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Before

When the hedler cameto my world, | felt pity for her. | wept for her.
Then | took justice for what had been done.

She arrived on the vessel that appeared just before dawn. | saw it at once asit came hurtling out of
control, athin white streak against the fading purple of the sky. Like too many others, it had been
wrenched from itsflight path by the kvinka, the fierce wind sireams of the upper atimosphere, which
shield the surface of Akkabarr, my homeworld.

"So cold." My apprentice, Enafa, joined me at the window | had chopped in thethick blueice. Asshe
shivered, she also peered, trying to see what had caught my attention. "Isthat a ship, Skjaeera?"

"Quiet." | measured the plume, silently calculating the rate of descent as| watched it elongate.
She hopped from onefoot to the other, dapping her amswith her mitts. " Should we dert the crawls?’

"Wait." | watched it fal until it bloomed with aflash just over the north fields. That decided the matter.
"Bank the heatarc and put on your outfurs.”

As Enafaobeyed, | heard her murmur "Die quickly," one of the moretraditiond lideg prayers.

"They will." All the newly outcast pray, but | did not ridicule her as one of our skelassters might. Truth
be plain, | envied her that faith. It would probably not last through another season on theice. "Finish your
tasks."

"Perhaps | will be sngled out thistime." She sounded excited rather than frightened at the prospect. "My
mother often chose me over my sigters, you know. When | lived in our iiskar. She favored me.”

| pulled on the thick pile of outfur I'd made for myself during my first season ontheice. "Yes, asyou have
told me." Too many times.

Her vain wish would not cometrue, of course. Enafa had been among the skelafor amere three suns.
Our headwoman preferred seasoned handlers on the ice. My apprentice's fears and hopes, like her
memories, reminded me of how different we were. She dtill clung to that once-life asif it were yet hers.

| had been dead for along, long time.

At times| wondered if my own five seasons of exile had numbed thelife out of me. | no longer felt
sorrow for what | had been, or disgust for what | had become. It would not matter if | had. Aslong as|
worked, none of the skela cared what | felt. Enafa had yet to learn that, but | had no desire to be her



teacher in those matters,
Watching over the child and keeping her from killing herself through stupidity was work enough.

Together we trudged from the watch place back through the bitter cold to the crawls. Skrie Daneeb, our
headwoman, had not yet risen from her crawl, where | glimpsed her wedged between two old ones.
Likely sharing her prodigious heat with them, | thought, and sent my young apprentice to warm hersdf a
the great heatarc in the centra cavern. Daneeb never openly showed sympathy for the young or the
ancient among us, and | knew she would not gppreciate being discovered off guard by anewling.

"We show no mercy," shetold every outcast when they cameto the skela. "No one showsit to us.”

| walked afew yards beyond Daneeb's space and pretended to have an irritated throat. She appeared a
moment later, balancing by resting one hand againgt atherma pad on the sone wall while she pulled her
trousers over her leggings. "What isit, Skjaera?”’

"A crash, Skrie. Four kilometers past Golihn Ridge." | hesitated as | recalled the plume, and theflash. If |
wasin error, handlers might be wasted, or needed. Also, there was much | could not say within the
hearing of others, particularly Enafa. "The ship flashed just above the surface.”

Daneeb grunted, then shrugged into her outfurs and strode out to the central cavern. A moment later, |
heard her bellow, "Crawlsfive, seven, nine, rouse yourselves! Work awaits"

Forty-three of us occupied the caves since the latest outcasts had arrived two suns before. | determined
our numbers the same way everyone did: not by counting faces, which would have been rude, but by the
division of food. Our headwoman's predecessor once secretly doled out extra rations to whoever
brought in the most bodies, and hoped to recruit those she indulged as her persona protectors. Daneeb
herself discovered the crime, dragged the headwoman from the cave to dark ice, and staked her out
there.

| knew because herswasthe first body | ever saw claimed by thejlorra, the enormous felineswith which
we shared our world.

"Forget life," Daneeb often told me. "Y ou are skelanow.”

Abandoning hope and one's memories was the price of becoming a dead handler. What had any of us
|eft to dream over or remember fondly? My once-life had been taken from me, aswell as my second
chance among the lideg. Skelacould never return to thelr iiskar, or see ther families, or touch another
living lideg for aslong asthey breathed. Even after our desths, only another dead handler could touch us.
To be cast into the skelameant enduring an unclean existence, one that rendered us forever despised and
exiled.

