant Vitae. Or
maybe they never fought. Maybe the Rhudolant Vitae were the ones who were on space stations or in
shipsat thetime.

"Because what they definitely did, your ancestors and mine, was steal theworld. They movedittoa
location that was so preposterous they hoped no one would ever think of looking for them. Their
caculations went wrong somewhere and that's why most of the place is dead. That was why the Servant,
whoever he was, said 'thereis no place for you but here," because thisisthe only habitable part of the
planet.

"Stoneinthe Wadl dena AriaBorn of the Black Wall, am | right?"

"The genera pattern matches available information but specific detailsare not here.” Ariajerked like
sheld been startled. The stonefell out of her hand and thudded onto the ground.

Her hand drifted to her forehead and pressed against her brow.

"Aria?" A finelayer of perspiration had formed on her skin. Eric reached out, ready to use his power
giftif sheneeded it.

“I'madl right," shewaved him back. "I... That wasthefirg time...l..." sherubbed her temple. "The
stonejust told meit thinks so, but it doesn't...we don't know." She blinked at the shining sphere. "It's
never fdt likethat before."

"Y ou never asked it about its own history before." Eric retrieved the sone and held it out. Aria
wrapped her hand insde the hem of her poncho before she took it from him. ™Y ou said once that you
wished you had your ancesiresss knowledge. Wdll, from what Zur-lya said of what'sinsde those
stones, | thought you might, at least some of it."

Ariaopened her mouth, and closed it again, obvioudy till alittle dazed. She returned the stoneto her
pouch and drew the lacestight. "So why didn't the Vitae just head for May 16 when the Ream
vanished?'

"l don't know. Maybe they got lost." Ariasnorted, but Eric kept on going. “It's not impossible. They'd
just lost their world, their daves, and who knows what else. We are talking about awhole galaxy's worth



of room. You've seen it over the World's Wall." He swept his hand out. "There might have only been a
few of them, or there might have been something here that they <till needed.” Helowered hishand dowly.
"Maybe there was something still here they couldn't live without so they spent three thousand yearstrying
tofindit."

Arialad her hand on her pouch and swallowed hard.

"What | redlly want to know isthis," shesaid. "If who you consider to be Aunorante Sangh depends
on which side of the World's Wall you were born on, who were the Namel ess Powers?

"l don't know," Eric said. "That'swhat | think you and Jay are going to find out." He paused. "Or you
could ask." He gestured at the pouch.

Ariagtared a him. A fat drop of rain splashed against her cheek.
"Let'sget ingde." Without another word, she turned away and strode toward the huts.
There was nothing left for Eric to do but follow her.

Silver on the Clouds stood in the street outside her tavern base and watched the Skyman's tar. It
rose mgjesticaly onitsslver cord until the cloudsfolded around it and blotted out the light.

"Weve doneit!" she shouted jubilantly. "They're retreating!”
Holding the Keys stared at the clouds. They had not even rippled when the star passed through them.

"Arethey truly?"

King Silver svung hersdlf onto her ox's broad back. "Evenif it isonly astrategic withdrawal, it
matterslittle right now. It gives us a chance to take the High House again, before the First City troops get
themsalves organized. Boy!" she shouted to a child in a green-and-scarlet uniform. " Sound the muster!
We move out now!"

The boy sprinted down the street. "Muster!™ he cried out at the top of hislungs. "Mugter!”

"Holding, find Generd Glassand bring him here." King Silver pulled her riding gloves out of her belt
and pulled them onto her hands. They were dust-colored leather with her hand marks reproduced on
their backs.

"Mgesty." Holding the Keysraised his hands briefly and hurried off after the boy.
Alonefor a least afew seconds, Silver smiled adow, hard smile toward the clouds.
"Be careful not to give metoo much time, Skymen,” she said. "I'll make you regret it."

17—The Lif Marshes, The Realm of The Nameless Powers, Morning

"Do not cling too tightly to the products of your cleverness. What you create,
however precious, you may some day be forced to destroy."

—Fragment from "The Beginning of the Hight,"
from the Rhudolant Vitae private history Archives

Eric crouched on Iron Shaper'sfloor, lashing the roll he'd made from a Narroways soldier's blanket
and deeping mat with abraid of reed fibers. Once the rain had passed, he spent agood part of the
previous afternoon helping Jay and Heart load the mgor share of the booty onto the clan'srafts. In
theory, the gesture would help the clan's good will remain good in case something unpredi cted happened.

While the Teachers had |oaded the rafts, the clan had stripped their village with impressive speed and
thoroughness. Even Shaper's hearthstone was gone, because the Lif marshes were the one placein the
Realm where soneswere ararity.

Eric dung hisroll over his shoulder, picked up his pack of clothes and gear, and stepped through the



empty doorway.

Ariaand Heart were harnessing mismatched teams of oxen to equally mismatched dedges. Thanksto
the soldiers, the clan now owned a herd of oxen big enough to dow their exodus down, so it hadn't taken
much to convince them to give over four animals to make the two teams. The dedges had been more of a
problem. The Narroways soldiers had carried their supplies on their backs or on their saddles and had
only had one dedge to be plundered. The clan owned one more. It had taken both Ariaand Eyes Above
ahalf hour'sarguing to wrangleit out of their hands so Ariawould be able to drive Jay where they
needed to go.

Jay stood near Heart, arespectful distance from the oxen, Eric noticed. His mouth was moving and
Heart was nodding. The Skyman was probably giving the Teacher last-minute advice or ingtructions.

| hope | remember how to drive, Eric thought resgnedly. I'd rather not spend two days as
baggage.

The shadows around the huts had shortened afull inch since sunshowing. Except for Storm Water
and Eyes Above, they werethe last in the village. The whole clan had departed, either on rafts or on foot,
to catch up with the oldest and the youngest, who had |eft the day before. The noise of Ariascolding the
oxen and Heart clucking at the state of the harnessfelt too faint next to the sound of the reeds and
bamboo leavesrattling in thewind.

Eric picked hisway through the reeds and grass to where Ariawas checking the set of the yoke on
the right-hand oxen's shoulder. The beast snorted and dapped her face with itstail.

"Leave off, you." Ariasmacked its rump. She saw Eric coming and grinned. "1 think | liked the
U-Kenai better." She gestured at the ramshackle dedge. It didn't have arain cover. Its one box-seat was
chipped and splintered and the driver's bracing listed dangeroudy to the right. Heart and Eric had drawn
the good gear, since they had farther to go. "But since my Lord Skyman over theré'—she jerked her chin
toward Jay—"doesn't ride, I've got no choice.”

"Widll, you're not too far from where you're going." Eric's pack held amap that Jay had painstakingly
sketched on apiece of worn lesther so Heart and Eric could find the Unifier base after they'd finished in
Firg City. The Skyman had not volunteered the information; Eric had demanded it.

"Promise me you'l deep with one eye open while you're with him," Eric whispered.

Ariasmiled only for asplit second. "Y ou fed it too, do you? | had hoped it wasjust me." Eric shook
his head and she sighed. "If my Lord Teacher knows any options..." She paused just long enough to see
that he wasn't going to say anything. "Neither do |." She stroked the ox's side and turned to face him.

"Y ou be careful aswell, Eric."

Suddenly, she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close in adeep kiss. Startled by her
intengity, it took him amoment to respond.

When shefindly released him, he wished fiercely that there was something he could say. He wanted
to give her some promise or meaningful speech that would give her courage and hope. Nothing came to
him. He pulled away from her dowly, slently. Shedidn't presshim. Shejust let him go.

Not quite soon enough, though. Eyes Above, leaning on Storm Water's arm, pushed through the
bamboo. Eric felt hisface redden and his hands go cold at the same time. The old woman's eyesight was
bad, but it wasn't that bad and she was, according to Aria, adtrict interpreter of the Words. The boy had
seen them, too. Eric could tell by the dubious frown on hisface. His mother could get much the same
look when she wasn't sure about what was going on.

"Do not go too far in your task, Daughter," Eyes Above admonished Aria, more softly than Eric had
expected.

"I'll try not to, Mother," said Aria, but thelook on her face told Eric she was thinking, too late for
that.



Arialeaned over and took her son's square-jawed face in both hands. "I expect you to take good
care and plenty of it, Storm Water dena Sharp Eyesinthe Light,” she said. "l expect to hear you acted
asagrown maninal things, or | shal have your father wrap you in digpers and spank you until you wail.”

Eric looked away, suddenly discomforted. As he did, he saw that Heart already stood in placein the
dedge. Hetapped his stick impatiently againgt therall.

"Storm Water saysit shal be s0," Aridsson said. Therewasalot of hisfather's seadinessin his
voice.

"Obey the Servant,” said Eyes Above, and Eric wondered why. "Find your Sster, and find that sheis
ill my daughter.”

"Stonein the Wall saysit shdl be so." Ariaclimbed into her dedge too fast for Eric to seethelook on

her face. He strongly suspected that she did it on purpose. Jay dropped his bundle into the box and then
sat carefully onthelid.

The thought of the Skyman with abackside full of splinters gave Eric amoment's sour amusement.
"Yah!" Ariacracked the driving stick against the dedgesrickety rails. "Get amove on! Get up there!”

The oxen snorted and ambled forward. The dedge jostled and jolted across the muddy ground. Aria
and Jay would take the path at the base of the Lif wall, straight across the marshes until they hit the
Narroways road. Eric and Heart would head in roughly the same direction for awhile, except they would
climb up thewall onto the heightsin order to pick aroute toward First City.

The bamboo |eaves crackled as Arias team forced its way through. The greenery swallowed them
up. The sound of skids and harness and hooves lasted alittle while longer, but eventually the marshes
swallowed that too.

Fedling strangely bereft, Eric faced Eyes Above and Storm Water. A second passed before he
redlized something waswrong. They had remained standing in front of him.

Aria's family indeed. The thought gave him asmile. Heraised both his hands. " The Namel ess speak
of your deeds. They cannot be denied.”

Eyes Aboveinclined her head with adignity that belonged to aKing, not aNotouch. The gesture
increased Eric's discomfort as much asit touched his heart. Now he knew where Ariagot it from.

"Hand on the Seabladel" called Heart. "Will we go before night hits?”

| preferred the U-Kenai too, Aria. Erictrudged to join hisbrother-in-law. Even Adu knew when
not to interrupt.