In most ways, that was worse than dead.

| knelt beside Enafa before the great heatarc to warm my limbs. No longer pinched by cold, her young
face glowed smooth and plump, but drowsi ness made her eyes heavy. "Y ou should deep whilewe are
gone. Y ou will have watch again with methisnight.”

This made her pout, and resentment filled her eyes as she watched Daneeb leave the crawls. " Skjagera,
can you not ask the skrie to take me with you thistime? | want to go.”

Bardly beyond her firgt bleeding year, cast out from her iiskar for stedling food, and now making
demands like a spoiled child. Enafaneeded more curbing than | had afforded her asyet. "No."



Her mouth drooped. ™Y ou do not care for me."
"No," I lied. "l do not."

It did not pain me to watch her scurry away, cringing, rejected. She did not know that | had done her a
favor.

One of our ssters emerged from crawl nine, groaning as she dragged the thermal wrap from her head.
"Why do they never come down after thefirs med?'

Ontop of my dedling with my apprentice, the mild complaint irritated me. The ferocious winds forced
down any offworlder vessdl that attempted to land on our world, and perhaps the endeg deserved it for
trying something so idiotic, but to care more about food seemed atrocious. " The kvinka has no regard for
your empty belly."

A big shadow fdll over me, cast by Gdla, the beast driver. Light from the heatarc made her shaggy,
heavy outfurs glow red. "Mami, get up or starve aday.” She moved her gaze to my face, and her silver
eyes narrowed. "Y ou, outside.”

| followed the beast driver at a cautious distance. Once our boots touched ice, Galla made an impatient
gesture toward Daneeb, who was dready out by the deds, balancing skids. "She waitsfor you.”

Gdladid not like our headwoman or me, but like most beast drivers, she disdained anything that stood
on two legs or threatened her position. Someone had once made light of her devotion for the jlorra, who
gtill preferred me over Galla. The beast driver's response had |eft deep scars. | made abrief, courteous
nod to her before | strode to the ded.

Daneeb looked up from the wide dloy blade that would keep us from faling through the sheet crugt. "Tell
metheres."

Very rductantly, | did. "The stardrive may have imploded in the upper atmosphere, but if it did, they must
have gected it. The explosion wastoo small to be from anything but changesin the interior atmosphere.
The vessd itsdf appeared to be League, military, not very large, possibly aleader'stransport.”

Daneeb knew my discomfort had nothing to do with reporting these facts to her. My unease came from
the same source as my familiarity with offworlder ships: thetimewhen | had lived and worked asa
physician in thewindlord cities.

My once-life, when | had believed mysdf to be Toskald.

| would still be among the windlords, living as one of them, had the records of my birth been destroyed. |
would never know why my parents kept the data, which showed that | had been born lideg. Perhaps
they never thought anyone would find out that they had secretly purchased me as an infant from adaver.
Had | been aware of my origin, | would never have dlowed it to be discovered after their deathsin alift
accident. But | had not known, and so the magistrate presiding over my parents estate used the
information to seize possession of my inheritance. It had further amused him to send meto live on the
surface with my mother'stribe. My attempt to treat the wounds of an lideg female beaten badly by her
husband resulted in my being cast out of theiiskar.

lideg women never went to the skim cities, unless they were sent as tribute to the Kangd. They could not
be hedlers, nor were they permitted any form of proper education. It was blasphemy for awoman to
even think of such things; thus| was walking blasphemy. The headwoman had discovered my abilities
quickly enough, and occasionally made use of them, but extended more of the mercy she claimed not to



have by helping meto concedl my forbidden upbringing and knowledge from the others.
Even the godless skelawould stake out a heretic like me.

"A League leader. D? vena." The heedwoman's spit froze before it struck theice. "The gjenvin must be
on their wind skimmers by now. Go, help Galla harnessthe beasts.”

Theice caves of the jlorrasquatted beside the skela crawls, and were guarded only by the enclosures
necessary to discourage the beasts nomadic nature. | carefully latched the entry gate behind me before
picking my way through the skeleton yard and entering the largest of the passages the jlorrahad licked
out of theice.

| caled out my presence. "Gdla, | am sent to help.”
"Bring moreretainers,”" was her breathlessreply.

| took down the head straps and leads from the hooks Galla had driven into theice wall, and carried
them farther into the darkness. My eyes adjusted rapidly, but the weight of the retainers nearly made me
stagger. Something growled to my right, but | kept going. | had nothing here to fear but Gala. Thejlorra
had been my friends since | had cometo this place.