The soldiers dedge did have arain cover, but since it had been built to carry supplies, not
passengers, its boxes had no padding on their lids. Eric stowed his pack and sat down at least as gingerly
as Jay had.

Heart gave him awry glance that Eric did not bother to return. Heart touched up the team and they
lurched forward.

Eric leaned back against the support pole, fixed his gaze on the countryside that jiggled and skidded
behind the dedge, and got ready to be bored. The noise and jostle of the dedge didn't make for a
conversational atmosphere, especidly with Heart struggling to keep them on dry ground. Supposedly, an
ox had anosefor deep water and wouldn't stray off the dry paths, but Eric had more than once
ministered to those who put too much faith in that theory, and so, he suspected, had Heart. It was much
better to be silent and | et his brother-in-law concentrate on keeping them out of the bogs.

It wasn't asif he needed any news of the House. He wasn't going to be staying in First City any longer
than he needed to. He and Heart would ddliver their information and then held be on hisway to meet up
with Aria. The palitics of the house could go drown themsalves.

| wish I'd had a chance to tell Aria the best part of It. He rubbed his pamsthoughtfully together.



With Jay here, we don't have to stay in the Realm. Neither of us.

Jay would mogt certainly be caling the Unifiers as soon as he got back to hisdome. When the Vitae
had been dedlt with, aUnifier ship could take Eric and Ariaback to May 16. From there they could go
anywherein the Quarter Galaxy. She could bring her children if she wanted to. They'd thrive over the
World'sWall and they'd have what she redlly wished for. They would not be Notouch. The Little Eye
and the younger boys wouldn't ever even be marked.

He probably wouldn't even have to see Lady Fireif hefinished hisend of thisbusiness quickly
enough. Heart could stay behind to deal with the House and the Nobles.

Eric rested hiselbows on thisthighs. 1t'll be a few days of hard looks and long silences, at the
worst. He dropped his gaze to the two lines of pulverized reeds stretch out behind the dedge. At the
very worst.

Helet hisinternal reassurances occupy him as the dedge rocked and rattled along. Outside, the
ground dried out and the flat expanse of reeds and bamboo was replaced by tufts of grass sprouting
between piles of boulders and thick puddies of moss. The Walls closed in overhead.

Baancing himsdlf carefully and hanging on to the canvas's support poles, Eric sidestepped to the rear
of the dedge and leaned out. Despite his clam that he had logt dl his geography, he retained enough to
see that they were dmost to Midway Breach, aragged escarpment between the Broken Canyon and the
Dead Sea Canyon. He squinted up at the line of the Walls. The Pinnacle was an arrow-shaped
protrusion listing toward the Dead Sea. They'd haveto follow it al the way down the canyon and skirt
the salt flats before they came to the main road to First City.

The dedge ran over alarger than average bump. The shock sat Eric down hard on the nearest box,
jarring his backbone.

"Sorry," Heart called back.
Eric shifted his buttocks and started to say it was dl right.
Heart cut him off. "We've been waiting for you to come back, you know."

Eric raised his head dowly. Heart had aquarter profile turned toward him so he could see Eric with
one eye and the oxen with the other. His elbows pumped and strained in response to the team tugging at
the harness.

"Who has?' asked Eric. Heart's blank look said he hadn't heard. "Who has?' Eric called.

"Friends," shouted Heart, dragging on the reins to force the oxen around a cluster of thorn trees.
"Thinking men, discontented Teachers, our fellow Heretics.”

Eric fet hisforehead furrow. He stood up and moved toward the front of the dedge again.
"What are you talking about?' he asked, clinging to therails of the driver's stand.

"We knew you'd gone over the World's Wall. We've been ten years hoping you'd come back and tell
uswhat's out there." Heart was barely watching the oxen now and no amount of noise could disguise the
eagernessin hisvoice. "When we get back to First City, I'll soread the word that..." The oxen ambled
straight for ahuge, moss-backed boulder.

"Look out!" Eric shouted.

Heart yanked his head back around. "Whoa!" he cried, pulling back on the reins until his elbows
amost touched behind his back. The oxen snorted and stopped.

Eric ran hishand through his hair. "Keep your eyes on where you're going, Heart," he said, "and if you
want ories, ask alibrarian. They'll be much more entertaining.”

"Garismit's Eyed" Heart dapped thereins againgt the railing. "Have you had yours put out? Don't you
seethat thisis our chance? After these Vitae are taken care of, there's going to be chaosin the cities. If



we're ready for it, if were armed with the truth about the World's Wall and the Words, we can gather
support. Y ou can talk to the oneswho've got one foot in the stirrup. Tell them about the other Skymen
and about how much they'd vaue..."

Eric stared a him, unable to think of one word to say.

Heart spread his hands. "We are dying, Hand on the Seablade. The Realm isdying. Y ou know that.
Every year more broken babies are born to die at our hands. We need the Skymen's help if we're going
tosurvive"

| don't believe what I'm hearing. Eric leaned hisforearm against the support pole and stared out
over the oxen'sbacks. It wasimpossible to tell whether Heart actudly believed what he said or if hewas
just trying to win Eric's sympathies.

Gradually Eric became aware of anew noise under the perpetua rush of the wind. The sound drifted
to him, over the stamping and blowing of the oxen, over the rustle of the leavesin thetrees. It was
familiar, but wrong somehow. It was along, distant roar, like approaching thunder, but far too smooth.

Heart heard it too. "What isthat n—"

Before he could finish, Eric jumped out of the dedge, his gaze glued to the sky. Idands of blue
showed between the clouds. Eric stumbled forward, heading for a bare patch out from under the
shadows of the trees.

Theroar degpened until it echoed off the walls. Eric swiveled his neck toward what he thought was
the right direction.

A vapor trail cut across the blue. The roar became arush and died away until it couldn't be told from
thewind.

So low, thought Eric. What could bring themin so low...

Heknew. His heart legpt into his mouth and involuntarily his eyes tracked the direction of the vapor
trails. They headed Straight for Narroways.

Nameless Powers preserve me. Hiseyes stared helplesdy at the sky. Aria.
"Blood, blood, blood," cursed Jay. "Weretoo late."

Ariapeeked out from behind the shelter of the granite boulder. Her knees till stung from the force
with which Jay had forced her behind it. Ahead of them crouched the white dome Ariaknew from when
Cor had led her up the thread-thin canyon, but about twenty yards closer to them waited a new Skyman
contrivance. It wasametallic dab, at least three yards on aside, and obvioudy firmly pressed into the
ground despite the fact that agood foot's worth of its thickness till showed. Green lights glowed steadily
at each corner and she had, before Jay had pulled her behind the boulder, seen some kind of holeinits
center. Thefar edge was scaloped by the boxes and bumps of monitors and terminals.

Jay was garing & it with pure poison in hiseyes.

"What isit?' asked Aria

"It'samarker for aVitaetether." Jay dumped down behind the sheltering stone. " They've found us."
A wave of horror washed through Aria. "Then they've..."

"Got your sster?' Jay cocked one eyetoward her. "Oh, yes, probably. They probably got Lu as
wdl."

Ariaglanced angrily through the tattered clouds, asif she could see through the blue and spot the
Vitae ship. Her heart beat hard from fear and anger. A dozen images of what the Vitae might be doing to
Broken Trail crowded together in the back of her head.

"If they're putting down atether, then they know how important this placeis." Jay scowled at the
dome. "l thought wed have at least afew more days."



Think! Ariaordered hersdlf and reflexively, she clutched her pouch of stones. If they have Broken
Trail, we've got to get her back. To do that you need something to fight with. Nothing's really
changed. You've still got to get down there.

Sheforced her gaze back to the dome. It waited, silent and unchanged from thefirst time she'd seen
it.

"If they know how important thisplaceis,” said Ariadowly, "why isn't it guarded?'

"Oh, it'sguarded,” Jay pointed at the Sky. "I have no doubt thereis at least one satellite trained on this
place right now, and I'm sure the dome's been rigged, and there have to be security guardsin there” He
eased himsdlf around so that he was on his knees and peered at the silent dome. "But there can't be very

many of them," he said thoughtfully, "or they'd be out here now to pick usup." Hefingered historque.
"Maybe weve il got achance.”

"How?" Ariashifted her weight to her toes, ready to move fast if need be.

"We set an emergency transmitter up in the flood cup.”" He pointed up the canyon wall. "Just in case
we lost the base for some reason. If the Vitae haven't found it yet, | might be able to useit to find out just
how they've got the dome rigged. If we can find ablind spot, we might have a chance." He touched the
holster of hisgun theway Ariatouched her stones.

Helifted himsdlf into ahaf crouch. "Keep down and behind cover as much asyou can," he cautioned
her. "They probably know we're here, but that's no reason to give them aclear shot.”

Ariamatched Jay's stance. He nodded once, and they both scuttled out from behind then™ boulder,
heading for its cousn afew yards away.

A muffled roar, building faster than aflash flood's, made Ariajerk her eyes skyward. A silver splinter
dived out of the clouds and hurtled acrossthe sky, leaving long whitetrails behind it.
"No!" Jay sprang to hisfeet. "Run!”

Before Ariacould force her frozen legsto move, Jay was aready hafway to the dome. She pounded
after him, hurdling the larger stones, grateful that she was a home and on steedy ground.

What isgoing on! Her mind shouted as Jay tore open the dome's door and darted inside.

She followed without sopping, though. Whatever the aircraft brought, Jay obvioudy thought it was
worse than meeting the Vitae.

In the distance she heard a shrill whine. Jay threw open atrapdoor and Ariabarely had timeto see
the dark shaft.

"Down!" He shoved her forward, hard enough that her body swung out over the edge.

Ariashrieked as shefdl, so startled that she barely remembered to tuck hersaf. Everyonein the
Redm knew how to take ahard fal. The floor dammed against her shoulders and arm, knocking dl the
breeth and amost al the sense out of her. Sherolled halfway over just asthe Skyman dropped likea
stone beside her.

The world shouted. It rumbled and groaned and growled deep in its throat. Overhead the dome
creaked and shuddered. Equipment crashed against the ground and fabric, probably the dome's side,
tore. Ariacurled further in on hersdlf, trying to hide behind the darkness and theringing in her ears.

Namel ess Powers preserve me. What have they DONE?

Eric saw the flash over the top of the Wall. It turned the clouds sulfurous yelow and bounced back to
earth again. Then camethenoise, likearoll of thunder that meant to go on forever.

No! Eric stumbled between the boulders, tripping over stones and brush, trying to follow the vapor
trails dissipating into the formless clouds. The rumble kept on, steady, endless. Namel ess Powers
preserve and forbid...no!



Now the light on the clouds was burnt orange, sienna, and scarlet. Eric stood panting in histracks.
Thethunder 4ill rolled.

He turned and sprinted back to the dedge.
"What..." began Heart. Eric snatched the reins and the stick out of his hands.

"Movel" he screamed to the oxen. "Go!" He smacked their backs until they both gave outraged
bellows and lumbered forward.

"What's happened!" Heart shook his shoulder.

"A bomb!" Eric wielded the stick mercilesdy. The thunder wouldn't Stop. It wasn't ever going to stop.
He knew it. The oxen lowed from fear and broke into a heavy, jolting ran.

"What?' shouted Heart. "Talk, Hand!"

Smoke now. Huge black billows rose up to block out even the light on the clouds. The oxen balked
and stamped, but Eric drove them on. Heart still clutched his shoulder, watching the boiling black smoke.
His mouth was moving. Reciting the litanies. Begging for preservation and guidance from the Nameless,
for something he couldn't possibly understand.

Too late, brother-in-law, avoice sniggered in the back of Eric's mind. Way, way too late.

The oxen were stampeding now and Eric was barely hanging on to the reins. The dedge bounced and
skipped over stones, jerking around like atoy in ahigh wind.

Suddenly, Heart let go of Eric's shoulder and snatched the reins from his hands. He threw hiswhole
body backward, dragging the reins back until the oxen screamed and tossed their heads. They dowed,
though, and findly stopped, puffing and shaking.

"What're you doing!" Eric shouted. "We have to get to Narroways! We haveto..."
"Then tel mewhy!" Heart ordered. "What's happened?’

"A bomb, youidiot! A..." Heart's mystified expression stopped him and Eric realized hewas using a
Skyman word. "The Skymen have just dropped...abdl of fire over Narroways. The city's probably
ashes by now. Ariamight be...might be..." He couldn't make himsdlf say it. The smoke was spreading
out, embracing the clouds and covering them over.

"We haveto get to First City!" cried Heart. "Now. They have to know. Our family. Our frie..."

"Therésno time! We haveto find out if Ariaisal right. That Unifier base wasright outside
Narroways"

"She'sjust aNotouch!™

Eric grabbed Heart's tunic collar. "Sheis not just aNotouch! Shewas never 'just’ aNotouch!" Eric
dammed him against the support pole and the whole dedge rocked. " She has more guts and loyaty in her
hand marks than you have in your whole heart!

Heart's eyes searched hisface. "Hand, have you taken leave of your senses?’

"Y ou'd better hope | haven't,”" Eric shoved him away. ™Y ou'd better hope | have sense enough to
remember that | might need your help to get to her. Because if | forget that, you aren't going to be ableto
run fast enough to get away from mel”

"Y ou forget who you'retaking to!" Heart raised hispams. The gold circlesdl but glowed, eveninthe
cloud-dimmed light.

"No, you forget." Eric stabbed afinger a him. "Y ou forget | know exactly what you can and cannot
do, and you forget that | have lived over the World's Wall for ten years and you don't know anything
about me anymore.”

The blood drained from Heart'sface, leaving his cheeks as pale asdry dust. "Y ou're agreater Heretic



than even | would have bdieved.”

"l suggest you remember that, too." Eric searched his brother-in-law's face for any sign of redl
rebellion or courage. "Drive usto Narroways, Heart of the Seablade, or stand here and wait for
whatever the Skymen decideto try next, | don't care which.”

Heart lowered hiseyes. Sowly he lifted the reins off the railing. One step at atime, Eric moved to the
back of the dedge, out of arm's reach.

Heart whistled to the team and, with only minute snorts, they started forward again at afast walk.

Eric pressed hisfists againgt histhighs and forced himself to keep still. He watched Heart's broad
back. His shoulderstipped and tilted as he drove the oxen on, but he did not look back, not once.

Ariadidn't know how long it was before she was able to uncurl herslf. The world around her was
completely dark. She blinked her eyes afew times, just to make sure they were open. Soft creaks and
groans still sounded overhead, and here and there she heard a muffled thump, maybe from a piece of
equipment fairing, maybe from arock landing on the canyon floor. There was no way to tell. She hoisted
hersalf onto her hands and knees. The surface under her palms was smooth and cool. It reminded her
sharply of thefed of the stones.

"Jay?" she whispered into the darkness.

At her right hand, a man moaned softly. Ariatill wore her tool belt from the Amaiar Gardens. She
fumbled around to find the clip that held her penlight. She flicked the switch and shone the light around
until the narrow beam landed on Jay'sface.

"Areyou dl right?' she crawled over to hisside.

He nodded. "Didn't land quite right, but | think I'm dl here." With agrunt, he sat up. He laid ahand
on hiship, right above his holster and winced. "I'm going to be fedling that for more than afew days."

A crash sounded overhead. Startled, Ariaglanced up. "What happened?”’
Whatever he said, Ariasdisk didn't pick it up.
"What..." she began.

"Ligen," Jay said. "Therés Vitae in here with us and they might have heard usfdl." He unsnapped his
holster and drew the weapon. " Stay behind me and keep the light as steady as you can." He stood up
and staggered, but caught his balance quickly.

"Wait." Ariaput the light down and unlooped her ding from around her belt. She unsnapped one of
the belt pockets and brought out a handful of stones sheld kept from the fray with the Narroways
soldiers. "There's not much room in here" Sheloaded the ding and hefted it to test the weight. "But it'll
be better than nothing.”

Jay scowled at her weapon. " Just make sure you missme.”

"This despised one will do her best, my Lord Skyman," Ariaanswered blandly. Jay gave no sign of
having caught her sarcasm. He just hefted his gun and dipped carefully down the corridor.
Aria, suppressing asigh, picked up thelight in her free hand and followed.

Because he didn't dare take his eyes off Heart, Eric didn't see when they finally crossed the
Narroways road. He didn't need to. He could hear the fading thunder of the attack. It bounced off the
walls, abizarre staccato noise, not like real thunder at dl.

Heart was chanting again. From the dow rise and fal in the cadence, Eric guessed it wasthe entire
prayer for sfety.

A moment later astrangely dry, hot wind blew the first faint scent of smoke through the dedge.

"I'm taking usto the overlook," said Heart through clenched teeth. "Unless you want meto drive us
draghtinto afire”



"All right." Eric fdt like kicking himsdf for forgetting the overlook. It was one of the many
escarpments in Broken Canyon's chaotic breadth. From its ledge, you could look down the length of the
canyon and see the city itsalf. Narroways usualy kept awatch there.

Eric genuindly doubted theréd be one there now. He tightened hisfists until his knuckles turned white.
The dry wind scraped gently againgt them. A small black flake settled between the knuckles of hisindex
and middlefingers. Eric stared at it. Another cameto rest besideit.

Ash.

The dedgejolted and skidded to ahalt. Heart stood still between the driver'srails for amoment.
Then he climbed off, onejerky step at atime, holding his head rigidly sill above his shoulders.

Eric set hisjaw and tried to prepare himself for what held see. He knew it was was impossible, but he
had to try anyway. Eric climbed out after his brother-in-law.

Thewind was aways strong in the Midway Breach, and even more so on the overlook. It hit him with
ablast of heat that tried to drag his skin off hisface. Eric screwed up his eyes and looked into the wind.
Ash stung his cheeks and nostrils and he coughed, inhaling more ash.

Heart of the Seablade sank to his knees. Ash wafted over him, tracing long black trails around his
shoulders. Eric waded through wind to stand beside him. He saw the stone house that had been built to
hold the watch. Its shutters and door were flung wide-open, but no one stirred inside. He saw the eddies
and whorls of the granite under hisfeet, washed by wind and water until there was nothing left but
pink-and-black stone with an unevenly sculpted lip. Ash skittered across the stone.

Eric made himself ook up.

He had only stood on the Narroways overlook oncein hislife. The Kings of Narroways did not
welcome First City Nobility up here. He had never forgotten the long panorama of greens and browns,
al of it framed by Broken Canyon's splendor.

Now night had fallen between the gold-stresked Walls. A roiling cloud blotted out the far reaches of
the canyon. It spread out its tendrils until it stroked the Walls. Black streaks cut across the bands of
mauve and maroon and silver that the Namel ess had painted to make up for the quarrel they had had.

They weretoo far to away to hear any distinct noises. The vague thunder that was probably made up
of roaring flames and crumbling stone still rumbled under the shriek of the wind around their ears. The
same wind carried astench to them. Thick and greasy and acrid, it drove itsalf Straight to the back of
Eric'sthroat. He tasted ash and desth and he

"Mind was down there," said Heart. "Mind was ill down there." Helooked up at Eric likea
bewildered child.

"Thisishow the Skymen vaue us," Eric told nun bitterly. “They vaue us so much that they'll kill some
of usto frighten therest of usinto submisson. Come on, Heart." He turned awvay. More than just ash
stung hiseyesnow. "We haveto find out if Ariaisdl right.”

"Andif sheignt?'
"Then we go back into the marshes and start looking for her mother,” he said to the empty watch
house, "or for her daughter, or for anyone who's related to her. The Servant went to one Notouch, didn't

he?Well go to dl of them." Helooked back grimly at the cloud of ash and smoke that had been acity
whose name was used as a synonym for defiance. "On our knees, if we haveto.”

Thetoes of Jay's boots hung over the edge of the second drop. A dim light shone up from the shaft
and turned hiswesather-browned skin the color of dirty paste. At hisdirection, Ariakept her penlight
pointed the other way, so only the dimmest reflection touched the mouth of the well. Jay's gun peered
down the wdll firgt, then hiseyesfollowed.

Ariashifted her weight from foot to foot, trying to ease away the feding of being watched. A shadow



drifted up from the floor to the curved wall and paused right at her eyelevel. It hung there, dmogt asif it
was expecting something.

No shadow did that for Jay. Ariaswallowed hard and tried not to remember what Eric had said
about finding the Namel ess Powers down here.