Offworlders called our pack beasts snow tigers, and admired their appearance and strength. Thejlorra
wereimmense, long-bodied creatures with six agile gppendages and splayed paws edged with sharp
digging claws. | suppose to endeg eyesthey appeared quite atractive. Their deek pelts changed with the
color of the snow crugt, a times dark blue like the endless night of sunless seasons, only to grow aspae
asdrift crysd during thelong rising.

A number of traders once attempted to export them for labor to other ice worlds. The lideg were quite
willing to el their beasts, and then send the gjenvin later to recover the crashed skimmers and round up
the outraged jlorra, who daughtered their buyers.

From this sort of foolishness came the lideg saying "Degth cannot be made a servant.”

| came upon Galla attempting to wrestle aretainer over the massive head of the pack leader, who was
ressting her touch. Seeing the other beasts becoming restless, | carefully placed the harnesses| carried
on thefloor.

"Allow meto serve,” | said, and held out my hands.
Gdlaflung the retainer at me. "They should be beaten and starved.”

"I would not recommend you try." The jlorra padded over and rubbed the top of its heavy skull against
my sdein agesture of affection.

| looked into the beast'slarge, silver eyes, and saw again what Galla could not. The jlorrawould never
go hungry. If the skeladid not provide adequate food for them, the big cats would smply break through
theice separating our caves and dine on us. It wastheir nature, and had spawned another, more
menacing proverb among the lideg: "Death never worries about its next med."

We reached the crash site after the gjenvin from the nearest iiskar had arrived. As skelawere not
permitted to approach the living, we waited a short distance beyond the ring of debris. The ship was
amost as | had predicted: of League military design, but not aleader'svessd. It was of smilar Sze but,
from the lack of bodies and the large amount of visible salvage waiting to be recovered, morein the way
of afreight transport.



But why would the League use such a small ship to transport their weapons? It seemed inefficient,
amog ridiculous.

| murmured an apology to Daneeb, who only shook her head. "I have never seen or heard thelike,
either, Skjasera. It was not for you to know." She pointed to one of the others on the skimmer. "L ook
after her."

| climbed down, and saw Enafawaving amitt a me. Despite my harsh words, somehow the girl must
have persuaded Daneeb to permit her to come with us. My numbnessintensified. "I will, Skrie."

Once we cameinto view, the chief gjenvin recalled histeam to their wind skimmers. According to our
laws, the wreck could not be salvaged until the dead were removed, and for that, he had to yield the site
tothe skela

"Why do they not stay?' Enafaasked as| took her arm and led her toward the debrisfield.
Had thisfond mother of hers never ingtructed her on anything? " They cannot work if we are near.”
She made a haughty sound. "D ? vena, so they fear us.”

"No." | turned her to me, my handstight on her arms. "They do not wish to be contaminated by us. We
areunclean. They are not. If you stray too close, they will kill you. Do you hear me?' Enafa's eyes went
large as she nodded, and | Iet her go. "Stay by my side, watch, and learn.”

My apprentice held her tongue, and kept her eyes on theice. When the last of the salvagers had
retreated, Daneeb turned to face the gjenvin skimmers and sank down on the ice—an expected
obeisance aswell as awarning that our work was to begin—then rose and snapped out orders. The rest
of usmoved in to begin our search through the twisted wreckage for bodies, and | showed Enafahow to
rummeage through dloy and snow.

"Their blood freezesingantly, so dwayslook for color ontheice.” | told her. "Remember, they are
mostly offworlders, so it may not bered, like ours. Harnesses or retainers are usudly torn, but may lead
to where they were flung on impact.”

"How many have you claimed?"' she asked as she pawed through the debris.

"I do not count.” Yes, | did, but | had no intention of telling her | had recovered and skinned 1,040
bodies of worgald.

Some of the younger gjenvin watched us. Enafa tiffened when thewind carried their whispers and
sniggersto our ears.

Look at them.
The soiled ones.
Perhaps they are hungry.

"They spesk asif wewerejlorra,” she said, glaring at the skimmers. "They know we do not est the dead
endeg.”