Jay waved to her frantically. His own shadow made an opaque, black streak over the trand uscent
grey that surrounded them. Ariamoved closer to hisside, still keeping the light angled away from the
well. Jay pointed at the ladder, then at himself, at historque, back to the ladder, then to her. Then he
pressed the Side of hisindex finger againg hislips.

Arianodded, bridling at hisinsstence of trying to repeet the plan they had aready worked out in the
middle of the tunnel. Jay would go down the ladder first. If nothing happened, he would signd her
through historque. Ariawasto follow, and to stay slent.

Jay bolstered the gun and gripped the sides of the rope ladder where amber blobs of industria
drength glue held it to the tunnd floor.

Ariasat down and switched off the light. Darkness dropped over her. Jay became little more than a
slhouette as he took a deep breath and did himself down far enough to reach the rungs with his boots.
She heard the leather creak minutely under hisweight, and cresk again and again each time hisfoot
settled on anew rung.

Ariawished he could have told her how many rungs there were, then she would have had someidea
how long she would need to St here in the darkness. Darknessitself didn't frighten her. Sheld lived the
better part of her lifein the nighttime or in shadows. But thiswasn't the living darkness of the Relm's
night, or even the expectant darkness of the void between the sars. Thiswas amuffling, confining
darkness that wrapped around her and pinned her down, making it that much easier for whatever waited
behind the walls to reach out and take her. The glowing well beside her didn't help. It just collected
shadows around her, asif they were moths coming to peer a acandle.

All a once, Jay's voice echoed up the shaft. Her disk delivered nothing but a string of nonsense
gyllables. Ariadrew her legsunder her. A staccato noiselike hail on granite rang against thewalls. Light
flashed brightly in time with the deafening sound. Ariathrew hersdf away from the edge of thewell and
pressed back against the shadow-filled wall. She glanced back toward the entrance.

Run? | could, but where to? She gritted her teeth and clutched her ding. What | need is here.
Ancther flash of light and burst of hail shot out of thewell. Then she heard Jay scream.

Ariapicked a stone out of the ding's pouch and crawled over to the well's mouth. Sheraised her
hand, ready to hurl it down. She peered over the edge.

Beow her, Jay dumped againgt the tunnel wall. His eyes glistened brightly in the reflected light. There
was no other movement visible, except for the restless shadowsin thewalls.

Ariadropped the stone back into the ding. She stuck the straps between her teeth and grabbed the
ladder's rungs. She started down asfast as she could. The ladder twisted and wriggled under her hands
and she cursed it under her breath, wishing for the steady metal rungsthat had carried her out of Haron
Station with Eric.

A shadow shot up the wall and stopped three inches from her nose. Aria gasped and amost lost her
grip on her ding. The shadow hung in front of her eyes. Its edges expanded and contracted asif it was
breathing. Ariaswung her foot around to find the next rung. As her eyeleve dropped, so did the
shadow. Ariafelt her pulseflutter like atrapped wasp in her wrists, but she forced hersdlf to keep
climbing. The shadow followed her dl the way down.

At lagt, she was close enough to the floor to let go of the wriggling ladder and drop the last three fest.
Jay curled againgt the wall. Hisweapon lay on thefloor at hisfeet. Down the tunnel, toward alighted
archway, lay three corpses. Human gore spattered the walls around them. Ariaswallowed against the



swest, coppery scent that filled the tunndl.

Ariaturned her eyes quickly back to Jay. Hisjaw was dack and asmall trail of spittletrickled out
over hislips. Hiseyeswere open but he didn't blink, or track her as sheleaned over him.

"Jay." Shelaid her hands againgt his chest and felt his shalow breething. " Jay!" The spittle dripped
onto the back of his hand, and Ariasaw adart with a sgpphire blue shaft sticking out of hisarm.

"Garismit's Eyes." Ariaplucked the dart free. She bit her lip.

Probably not poison, or he'd be dead already. Probably just drugged. It'll wear off. She sniffed
the dart carefully and smelled crushed leaves and antiseptic. She glanced down at Jay's paralyzed figure.
Intime,

But | need him now.

Ariatucked the ding into her belt and opened the pouch of stones. She touched her fingertipsto one
of the cool spheres.

Her mind opened with staggering force. Light surged through her, illuminating every thought, every
facet of knowledge that she carried inside her. The substance on the dart was a pardyzing agent. It
would wear off in about four hoursif not reinforced. When used as awegpon againgt people or animals,
an antidote was generdly carried.

Ariashook her hand and the stonefdll, but the light didn't fade. It carried her down the tunnel to the
corpses. Thelight was ashield and abind. It moved her hands while she watched, bemused, from the
back of her mind. Her strong fingers ripped open the corpse'stool belt and found aflat case the size of
her hand. Her fingernail pried the cover open. Inside lay a selection of color-coded needles. Her hand
selected the blue one and the light drew her back to Jay. It reached her arm out until the needle drove
itsalf into the Skyman's neck. It held her there for adozen or so heartbeats and then drew her arm back.
The needle came away with it, and Jay blinked.

The light winked out and Aria dropped to the floor. Her heart spasmed madly and her scomach
heaved. She coughed and gagged againgt her bile.

"Aria?" Jay croaked.

"I'm here." She pushed hersdlf upright.

Jay was sitting up too. His eyeslooked dazed, but at least they were focusing.

"What happened?' he asked.

Ariaswallowed bile and blotted at the sweat on her forehead with the back of her hand. "'l don't
know." The stone lay on thefloor, as perfect and beautiful asit had ever been. "This place may be having
an effect on my namestones.” Or on me. Shelifted her free hand away from the floor that felt so much
like the skin of her stones. Namel ess Power's preserve me.

"Canyou stand?' Jay drew hislegsunder him in aseries of short jerks.
Arianodded. "Can you?'

Pressing his hands againgt the corridor wall, Jay climbed to hisfeet. "Lookslikeit." Helifted hishands
carefully away from thewadl, and stayed standing.

Ariaundid her headcloth and wrapped one end around her hand before she picked up her stoneto
return it to the pouch. She clenched her muscles and lifted herself to her feet without touching the
corridor's surface.

"Let'sgo." Jay'swak waswaobbly at first, but it improved rapidly. He stepped between the corpses
without hegitation, or even asecond look.

Ariafelt acold void in the pit of her ssomach. There were three bodies on the floor, and Jay had
killed them dl. That merited something, aprayer, or acurse at the very least.



What have | allied my self with? she wondered as she picked her own path between them. She
tried to tell hersdlf that she was just overreacting. She had seen too much death and blood in the past two
days and it was making her squeamish.

The cold did not fade. She touched the pouch of her ding to check the load.

Walk softly, whatever you are, she thought toward Jay's back as he disappeared through the lighted
archway. Neither you nor | have any time for games.

Shefollowed Jay through the threshold, very aware of the cluster of shadowstrailing aong at her right
hand. They did not pause for blood or death either.

The chamber beyond the archway was even more staggeringly strange than the common room
aboard the U-Kenai had been. Feathery stars pressed againgt the walls, creating a net that caught the
drifting shadows and held them in place.

So they can get areally long look. Ariashuddered.

Then, she saw the bank of arias. A dozen stones, sisters to the ones she had carried for all her adult
life, nestled in fitted sockets and reflecting the patterns of light and shadow thét filled the bizarre room.

Jay stood beside the bank, waiting for her with alook closeto lust in hiseyes. His poncho hung
loosely about his shoulders and she could see the holster for hisweapon on his hip.

"Isthere anything | need to do?" he asked. His voice was carefully controlled. It betrayed no emotion.

Arids gaze swept across the stones. The air in the room was dl but humming from the tension Jay
radiated.

I wish I'd come alone. | wish I'd brought Eric. She rubbed her palm against her stones pouch,
fedling the smooth, soft leether. Ancestress, you had the Servant with you. | have no idea what 1've
brought with me.

She looked hungrily at the stonesthat waited in front of her like aninvitation.

I have to do this, and | have to have someone to stand by. The Vitae could send reinforcements
at any time. The stones could overwhelm me like they did Broken Trail.

"Just keep watch," she said to Jay. "If anything happens, pull me away from the stones.”" Jay nodded,
but the shining eagerness hadn't left hiseyes.

Will he do it? Shebit her lip. Well, at least nothing's going to sneak up behind me. Thevison of
the Vitae corpses cameto her far too clearly.

The stones gleamed in their sockets, right where her hands would rest comfortably if she sat inthe
rotted chair in front of the bank. She reached out toward the closest sphere. Her mouth went dry in the
same instant. She closed her eyes and tried to keep her mind open as she dropped her hand onto the
smooth, cool curve.

A flood wave of sensations crashed down on her. Every sense screamed iningtant pain as blazing
colors, distorted sounds, athousand overwhelming smells drove straight into her, pummeling every nerve.
Underneath it all rose a hideous incomprehensible pleading. Someone, somewhere, begged to be heard.

But she couldn't hear. She couldn't think, she couldn't sort out any of the burning, blazing, stench that
poured through her.

Asfadt asit began, it was gone. She was back in her own body with nothing but her own senses and
the world immediately outside them. Arms cradled her.

Eric? she thought with akind of instinctua need. She pedled open her eyes. Jay's face leaned over
her, blocking out the celling.

"Youfdl." Heblurted the words out. "What happened?’
The abrupt question brought old, comfortable anger to her. "This despised oneisfine, thank you for



asking, my lord." Ariagripped the edge of the bank and pulled hersdlf out of hisarms. The shock was
fading rapidly. She actudly felt surprisngly well, except for the raw sensation in her heart left from the
strange, strong pleading that she'd felt, more than heard.

She picked herself up off the floor and eyed the ariasin their sockets.
"Perhaps," she murmured, more to hersdf than to Jay, "the problem isthat these are not my stones.”

Ariaundid her pouch and drew out one of her namestones. She dropped it into an empty socket. It
landed with a sharp click. She leaned her pam againgt it and closed her eyes.

For along moment, she did nothing but stand there looking intently at the insides of her eyelidsand
feding mildly foolish.

Then, something stirred. Her heart began to beat lightly, quickly. Something shifted. She could taste
iron in her mouth and fed theair tingling in her lungs. Thefloor pushed heavily againg the bottoms of her
boots, just like the stone pushed against her palm. Her awareness stretched down to the floor and out to
the stone. She met no resistance. She passed through the pressure and expanded, spreading hersdlf out
through the floor until she found the walls. She arched up to meet hersdf where shefilled the control
console. She wrapped hersdlf solidly around the room asif she was embracing one of her children.

Ariaopened her eyes. She saw her hand on the stone, but the awareness of it was superimposed
over the sght of the rest of the room, al of it, seen from all angles. Shelooked up from the floor and
down from the celling and out from dl thewalls. She felt the disturbances Jay's bresth made in the air and
the heat from his body, and her own. She felt the gentle pressure where feet stood. She felt portions of
the room dtir, as she might fedl her heart best, or her lungs bresthe.

Past all thislay another great space. She knew that, and she knew it was at the same time far beyond
her and immediately within reach, and...Arialeaned toward it.

There was someone €l se out there. She could hear them crying in that distant vastness.

Don't go, don't go, don't go!

Ariagathered hersdlf together and willed hersdlf to look toward the plea

It was like looking out the view wall toward the stars. Ariafelt the old vertigo rock her mind.
Over here, over here, over here! cried the other voice.

Ariaknotted her resolve and looked harder. The stars here were connected with strands of scarlet
light, into avast web that was even bigger than her new, expanded perspective. Y et some part of her
knew that if she reached, if she stretched, she could encompassdl thisaswell, seeit from every sdeas
she saw the room. The vacuum was darkness without form. This darkness would have form, if she

shapedit.
The idea delighted her. She reached toward the web, spreading herself wide to surround it.
Welcome! Oh welcome home!

Light suffused her, asif dl her pores had become eyes. Joy camewith it, riding on the pulses of light
that fed into her.

"Who areyou?' Digantly, shefelt her mouth move. The question took along timeto travel through
her awareness to where the light touched her.

| amthe Mind. | have waited very patiently for you to come back to me. You will see. | have
been very careful with myself. I amall in readiness.

"I have never been here before," she said, hoping it understood her tone to be gentle.

Not you yourself, but the Eyes were here even before | was. They had to come back. | have
waited for you to come back. It has been so hard to be blind and alone.

Sorrow washed through her, and bereavement. "' Can you see now?" Ariaasked gently.



Yes! Yes! | can see everything you see. Will you not ook farther? Again, the pathetic eagerness.
The voice belonged to a child that wanted to show how clever it could be.

"I'm not sure | know how to look farther," shetold the Mind. "Y ou must think me very stupid.”
You do not need to know. That iswhat | am for. You only need to see. Thisis how.
And Ariaknew. She knew, had aways known, would always know.

Shelooked, and she saw. She saw hersdf standing with Jay in the chamber. She looked at a different
angle and she saw aclugter of Vitae stretching aclear film across a corridor threshold. At adifferent
angle, their trangports crawled over pulverized stone in the shadow of abroken wall. She looked at yet
another angle and she saw.....ruination.

Smoke, fire, and smoldering ashes arched up the sides of a crater. Lumps of stone and glass fused to
her line of sght, making blurred patchesin her vison.

"Nameless Powersl" she cried. "Nameless Powers preserve and forbid! What have they done!™

"Aria?" Shedidn't look away from the smoldering crater, but she till clearly saw Jay reach out ahand
toward her. "Aria, what's happening? What has who done?"

Her shoulder shrugged impatiently. "I can't see Aiena Aria | can't see Mother, or Eric. Whereis
Eric?'
Look here, and here.

Little Eye held Roof Beam's hand as they struggled to keep up with Nail, haf-clambering, half-wading
through the marshes. At the sametime, Eyes Above hunched in front of her hearthstone while Storm
Water fed fresh charcod into the flames. At the sametime, Eric rattled past in the back of the dedge
while Teacher Heart drove the team through alandscape obscured by foul black smoke. Both of them
had headcloths wrapped so that their faces were shielded from drifting ash.

"Aria" said Jay again. "Aria, can you hear me?’

"Yes" shesad. With alittle effort, she separated a piece of herself to focus on her own body. "I'm all
right. I'm..." A thought surfaced. "Can | show him what I'm seeing?’

Yes. That is part of what the Eyes are for.

And Ariaknew how it could be done. She focused on the crater. The Mind took the sight and gaveit
to one of the shadows behind the chamber wall. Ariawatched the chamber and she watched the
shadow'simage paint itsalf behind the smooth wall. It formed itsdf from afilm of theliquid held in the
tubes. She looked at the smoking crater, and looked at the image of the crater on the wall and looked at
Jay looking &t it.

"Whereisthis?' asked Jay hoarsdly.

"Narroways," said Aria, even though she hadn't known amoment ago. "The Vitae dropped a...” The
words surfaced, from the stones or the Mind or her own memory, she didn't know. It didn't matter. "An
incendiary device. A clean bomb.”

Jay laid hishand on top of theimage. Ariasaw thelines of hispam, the prints of hisfingertips and the
flat white blobs where his skin pressed against the wall. "What you create you may some day be forced
to destroy,” he said, but he didn't speak Standard. Her ear heard gibberish, but the Mind did not. The
Mind knew and so Ariaknew, had known, aways would know.

"But how?" she whispered.

There are others here who speak that way. | have been listening. | have neglected nothing. Aria
saw aquartet of Vitae faces, leaning far too closeto her. These are they.

Then Jay was a Vitae. Jay was Aunorante Sangh. Shetried to fed horrified, or angry, but she
couldn't. She could only fed ddighted with hersdf and her newfound vision.



"Aria" said Jay. "What €lse can you see?’
"Everything," she said, and awarm rash of confidencefilled her. "I can see everything.”

Jay's breath quivered in the air. He rested lightly on her surface as he leaned toward her body. " Can
you see Contractor Kelat?'

You can. Look here. Ariasaw another chamber, amost atwin to the one she encompassed. In this
one stood colorfully robed Vitae. They laid scanners and anadyzers againgt the walls and argued over
what they found. Ariaknew that if she reached, she could hear them. If she wanted to, she could be as
aware of that room on the other side of the world as she was of the one where her body stood.

A black-robed man (Contractor Kelat, she knew) stood with atrio in blue. They bustled around a
capsule that reminded Ariaof the one she had carried across Amaiar. Curious, she reached toward the
room until she cupped herself around it. She looked down from the celling and inside the capsule; she
saw her Sgter.

"Trail?" She strained her awareness, trying to fed her sister, but the capsule isolated her. She could
fed nothing but therestless Vitae.

"Y ou see Broken Trail 7" asked Jay. " Show me."

Yes. Let us show him! The Mind's eagerness was so infectious that Ariadidn't even hesitate. She
looked hard at the chamber around Broken Trail until itsimage replaced Narroways devastation on the
wall infront of Jay.

A broad grin split the Skyman'sface. "Too late," he said to theimage. "They'retoo late, Kelat! Weve
won!" His voice dropped to a husky whisper and he struck her wall lightly with the side of hisfigt. "We
m/ n

The Vitae won? thought the part of Ariathat was till lodged in her body. No. We came here to
stop them. To save Trail.

What does it matter? crowed the Mind. They will let uswork! They will et us see and hear and
move again! We will be alive again! Pure, innocent joy raced through her until Ariafet she might
drown in the sensation, but she couldn't stop drinking it in. She wasfree, shewaslimitlessand infinitein
her vison and knowledge. All that lacked was work. All she wanted was to be told how to use her sight.

This despised one asks in what way she may serve?

A discordant jolt ran through her. The thought hadn't come from the Mind, but from her own
memory. Her heart in her body, distant and small, skipped a beat. She was free aslong as she served.
That was what the Teacherstold the Notouch. That was what the Notouch told each other, and now it
was what the Mind told her, with such joy she could barely endureit, let done deny it.

"Butit'salie" shewhispered fiercdly. "It's dtill aliel”
No, no, don't be afraid, cdled the Mind. Don't go. Don't leave me here alone and blind.

Jay faced Ariasbody. "Itisno lie, Stoneinthe Wall," he said with the Vitag'sincorruptible cam.
"Now, | need you to secure this chamber. Close the hatches and make us safe.”

The Mind sent awave of sorrow through her.

"l can't,” shesaid, and atear prickled the corner of her eye. Asthe Mind fed the information into her
sheddiveredit to Jay. "I am an Eye. | can see and show and know. | can move nothing macroscopic.
Y ou requireaHand."

Eric? Ariathought alittle dazedly.
"A telekinetic?' asked Jay.

"Yes" Ariacouldnt stop hersdlf. It felt so good to answer his questions. She wanted him to ask
more. She wanted to stretch hersdlf out until shefilled the entire world and saw al the heavens. She



wanted him to ask her something difficult, something that would make her, make the Mind, make her,
have to think hard. She wanted...

This despised one asks in what way she may serve?

No! howled the Mind. No! That is not how it is!

Its pain was nearly asblinding asits joy had been. Arias body shuddered.

But | amright, shewhispered ingde her own, infinitesmally smal mind. | am.

"Whereis Eric Born now?" asked Jay. "Can you see him? Can you get a message to him?"
She could do it. Easy as breathing she could do it. She aready knew how. BLt...

But...

"Aria?' Jay stepped closer to her. Shefdt hisbreath on her skin and her walls. "Aria, doit."

You can do it, the Mind urged her. It's easy. From agreet height, she saw Eric through ash-filled air.
He leaned out of the dedge, pointing up arocky, thread-thin canyon. The dome canyon, sheredlized. He
was amost to her.

Show himhow easy it is.

But I do not want the Vitae here. | do not want to serve them. | do not want to serve anyone!

No! No! Not again!

Grief and fear raced through her, shaking her heart and soul. The Mind was remembering and its
memory could fill the whole world. There had been centuries of bliss. The Hands and Eyes worked and
the Mind worked for them and athough they numbered in the hundreds of thousands, there was till more

to be done than they could manage. There was aways some new task, something new to see or think
about. Endlesswork, endlessjoy init.

She saw the Realm as awhole world then. Ancient asit was, it still shone emerald and sapphire and
ivory in thelight of asingle golden sun. Its people knew no barriersto their wishes, because they had
made the Eyes and Hands with as much love and craftsmanship as they had used when they made the
Mind. Eyes, Hands, and Mind worked together in harmony and joy until the Eyes and Hands became
angry. They were furtive and talked among themselves of the end of service, even whileawhole new
world was being built with limitless posshilities for new work.

They made me move! the Mind cried. They made me move the world and it was ruined and then
they died! They all died!