"We amuse them." Had she not reacted, | doubt if their contempt would have registered with me, so
accustomedtoit wasl.

"The beast driver does not likeit." Enafa nodded toward the big woman approaching us.



Gallashuffled past, scowling. " Should stake them down and let |oose the beasts.™
| shoved atwisted panel aside. "That would be usdless.”

"Likethisteat sucker Daneeb latched on you?' The beast driver grunted alaugh. "1 thought you done
with nursing the weak, Skjeaera”

Enafa's cheeks darkened. "I am not ababy! And Skjsaraisaheder!”

"Sheisnothing but shit, liketherest of us. Y ou, newling, arelessthan shit." Galapulled the body | had
uncovered from the snow, and used her dagger to strip it of itsworgad. | tried to urge Enafa past, but
the beast driver glanced up a me. "She will watch." She began to work on the head.

AsGdladid theflat blade benesth the endeg's skin and began removing hisface, Enafa made achoking
sound. "What are you doing?'

"Thework, usdless." Sheflipped her knifeto clean it, hard enough to splatter both of uswith blood
crystasand bits of frozen flesh. "Y ou must teke it whole."

My apprentice ssumbled afew steps away, then vomited. | supported her as she heaved, until her belly
camed and she could stand aone. Rather than thank me, she clutched at my arm with fierce fingers.
"Why do you not stop her? She desecrates him!™

"Galladoes our work. The windlords require theintact facia skins of endeg dead be sent to the skim
cities" | told her. "Offworlderswill pay handsomely to identify their dead.”

"They sdl endeg scum to the endeg scum,” Galla corrected as she rose to turn the male over. "At least
thejlorraand the rothawks dine well on what isleft. Look at this poor bastard, Skjaeera. HE's mostly
intact. Y ou might have saved him with your witchery, were you not shit now."

Referring to my ability to heal often amused the bitterest among the skela, who had honed mordacity to
an art form. That | should end ahandler of death was perhaps the ultimate irony. Over time | had grown
accustomed toit.

Gallas sneer had afar different effect on my apprentice, however. "Aswell you might have been grinding
beneath him tonight!" she snapped.

It was well-known that Galla had been an ahayag who repeatedly serviced every malein her iiskar. Being
aharlot was accepted, if not particularly admired, but dallying with endeg traders was not permitted.
Gdlahad been caught with the wrong color maein her furs. Since becoming beast driver, sheliked to
pretend she had never been a prostitute. She made sure everyone else kept up the pretense, aswell.

| stepped in front of Enafato take the blow meant for her, and managed to stay on my feet. | clutched my
aching belly as| gasped out, " She does not think. .. before she speaks... Forgive her... beast driver.”

The knucklesin Gallas bloodied mitt bruised my breast as she shoved me back against a portion of the
ripped hull. "Get out of my way."

"Do not hurt her!" Enafasnatched a Gallasarm. "Let her go!"
"Gala" Daneeb appeared out of nowhere. "Release your sister and return to your labor.”
The beast driver took her hand from me and pointed to my apprentice. " She caled me awhore.”

"The child ismistaken. Y ou were awhore." The headwoman folded her arms. "Take the body and pileit



with the others™
Gdladung the dead endeg over her shoulder and, after afina snarl in my direction, strode off.

"Enafa, go and work with Lati." Daneeb waited until my apprentice moved away. "1 vow, Skjaaera, that
woman would have you staked before the season isout.” A large hand helped me to my feet. "Do not
give mereason to permit it."

"It will beasyou say, Skrie." | breathed in deeply, willing the cold to ease the pain.

"Over there seemsalikely spot. Go and search it.” Daneeb nodded toward achunk of the fuselage far
from Gala "Work quickly. The savagers become impatient.”

| waded through piles of usaless components and grid housings before | reached the fusalage, and put my
lever barsto work on an intact compartment.

You might have saved him.
The remarkably undamaged aloy refused to give, apparently once adoor panel that had been secured.
Saked before the season is out.

| wedged thetip of one bar into a seam and pulled back with al my weight. The physical work was
difficult for me most of the time, perhaps because my hands had been trained to repair, not to destroy.

Do not give me reason to permit it.