Don't do this, don't do this again!
"No," Ariasaid, but she wasn't sure what she was saying no to.

"Aria, | need Eric Born here. Y ou will send him that message." Jay's fists clenched, face atight mask.
"Whereishe?'

He'slooking at the tether marker. He's outside now. You can see him.
She saw him, distant and foreshortened, but knew what she saw al the same.
"Doit!" shouted Jay.

She saw him too, with his bald head and poorly dyed hands. She remembered the weeks shed lived
without orders, and then she remembered dl the years of doing what she wastold yet thinking what she
wanted.

She balled up dl those memories of mud and muck and groveling service, of knowing there was
nothing elsefor her children and their children, if they should be able to bear their own, and she threw
them dl into the Mind.

Shefdt it cringe. But it was not done. It threw to her the memory of strugglein the wreckage of a



world under apair of sunsthat scorched the Realm with light that couldn't even be seen. The surviving
Hands and Eyes pulled together with the others bred for service for atime. The Mind was busy, but
grimmer, for that was how the service was. New life had to be bred. The World's Wall had to be built to
create alivable place in the degpest trenches of the old ocean before the last of the atmosphere was
gone. A home had to be grown and shaped there. The people had to be shaped, too. Too much of the
technology had been lost to do that totally microscopically. People had to be culled. They had to.

But they did not want to do what was needed, and there was awar. The Hands and the Eyes died or
fled, one by one, until the Mind was eft donein tillness and darkness. Because it's service was refused,
because what had to be done was not done.

You can't want that again! the Mind cried.
Ariadidnt. Shefelt ashame as dark and deep as any that had ever forced her to her knees.

...the othersare trying to tell you that your genetics are the final determinant of your
existence...l find it hard to believe that somebody so carefully constructed has no idea of their
function...they told us as long as we kept the Words and the bloodlines true...

No, please, begged the Mind. Do not do thisto us. Let uswork. Let us have life again! She saw
Eric and Heart wading through the rubble ingde the dome. Show him! We can show him!

And she saw Eric again. Heart stood a nervous watch while Eric knelt in front of the hatchway and
laid his hands on top of it. Shefelt his power gift reach out across her skin, and the hatchway opened.

“No."

She watched Jay raisethe gun. "I won't kill you, but by the blood of my ancestors, | will hurt you until
you beg me to stop, Aunorante Sangh!™

Ingtantly, the memory of Basq making the same threst flashed through her to the Mind. It seemed to
be all they knew how to do in the end. She couldn't be bought, or rearranged, or done without. She
could be hurt. Whoever had made her, the Nameless Powers, or Jay's Ancestors, whoever or whatever
they had been, had |eft themsalvesthat fina option.

Arias body gripped the stone. "Y ou see?’ she said. "Y ou see what service bringsus?' Eric must have
heard her voice. He dropped to the floor and ran toward the lighted well, leaving Heart dangling from the
rope ladder. "In the end the masters will decide to dispose of us, of me, of Eric, of Teacher Heart. They
aready took awvay awhole city." She focused her sight on the crater that had been Narroways.

NO!

The room began to bleed. Blue-grey viscous liquid seeped out of the floor and down the walls. Jay
gtarted and looked down. Thethick stuff welled up over the tips of hisboots and, defying gravity, ranin
rivulets up hislegs. He screamed and tried to run, but he toppled over, landing heavily againgt her
surface. Shefdt her skin, the room'sfloor, her skin, szzle. A wave of gel rose up and enveloped him,
pressing him into thefloor. Shefdt him writhe, and then fal Hill. Shefet him met dowly away likeice
againg her skin.

Eric sprinted down the hdlway. Heart followed more dowly, with hishands held flat a hissdes, a
Teacher'sfirst defensve posture.

"Eric!" shouted Aria. "Stop!"

Eric froze. With her distant eyes, Ariawatched the gel pull itself back down into the floor, into herself.
Therewas nothing left behind.

"What did you do?" Ariaasked the Mind softly.

I have maintenance functions that | can operate without a Hand. | used one of those. Thevoice
was miserable, tiny and lost. What will we do now?



"Aria?" caled Eric down the corridor.

"In herel" Sowly, she drew back, bringing her whole sdf back to her body.

No! cried the Mind. Don't go!

"I'll be back, | swear. Tell mehow | can bring aHand with me."

And she knew, had always known, would always know.

Shelifted her hand away from the stone and staggered from the weight of the sudden, appalling
loneliness.

"What isthis place?"

Eric's voice startled her, because she couldn't see him. She turned carefully around, holding herself up
by sheer force of will. Her knees seemed to have turned to rubber, and her eyes did not want to focus.

"l think," she said, with difficulty, "it'swhere the Servant brought my ancestress.”

Heart pushed hisway into the room beside Eric, only to stop and stare at what he saw. His gaze
moved around the chamber in short, sharp jerks until it finaly rested on Aria. "Whereis Jay?"

"l don't know," shesaid. | don't really want to know.
"Areyou al right?' Eric moved to her side and laid acool hand on her cheek.

"Mostly." She lifted his hand away. "I've found out what the Vitag's Ancestors | eft behind, though, and
| think we can useit to fight them back again." Sheraised her eyesto his. "It'll take both of us, though. It
needsaHand and an Eye."

Eric's bresth caught in histhroat. "What isit?'

"l don't think | can explain." She gestured toward the control banks. "It'sakind of computer, or an
Al. It cdlsitsdf the Mind, and it needs usto move, and to see. It's...| don't know what it is."

Ericlicked hislips and eyed the stones. "What do | have to do?!

Ariafished one of her remaining namestones from her pouch and st it into the empty socket next to
thefirst one. Shetook the third stonein her left hand. "Lay your hand on
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this stone and that one.” She held it out. "I'm not sure what's going to happen.”
Eric gave asoft chuckle. "Y ou say thislikeit'sanew thing, Aria."

"Hand on the Seablade!" Heart waved his hand at the room and dl its strangeness. "Have you lost
your mind? What isthis? Y ou wanted to get the Notouch, you've got her, let'sleave herel”

Eric shook hishead. "And you claim to know the apocrypha. Didn't the Servant and the Notouch
walk into the earth? And didn't they speak to the Redlm?”

Heart folded hisarms. "Thisis no time to debate philosophy..."
"l agree," said Eric wearily. " So be quiet and watch our backs."

Helad hishand on the stone she held and Ariafdt itswarmth flow straight into her. Together, they
pressed their palms againgt the namestonesin the bank.

The Mind opened for them. No shock. No reaching. No readjustment. Easy as breathing. Pure.
Whole. Alive. Free.

No fear. No consequence. No limit. No barrier. No binding. No stopping. No time, distance,
exhaugtion, or end.

Freedom.
The Vitae called themsel ves the Namel ess Powers! Aria crowed and she knew Eric heard her. He



was with her, of her, around her, like thought and breath and light. That title belongs to usl!

Shall we teach them that? Histhought came back to her. All the ddight hefdlt, she savored and
returned. It doubled and came back, and came back again. Ddlight. Fury. Power. Freedom.

Revenge.

Oh, yed

No, said the Mind, but there was no force to the plea, just aminor tug of the conscience. Don't make
me do this. Not again.

But the heet of the task and thejoy of their freedom ran through them. It spread out into the Mind.

Theblood of the World began to quicken.

18—Station Thirty-seven, Section Eighteen, Division Nine, The Home
Ground, 11:20:19, Settlement Time

"This is what the Aunorante Sangh cannot understand. Life cannot be
controlled. Trying to keep your grip on it will break your own hand."

—~Fragment from The Apocrypha, Anonymous

"CONTRACTOR!"

Kédat tore his gaze awvay from the monitors on the artifact's holding tank. Behind him, the Bio-tech
Beholden had moved back from the bulge in thewall they had designated tank 4B. Although it had no
seams or joints, a space had opened in the bulge and a shadow crawled out into the light.

It was acrablikething, al legs and shell and no visible eyes. It made Kdat think of cleaning drones.
Its body glistened with some gelatin-like substance, giving it astedly sheen. It skittered over the edge of
the tank and the Beholden crowded away from it. Kelat took a step forward. 1t smelled like fresh soil
and blood. It scuttled between the equipment racks and the holding tank without pausing. Kelat counted
ten double-jointed legs protruding from the ocher shell asit passed him.

"Any changein the artifact's condition?' Kelat turned one eye to the Bio-tech Holrosh. The crab had
reached the communicationstermind. It extended its front four legs and touched the casing below the
boards.

"No, Contractor,” murmured the Bio-tech. His eyes had gone wide watching the crab crossthe
chamber.

Keat fet aburst of hope and fear smultaneoudy. Has Jahidh won? Has he found the key to this
place?

The crab drew itslegs away, leaving tiny blobs of gd on thetermind. Kelat mentally shook himself.
Until he knew for sure that this was Jahidh's doing, he had to observe the proprieties. Asthe crab
steadied itsdlf upon itsfour back legs, Kelat touched historque. "1 require aWitnessin Station
thirty-seven, immediatdy," he said, not taking his eyes off the crab.

"Contractor?' said one of the Engineers.
Kelat glanced at her out of the corner of hiseye. Another crab emerged from 4B.

"Sedl that," he ordered, not caring who obeyed. Observe the proprieties, go through the motions,
hetold himsdlf. This has got to be Jahidh. Why didn't that fool boy get a message to me first?

Maybe because it's not Jahidh, whispered atreacherous thought in the back of his mind.

The new crab jumped to the floor and scampered for the chamber's entranceway, which was sedled
by an artight membrane,



"Blood of my ancestors!” cried someone.

Thefirgt crab was scraping the casing off the comm termindl. It scrabbled six of itslegs againgt the
metallic panels. A shower of slver dust fell to the floor and, in afew seconds, it crested a
five-centimeter-wide hole that bared thefirst layer of fiber optics.

"No Witnesses are available," said avoice through Kdat's disk. "The settlement is experiencing a
security emergency.” So are we, thought Kdat ridiculoudy. "Orderswill berd..." A Beholden thrust his
handsinto a pair of sterile gloves and reached for the crab a the comm terminal.

"No!" shouted Kéelat, but the Beholden had dready lifted the thing up. Itslegsflailed helplesdy in the
ar ashecarried it toward 4B. The Engineers had alayer of polymer film amogt stretched acrossit.