The pand did open, and something fdll out. An arm, glistening wet and red, horribly broken and yet il
attached to abody. | stepped back, astonished not by the limb, but by the fact it was still moving.

| moved into have acloser look. "Mag D? vena"

The endeg was smdll, dight, and apparently lideg. It wore offworlder garments, so | assumed it to be
human, like the ancestors of the lideg, whom the Toskad had abducted and brought here to Akkabarr
centuries ago. Impact had mangled its puny body, judging by the broken bones and torn flesh showing
through jagged rentsin its garment. Blood masked itsface, and for amoment, | thought someone had
aready claimed worgad from this one. But no, more red blood still pumped from the wounds, and
gushed from adeep crater initsskull. | drew in my breath when | saw the gray-and-pink brain showing
plainly through silver-sheened dark hair. Odd, broken lengths of chain encircled itswristsand lower
limbs. They did not rattle, asthe blood on the dloy links had frozen them together.

And despite all of this, the shattered arm still moved, the broken hand still reached. A miracle. | found
myself unconscioudy reaching down to cover the hand with my mitt.

Enafa appeared at my side. " Skjaeera, it lives”

Her voice jerked me back to redity, and | snatched my hand away in revulsion. What was | thinking,
trying to touch it?"Not for long."

Wewould have to wait for it to die.

But my young apprentice was aready knedling beside the endeg, shouting, " Skrie! Here! Over herel”
She looked up at me. " Skjaeera, can you hedl it?"

| hesitated, eyeing the terrible head wound, knowing what | might have done for it had | my instruments



and medications. "I could try, but..."
Daneeb hurried over. "What now?" She halted, and stared. "D ? venayepa, it cannot be."

| turned to Enafa, who was touching the endeg, and took in a swift breath. "Skrie, no one has yet seen
this"

"l will tell them!" My apprentice jumped to her feet and ran for the wind skimmers, legping over debris.

Daneeb and | immediately took off after her, trying to stop her. But Enafawas young, and swifter than
both of us, and threw hersdf down before the chief gjenvin's hovering skimmer.

| was terrified—Enafa had not listened to me when | had told her that skela are forbidden to speak to the
gjenvin unless spoken to—and ran fagter.

Shewas dready pleading with the chief when | sank to my kneesin the snow beside her.

"You see?' Sheheld out her bare hands for the chief to see the frozen crystals of endeg blood glittering
onthem. "It lives"

"You put handson it?"

She nodded eagerly, and | closed my eyes briefly.

The chief turned to Daneeb. ™Y ou are head-woman?"

"Yes, Kheder." Sheknelt besde me. "Forgive thistransgresson. Thefaultismine.

The chief, an older male with much experience on theice, nodded. "l trust you to see God'swork is
done." Hetossed apistal to her, which she caught neatly. "Now take your filth out of my eyes."

Enafa opened her mouth, foolishly trying to protest, but Daneeb jerked her to her feet and hauled her
away from the skimmers.

| kept pace with them, desperately trying to think of how to stop this. "' She did not know, or think, Skrie.
Her firgt timein thefiedds—I did not anticipate that she would—I am the one to be punished, not—"

"No morewords, Skjaeera” She gave me afuriouslook. "He had just causeto put usdl to theice."

Daneeb ordered the othersto gather at a clear spot beside the fuselage. Someone gave her two of the
jagged stakes we used to fix thingsin place, and then the headwoman threw Enafa down on theice and
drove the stakes through the palms of her mitts.

My apprentice screamed with pain as her blood spilled on theice. "No! What did | do? Why do you do
this?'

Gdlacameto watch. ™Y ou have offended the God of the living, and contaminated the ears of the faithful,
newling." She amiled. "For thet, you die."

"Skjaeeral" Enafaturned her face toward me. "Please! Stop them! | don't want to die!™
Daneeb cameto me. "Y our blade, Skjeeera"

| removed it from my hip and stared at it. The blade had been given to me for one reason. One for which
| had not yet been madeto useit. "I cannot.”



"Dothis, or wedl join her."

| looked over my shoulder. The gjenvin had their crossbows loaded and pointed at us. If the chief gave
the order to fire, every skelaon theice would be shot and killed. Which hewould, if the transgressor was
not punished.

| did not have to rudely count facesto know it was one life or twenty-six.