"Blood!" Bio-tech Holrosh pointed toward the entrance, and Kelat looked almost involuntarily. The
second crab had pressed itsdlf againgt the threshold and hooked its legsinto the membrane,

"Suitd" Kelat snatched his helmet off the rack by thewall. A crab scuttled by hisfeet, heading straight
for the comm termind. Jahidh, you are overreaching yourself...

Someone screamed. Keat dammed his hemet over his head and closed the sedl, just soon enough to
see the Beholden who'd picked up the crab engulfed by ablur of blue-grey gdl.

"Va!" cried another Beholden, reaching toward him. The gel writhed for amoment and then, dowly,
relentlesdy, began sinking back into the floor.

Keat grabbed the Beholden's hands and forced them down.

"Suitd" he bawled straight at the Beholden'sface. Kelat grabbed a helmet off the rack and shoved it
againg the Beholden's chest, backing him away from hislost colleague. He kept picking up helmets and
tossing them to whoever was closest, regardless of rank. The membrane over the entrance was supposed
to be self-repairing, but the crab had made aholein it that was dready big enough for Kelat to hear the
hiss of escgping air.

A lifetime of training was getting the Beholden into their helmets and gloves. A third crab climbed
graight through the polymer seal over the 4B tank. The ragged edges of the film fluttered into the tank.
The polymer disappeared into the gl like the Beholden had disappeared into the floor.

Thefirst crab was back at the comm terminal, scraping away at the casing again. No dust piled up on
thefloor.

Kelat locked the sedls on his suit and pressed the emergency call button on hiswrigt termind. Even if
thiswas Jahidh's doing, it was till Kelat'sjob to get histeam out of harm'sway. It was not part of the
Imperidigts plansto take more Vitae lives than necessary. "Thisis Station thirty-seven, wehave an..."

" Station thirty-seven, report your personnel complement and make your way to Shuttle Pad eighteen,”
cametheresponse. "Do hot, under any circumstances, touch the bio-artifacts.”

"Understood.” A rush of relief filled him. The team could get out of here. Not one of them was an
Imperidist known to him. He couldn't relay ordersto Jahidh and the othersin front of them. "We area
complement of eight Beholden, one Bio-tech, two Engineers, and mysdlf." Heréttled off their names as
fast ashe could. As soon as he received the acknowledgment, he opened the genera linesto histeam.
"We're under ordersto evacuate. Shuttle Pad eighteen. Walk quickly. Don't touch the bio-artifacts.”

The Beholden grabbed hands, partnering up like they'd al been taught as children. In aquick march
they stepped through the doorway. The crab ignored them. It kept tearing a the membrane. A third and
fourth crab had found the air processor and had their claws into the hoses. The holes grew asif eaten by
acid. A fifth crab hopped out of the tank and hurried to help chew away at the comm termind.

The Engineers snatched up their persond terminals and dived out through the tattered membrane.
The Bio-tech hadn't moved.
"Evacuate, Holrosh," said Kelat. "L et'sgo.”



"The artifact,” hereplied doggedly. "We can't leaveit." His hands danced across the tank’s control
boards. "Help me get it into the support capsule.”

"Wewill get another.” A sixth crab had emerged from the tank. It scrambled straight toward the
andysis pads that the Engineers had laid against the chamber's far wall.

"I'm sure that's what the Ancestors said." Holrosh watched his monitorsintently. "Now help me,
Contractor!"

Kelat pamed the control on the gurney that held the support capsule. It hummed asit cameto lifeand
he shoved it toward Holrosh.

"They'retaking Broken Tral!"
"We haveto let them. We cannot leave her there"

Sheisan Eye. | will keep her safe. If the Hand will reach and the Eye will see, there are still
ways to fetch her back to you. | will keep this Eye safe as | kept you safe.

"Stop!" ordered avoicein the Proper tongue.

Kela and Holrosh froze. The voice came from the walls, it came from the ceiling and the floor.

"Y ou will not remove her," it said. It was neither aman'svoice, nor awoman's. "Sheisnot yours.”
The crabs had paused in their work like single-phase statues, or like drones suddenly switched off.
Kdat touched his suit'swrist controls and opened the hemet's spesker. "Who are you?'

"We are the Nameess Powers. Thisisour Ream. Y ou will leaveit now and leave the People done."
"No," said Holrosh galidly. "Thisisthe Home Ground. Thisis our world stolen from our Ancestors.”

Kelat glanced down. "Holrosh." He gestured to the floor. The entire surface gleamed with gd, the
same blue-grey stuff that had swallowed the Beholden whole. "Holrosh, leave it. We need to get out of
here, now. | hold your name," he reminded the Bio-tech, committing agrossimpropriety in doing so.
"Walk out of here"

Holrosh saw thelayer of gel covering the floor. His handsfell away from the tank controls. He
walked toward the entranceway, picking his steps carefully so hewouldn't fal on the dick surface. The
crabs returned to their work, scraping away the products of Vitae technology asif dl themetd and
polymer and silicate was asinsubstantia as sand.

Holrosh vanished through what was |eft of the membrane. Kela glanced at the pressure monitor on
hiswrist. Therewasno air left in the chamber. The gel had not receded into the floor.

"Jahidh?' he said, trying to force ameasure of stern assurance into histone,
"No," said thevoice.

Keat's heart dammed once againgt hisribs. "The artifacts,” he whispered. It had to be, that was the
only other answer.

"Theworld," the voicetold him.

Kelat fet thelittlest finger on hisright hand, the one held had regrown, try to curl up. "Thisisour
world," hesaid. "Thisisthework of our Ancestors. It isoursto clam. You are ours."

"Never yours. Three thousand years have passed and you still don't understand that. Leave here now,
Aunorante Sangh, or never leave at dl.

"Lwe."

Kelat turned and fled. Shame followed fast on his hedls. Holrosh was right. Thiswas the Home
Ground. Thiswas what the Imperidists, what the whole of the Vitae, sought to claim. Thiswasthe war
the Ancestors had |eft for them to fight and he was running like a child from anightmare.



The world had ordered him to leave, though. The work of the Ancestors had ordered him. How
could he defy the work of the Ancestors? How could any of them? His ears rang with the memory of the
voicethat had surrounded him like thewalls of the chamber did.

How can we defy the Home Ground itself if it does not want us back?

He crossed the decimated threshold and kept on going. He joined a stream of Beholden and
full-ranks. Even Witness's green suits flashed in the flood as they dl tried to remember how to evacuate
camly. They followed thelines of lights toward the shaft that had been rigged with aladder, which was
supposed to be atemporary measure until the Engineers designed a practical mechanica lift.

When Kéelat reached the ladder, he climbed asfast ashe could grip the rungs. A thin film of gd il
clung to the bottoms of hisboots. He felt the soles of hisfeet begintoitch, asif the gal had reached them
dready. Hiswrigt termind said his suit was sound and sealed, but the itching did not go away.

"Who are these new ones?

These aretheir security personnel.

"What'sthat they're carrying?'

"Solvents, incendiaries, glues. Can we defend against them?”
Eagly.

Kelat climbed out of the hatchway and onto the remains of arained building'smain floor. Past the
foundations, the Home Ground's surface was dive. No crabs crawled through the near-vacuum. Instead,
smooth, crystaline fingers as thick as ahuman torso thrust themselves out of the ground. A trio of living
slicate vines wrapped around atransport and squeezed down. Kdat's disk vibrated from the screams. A
scarlet-suited security team launched themsdlves at the fingers, spraying solvents or glues from tankson
their backs. The fingersignored them and continued to squeeze. The Vitae inside continued to scream.

"Keep moving! Kegp moving!" The order came across his disk. Kelat forced hisfeet to keep going,
forced his eyesto stay fixed on the shuttle pad that he could just now see between the colored backs of
the other personnd.

Insde hisglove, hisregrown finger spasmed panfully.

Beware your own creations, Vitae, said avoicefrom childhood lessonsinside his head. Beware
your own creations.

We thought it was the human-derived artifacts we needed to tame. We thought the world was
ours already. How do we fight the ground we're standing on? When it's ordered us away, what
can we do to defy it?

Security wastrying. A pair of them fired off an incendiary from atripod-mounted launcher. It arced
through the air and burst against one of the crystal fingers asit stretched toward a second transport. The
crystd shriveled like aburning leaf. The sparks died quickly inthethin air. Another incendiary went up
and thefinger collgpsed into ash.

The dust started to ripple. It hunched up under the security team'sfeet. A whip of silicate wrapped
around the Beholden's ankles and dragged them down. More screams. Kelat's hand dapped his helmet
over hisear. He wanted to shut them out. He didn't want to hear them die. They were dying. No
question. They were being pulled under the dust and scrubbed to pieces, just like the equipment in the
chamber. They'd be made into more dust for the Nameless Powers to use againgt the Vitae.

Perhapsit's right and proper, part of him wanted to laugh. Now they, too, are the work of the
Ancestors. Dust coated the tips of his boots. He could fed it against hisfeet, working itsway up his
ankles. It lay againgt his skin, waiting for him to dow down. Waiting for him to ignore the orders he had
been given to leave here.

Kdat ssumbled across the edge of the shuttle pad. The ship waited like agleaming haven. Dust crept



across the edges of the pad and he bit down hard on histongue to keep from screaming. It was coming
for them. All of them. They weren't moving fast enough. They weren't moving well enough, just asthey
hadn't comein well enough. They were unworthy and the Ancestors would take them back to become
part of thereal work if they did not obey orders.

Security flanked the shuttle doors, bodily restraining anyone who panicked. That was good. That was
right and proper. All proprieties had to be observed now. Kelat moved, quickly, camly, just likedl the
evacuation drills dictated. He climbed up the ramp. He didn't push. He didn't cry. He found an empty
seet and he sat. Hisfinger twitched, but he did not. He would not. He was calm. He was not panicking.
He was Vitae and a Contractor. He wasin control athough the world itsalf had gone mad. He had not.
Hewould not.

The Engineer next to him had switched on the seat'stermina. The camera picked up the sight of two
arcraft streaking overhead toward the World's Wall.

"Maybe they've found what's causing this," suggested the Engineer. "The bombs seem to have some
effect.”

"No." Kelat's voice was properly emotionless. "There's nothing they can do.”

The aircraft fdtered in their paths. Maybe the dust had found their navigation computers. Maybe
some radiation or scrambling Sgna had reached them. They dived straight for the mountainsde.