The chief gjenvin shouted something, and a crossbow twanged. Galla shrieked, clutching the bolt in her
chest, and then fell over into the snow.

| could not walk to her under my own power. Tears froze on my cheeks as Daneeb guided me over to
Enafa and made me straddle her body. The child stopped screaming and her eyes went wide as Daneeb
seized my wrist and hoisted the blade over her chest.

"Jarn," Daneeb said against my ear, her voice low and urgent as she used the name | had not been called
snce my once-life. Y ou cannot save her, but you can save her suffering. Guide my hand.”

It was not Daneeb's duty to do this. It was mine. Unlike the other skela, | was meant to do more than
drag the dead from the wrecks of their ships and strip the faces from their skulls. | was specia among the
skela, for my knowledge of the living body, and for knowing precisaly how to removelifefromit as
quickly and efficiently aspossible.

| was Skjaeera, the Death Bringer.

Enafa did not scream when the blade came down, thrust through her heart, and pinned her body to the
ice. She gurgled my name, and then went limp.

In the distance, the gjenvin lowered their bows.

Daneeb jerked the blade free, and made me rise with her. No one looked at us. Since Enafawas skela,
no one came to take her face. As Gallawas dead, one of the sisters released two of the jlorra, who rose
and lazily padded over to us.

Daneeb used her body then to block the sight of the snow tigers. Her gaze was hard on my face. "God's
work must be done. Take the endeg.” She dapped the gjenvin'sweapon in my left hand. When | did not
move, she added, "Y ou are no longer abody headler, Skjasera. Y ou are a dead handler. Take payment
for Enafaslife”

Sowly | walked back to wherethe endeg lay, till groping the air with its ruined fingers. It could not
survive such injuries, | knew that. Enafas terrible mistake was not in thinking | could saveit, or trying to
plead for itslife. "«

She had touched it with her hands. Touched the living.

| tucked the wegpon under my arm and shook the mitt from my left hand, which | wrapped around one
of theendeg's. | nolonger cared if any of the skelaor gjenvin saw me. If this be offensive to God or D
?vena, let them stake me out beside her.

The endeg's eyes were open in the frozen red mask of itsface. Blood rimmed those dark eyes, and
auffering filled them. Then it gently curled its battered fingers around mine. Tears, not blood, inched down
the frozen gore over its cheeks. They did not freeze.

Knowledge came to mein that moment. Knowledge that the endeg was afemde, like me, and that she



hed seen everything.

"Her name was Enafa. She was born twelve seasons past, and her mother often favored her above her
sgers" Gently | placed her hand over her heart. "'l could not favor her above mine."”

It wasthen that | saw the mark on her garment: the coil and staff symbol of an off-world hedler.

| should have fdt anger. If thisendeg heder had not survived the crash, Enafawould sill bedive. The
chains on her body meant she had been imprisoned on this vessel, so she was doubtlessacrimina. But
despitedl of this, | could not hate her. Enafa had died trying to save her. That meant something, surely.

Thefact that she was ahealer had to mean something.
| touched one tear on the endeg's cheek before | roseto my feet. | felt pity for her. | wept for her.

Then | lifted the chief gjenvin's pistol and took justice for what had been done.

Now

Chapter One

Two forms drifted. Had frost taken shape and life to cross the windward ridge, it would look much like
thispair. They were not ghosts, but moved as spirits might, their pace fluid and indifferent. The two made
for the best vantage point above the vacant plain, but they a so stopped every ten paces. The man turned
his head from side to side. The feline watched the man. When they moved again, scythelike claws and
spiked serrats pierced the brittle crust of solidified snow, but neither made a sound.

Desth, the lideg said, no longer walked alone.

Raktar Teulon stopped at the peak of the ridge and performed a complete therma scan of the
surrounding areabefore removing hisface shield. He squinted, making his ghostly eyes shrink to pale
divers between dark lids, and took in the view from north to south. At minusthirty degrees centigrade,
the surface air attacked hiswhite and blue outfurs, eager to freeze the body beneath and render it into a
statue to tower over thetallest of lideg men. It had to be satisfied with leaving scrolls of frost on his
wespons, an lideg dagger fastened to his right forearm and an offworlder sword with seven curved,
congruent blades strapped to the back of hisleft shoulder.



Do not go, my heart, amemory whispered. | fear for you.
Another answered for him. You no longer have the privilege of choice, dave.

Once Teulon saw the outlying fields were empty and no ships edged beneath the kvinka overheed, his
vigon shifted within himself. Like the whispers, he dways carried theimagesingde him. They had come
with him to thisworld, as sllent and disconnected as he. Frozen in time they were, and would have made
little sense to anyone but him. The soft, palid hand of a Terran. Green blood on that same hand,
tightened to aknotted fist. The noisdlessflare of pulsefire. Glittering blades. Darkness. A whip in midarc.
Another hand, harder, ins stent.

Red blood on blue claws.

Do not go. Her voice, as sweet as summer rain, ways faded away before Teulon heard the obscenity
of his. You no longer have the privilege of choice.

My heart. Save. My heart. Save. The whispersrode hisbreath now. Swelling in. Rushing out. Never
ceadng. Heart-dave-heart-dave-heart-d ave-heart—

And beyond them, there were others. Others he could not hear. V oices that would never speak again.
Voices from the void that was as dark asthis place was white. Voices forever trapped there, between
path and embrace, the voices of the blood, hisblood, not of thisworld but his own, their own, al of them
gone now, obliterated, beyond bodies, beyond dugt, asif they had never been, and those lost voices
ghrieked a him, demanding their blood debt be satisfied, their honor known, their path returned to
them—

| fear for you.

Teulon glanced down at the big cat, which stood motionlessand dert. A familiar yearning glittered in
those remote, Slvery eyes. "Soon, my friend.”

Thejlorrabore athin, diagonal dash of scar tissue that negtly divided the dark fur of hisface and wound
around to disappear in the full ruff beneath his mouth. The white streak became jagged whenever the cat
bared double rows of dagger-shaped blue teeth in asilent snarl. Long ago this particular jlorrahad
proved too ferd to serve the lideg who had snared him and then tried to kill him for hisfurs. The attempt
had scarred the cat and stolen hisvoice, but it had cost the lideg two beast masters and five warriors.

The wounded cat had escaped. Roaming the ice fields alone, the jlorra healed, becoming even more
dangerous, killing so efficiently and indiscriminatdly that the lideg named him Bsak, after theinsatigble,
soul-eating god from their oldest legends.

Soit was until the day Bsak returned to the lideg, waking like a pampered pet at the Side of their
Raktar, from whom he had not been parted since.

After performing asecond scan, Teulon covered hisface with thetriangular insulated shield plate that
protected his skin from the cold and masked any shine from his eyes and teeth. The jlorra paced him as
they left theridge and dowly descended to the snow plain. Therewaited five figures: Hasdl, his
second-in-command, and four lideg huntersfrom the liskar Elsil, thefirgt of the surface-dwelling tribesto
jointherebdlion.

Only Hasal dared look directly a him.

Teulon touched his glove to the top of Bsak's head, and the cat sat down on his haunches. " Send them.”



Hasa raised one arm and brought it down with a dashing motion. Snow erupted in countless geysers as
one hundred surface skimmers discarded their frost sheets and shot up into the sky. The skimmers
engine-heated shrouds shed meltwater, which fdll in afrozen rain and madetiny pitsin the ground crust.

In the wake of the launch of the scouts, ground troops in rebel-bleached outfurs swarmed over the
plateau to begin setting up camp. Only four figures cast color on the snow, and did not join in the work,
but instead came to stand a short distance from Teulon and his lieutenants.

Teulon watched the cluster of skimmers separate and form areconnai ssance line before sweeping up and
over theridge. All the pilots carried beacon finders that had been adapted to |ocate and mark the
position of subsurface bunkers. They would perform asingle pass of the designated area before
returning. Because the skimmerswere of lideg design, their presence would not trigger the drone
monitors guarding the bunkers.

Teulon knew that the fully automated storage units contained enormous stores of ordnance: surplus and
emergency weapons caches from thousands of different worlds, closely guarded, held in reserve until
needed.

"No patrol ships" one of the Elsil muttered, scanning the empty horizon.
"The Tos don't patrol the trenches," Hasd told him.

The Toskad had dways had good reason to fed confident about their surface armory. Drone monitors,
programmed to fire on anything that attempted to access the trenches without a code, guarded each
cache. Codes were changed at random intervals by means unknown to the lideg. Even if the monitors
could be disabled, there were the interna sensors and inventory scans. If one cache was discovered
disturbed, the provisons of food and medicine sent down from the skim citieswould stop for amonth. If
two were disturbed, nothing was sent for a season.