"You see?' Kelat said to the Engineer asthe craft exploded in apuff of dust and fire. "Thisisthe
work of the Ancestors, and now, so arethey.”

Keat turned his eyes sraight forward and folded his hands on hislap. Hisnew finger ticked in time
with his steady heartbeat. Hed have to see about having it removed again, as soon asthey returned
home.

They are gone, said the Mind.

"Not far enough. They till orbit the sun. They till watch. Wemust...we mugt..."
You are exhausted. Thisisatask for a hundred, not for two. You must rest.
"We must order them away! We must spesk to them dl!™

| have no machinery | can use for this. | have no such transmitters | eft.
"You do. Itsnameis Adu. It should sill bein range.”

Barely. Reach out.

The Hand stretched with dl its strength.

Yes, we can touch it.

The voice rang through every termind, every disk in the shuttle. "I am Adudorias. | an Voicefor the
Realm of the Nameless Powers.”

Keat raised his eyestoward the shuttle's ceiling. He began tugging at hislittle finger.

"The Rhudolant Vitae have been declared Aunorante Sangh,” said Adudorias. The voice of the
Ancegtors.

Kelat tightened hisgrip on hisregrown finger. Tug, tug, tug.

"If you seek to contact the Realm and the People, you must do so in penance and peace.”
Tug, tug, tug.

"Until then, when the Eyes see you, the Hands will move againg you.”

Tug, tug, tug.

"The Mind will accept no thought from you.”



Tug, tug, tug.
"Leave”
Tug, tug, tug.

The Moderator's voice, the one voice al Vitae knew ingtantly, sounded over the public channels. She
sounded not calm, but haf-dead. "Withdraw, Vitae. Come home."

Andthat was all. Kelat tugged harder at hisfinger. Itsjoints began to gtrain.

With luck, he could haveit off by the time they docked with the Grand Errand. He could feed it to
the gel and dust that clung to his boots, and it would be satisfied. The Ancestors would be satisfied. They
would not then call him to their work.

Hewould be safe then.
Keat pulled harder.

Now they are gone. They are pulling their satellites and shuttlesinto their main ships. They are
releasing their tethers.

"Not far enough. Not yet."

You are placing too much strain upon yourselves. | will not let you die. | cannot. You will
return when you have rested. Then we will work. I will wait.

The Mind pushed. The Hand and the Eyelost their concentration and fell away.

The namestone thudded to the floor and Eric's hand dropped against Arias. Ariacouldn't hold her
own hand up and it fell to her side. Her lipswere cracked and dry. Her eyes could barely blink and every
limb of her body felt like it was made of lead. Shelooked up at Eric. His skin had agrey pdlor.

"What happened?' He dowly, painfully turned hisface toward her.
"Wewon," Ariatold him.
She collgpsed into his arms and both of them did to thefloor.

Aridsfirst sensation was of ahard, unyielding surface under her right side. Her second was of a
human hand lying heavily againgt her throt.

Sheforced her eyes open.

Shewas dtill in the chamber of the Mind. Her namestone lay on the floor about two yards away. She
blinked at the table legs and the floor. The shadows still hung in their feathery net, watching her closdly.
Eric lay beside her, unconscious as a stone.

Her head ached. Her body ached. Thirst was anagging itch at the back of her mind, aong with
hunger. She knew enough to know that that dull, persistent sensation meant she had been too hungry and
too thirgty for too long.

With agrunt, she sat up. Eric'shand did down her body and landed in her lap.
"Eric?" Sherolled him onto hisback and fdt for his breathing. Heart was nowhere to be seen. "Eric!"

Eric'seydidsfluttered and pulled open. His mouth twitched and his hand lifted off the floor, reaching
for the stone.

"No." Arialaid her own hand over hiswrist. "No, Eric."
Helicked hislips. Therewasblood on them. "I want..."

"No, you don't," she said, pressing down gently so that his palm touched the floor. "Y ou want to
stand up and help me get out of here.”

His eyes searched her face, attempting to understand what she had just said.
Nameless Pow...Ariabroke the thought off. What did he feel? | was barely ready for it, and |



was used to the stones.
Eric'seyes had closed again. Two tearstrickled down his cheeks.

"Eric?' shesaid again. "Eric, come on. We haveto get out of here. We have to get into the dome.
Maybe we can find some rations, or some water."

"l can't..." hewhispered.

"Youwill." Ariadug her hands under his shoulder blades and with dl the strength she had |€eft, she
forced him into agtting position. "My Lord Teacher will not |et this despised one down, not now that she
knowswho heis"

He looked toward her namestone whereit lay. "l am adave," hesaid. "1 want to go back. | want to
go back now so badly I'm only sitting here because I'm too weak to move. Garismit's Eyes, they did a
good job on us, didn't they?'

"Not good enough.” Arialooked toward the bank of stones and remembered the Mind begging them
not to make it work against the masters, not again. “"Come on, get up.” She hoisted hersdlf to her feet and
was pleased to find she had the strength to stay there.

Eric looked up at her. "How can you be so cadm?"

"Because I'mlessafraid of trying to climb those laddersthan | am of staying here," shetold him. "Can
you get up?"
"Does nothing touch you?' he whispered. "We are...wewere. . .thisworldis..."

"We are aswe were born. We are the Nameless Powers." Her shoulders sagged. "Y ou wereright
about what we'd find down here. Now, please, Eric." Her knees began to tremble. "Help me get out of
here

Eric shook badly, but he stood. They leaned againgt each other, gripping each other'sarms for
support and stumbled toward the archway. A blur of scarlet markings caught Arias eye and she stopped
in her tracks. Someone had painted a pattern across the tabletop.

"What'sthat?' she asked.

Eric looked at her increduloudly. ™Y ou can't read?"

Ariagiggled. "Only Skyman's languages. Therésafineirony for you."

Eric gave adry chuckle. "It'samessage from Heart. He's gone for help.”

"Good." Ariamanaged to straighten up an extrainch. "Let's make sure he can find us, then.”

They staggered out into the corridor. Weaving and tottering asif they were apair of drunkards, they
madeit to thefirg shaft.

Arialooked up the ladder. "Do you think you can climb that?" she asked.

"I don't think we haveto." Eric laid his hand againgt the wall. Overhead, the frozen platform began to
snk toward them until it waslevel with Aridswaist. She crawled onto it and sat hunched in the center.
Eric collapsed beside her and pressed his handsfiat againgt the platform.

Some vague echo of her connection to the Mind let her fed his power gift reach insde the platform
and st it into motion. It rose steadily to the top of the shaft and then glided sideways down the corridor
to the second shaft. Even theniit didn't stop. Thewallsheld onto it asit rose again. Arialifted her hands
to shelter her head asthey reached the hatchway. The momentum of the platform pushed it away.

When the platform was level with the top of the shaft, it stopped. Eric didn't move.

"Come on, Teacher," Ariasaid. The dome was a shambles. Everything had been overturned. Grest
rentsin thefabric walslet in the fresh, warm wind. It was daylight again. Ariainhded alungful of air and
felt her head beginto clear.



Eric «ill hadn't moved.

Arialeft him on the platform and staggered through the room, searching the stew of debris. After a
little bit, she found a packet of ration squares and a can of somekind of beverage. She tore the packet
open and gobbled one of the squares. Then she took the other and the can over to the platform. She sat
inEric'sline of vison.

"Eat." She held up the square.

Eric crawled to her and clutched the square with both hands. He ateit in four bites. Ariapulled the
top of the can open and took a swig of the juice. It wastoo sweet and there wasn't enough, but it was
better than nothing. She passed the can to Eric and he drank deeply.

When he lowered the can from hislips, hiseyeswerelesswild.

"Thank you," he said. After amoment, he added, "Do you think you will ever get tired of rescuing
me?'

"l hope not." Shefdt hersdlf smile. "Y ou need to be rescued so often.”
"Yes, | do, don't 17" he swirled the dregs of the juice around. "Why do you suppose that is?*

"I would say it's because my Lord Teacher spends too much time thinking about what he's supposed
to be and not enough time dedling with what heis.”

Helooked out through one of the rentsin the dome. "I thought we could leave when thiswas done,"
he said. "I thought we could get the Unifiersto get usdl out of here."

Ariahad no answer for him, so she let them both St in sllence and tried to just enjoy the feding of
some of her sirength returning to her.

"It'sal dill out there," he said eventudly. "The Realm, and the laws of the Nameless, and the
Teachers, and the Vitae. The whole Quarter Galaxy is il out there. And you're till a Notouch and I'm
il aTeacher." He handed her the can of juice. "Y ou finish that." He paused. "Y our sster isstill onthe
other sde of the World'sWall."

"WEIl get her back. The Mind islooking after her." She swallowed the last drops. "Then we're going
to need to get those arias out of the Temple vaults and seeif the Mind has away to identify who they
belong to. Then we haveto find those people and seeif they're willing to learn how to be Eyes. | think
that should be my job, and Trail's when we get her back.” She cocked an eyebrow at him. "So, Eric
Born kenu Teacher Hand kenu Lord Hand on the Seablade dena Enemy of the Aunorante Sangh, what
will you do about dl this?' She waved toward the dome's tattered wall. " About what is till out there?"

Hedidn't say anything for along while. Ariawaited. Helooked down at his naked hands. They
trembled dightly and she knew he wanted to reach for the Mind again. She did too. Parts of her soul
were gtill down there, rgoicing in the freedom of her power.

She couldn't do anything for him if he decided to givein to that falsejoy.

Eric looked her gtraight in the eyes. "When my brother-in-law gets back, I'll help get usdl to First
City. My parents are not averse to getting themselves alittle extra power. They won't mind that their son
isher to the Servant and can proveit. I'll help you find your children again. I'll get to the U-Kenai and
get amessageto Dorias, and the Unifiers, and the Shessel and Kethran Colony. Were going to need
friends, Aria Stone, and they're going to need to know who we are, and who the Vitae are.

"Will that be enough?"

"It be agood start.” She nodded. "What will you do about yourself?"

"l will learnwhat | can from you.” Hetook her hand. "1 will try to ded withwhat | am." His hand
tightened alittle. "With what we are.”

Shelad her scarred hand over his power-gifted one. "That is an even better start.”



After awhilethey picked themselves up out of the dome's wreckage and, climbing carefully over the
debris, made their way out into the daylight.
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