Teulon knew no tribe had ever tried to access more than two caches. Imagining what would happen if
they dared had kept the lideg obedient for more than five centuries.

One of thefirgt things Teulon had shown the lideg had been how to build food synthesizers that rendered
most organic materids into edible nourishment. That ended the tribes dependence on their Toskald
measters supplies. Eradicating the threst of starvation had been the first stage of the rebellion, after the
lideg had elevated Teulon to Raktar over the rebel forces.

Thiswasthelast of the northern territory to be inspected and mapped. When the skimmers returned,
they would add their data to that which Teulon's cartographers had dready gathered. Thiswould result in
acomplete, highly detailed map of every armory trench in use on the planet.

Teulon intended to takethem dll.

A soldier approached and made a polite sound, drawing Bsak's attention. He eyed the big cat with the
wariness of one who had seen what ajlorra could do to a strong, armed man.

"What isit?' Hasd demanded.

The soldier nodded toward the waiting hunters. " The emissaries from the eastern iiskarswish to bid the
Raktar permit them joinus."

Teulon sudied the four unfamiliar, waiting men.

Theirswas not an unexpected request. The eastern tribes were considered outlanders, small fringe clans



too poor to buy aplace for themselvesin the crude coalition that had congtituted the lideg's only form of
government. Before Teulon became Raktar, the only security they could afford was through obtaining the
uncertain favors of the Toskald princes. Now that the flow of tithes to the skim cities had been disrupted,
the outlanders needed to court his protection.

They did not yet understand that Raktar Teulon could never be placated or appeased.

"Bring them," Teulon told the soldier. The easterners would have to be evauated, trained, and watched,
but the lideg learned quickly. He could use the additional men to fill in for those who would soon leave to
join the otherswaiting in the northern territory.

The soldier made aquick gesture and the four gpproached them. One inhdation told Teulon that they had
not yet been through any sort of useful field training; they hadn't even bothered to mask their bodies
odorswith smoke. Two wore shabby outfurs that sported innumerable mended patches, the mark of low
rank. One wore the therma garments and footgear of an offworlder—Ilikely salvaged from awreck. The
fourth had pristine furs and turned-skin boots unscarred by theice.

Bsak shifted, and Teulon touched agloved hand to the back of the cat's neck. The jlorra padded over to
the emissary with the offworlder garb and sniffed before doing the same to the one sporting the newer
garments. Both men were wise enough to remain till and silent. The big cat moved on to inspect the two
shabbier figures before returning to Teuton's Side.

Teulon rested hishand on thejlorras head as he watched dl four faces, noting the tiny changesin skin
color, swesat odor, and eyelines.

Fedling safer now, New Furstook a bold step forward and bobbed his head. "From liskar Bjolal am
sent. Many more victoriesin your name, Raktar."

The other three glanced at each other, asif trying to decide who should go next, and how to at least
meatch the Bjolas honorific perfection. Addressing the Raktar was dready a ddlicate business; this made
it only more complicated.

"All have seen the blood of the Tos on theice, marking your new kingdom," the Bjola said, hiswords
not as rushed now. He appeared confident, aswell, aman who had enjoyed a fortuitous beginning. "Our
tribe eagerly welcomes the coming freedom.”

Hasa made an indistinct sound. Some heard it asa hiss of impatience, others asthewhistle of lideg
contempt.

Teulon waited. The scent of body odor thickened and changed. Bsak stirred.

None of the outlanders could interpret the Raktar's sllence. The Bjola decided to seize the avkward
moment as a new opportunity and turned to Hasdl. "We would not hide like fearful women in our
shdlters, of course. Our rasakt would know—uwould beg know—how many of our men may be sent to
serve the Raktar?"

Hasal answered the question with, "All who can carry abow.”

The only lideg maeswho did not carry bows were the rasakt of each iiskar, boys who could not count
fifteen seasons, and the dead. The rasakt would have to send every man they had.

The requirement stole what was |ft of the color in the Bjolaemissary'sface, but he recovered and made
his obeisance by moving a hand diagonally over his chest. The step back he took did not appear as
confident asthe one he had taken forward, but the outlanders had known nothing of the rebel forces or



how to serve them.
Now that they did, the worst part seemed over. The other emissaries relaxed. One attempted to smile.

Teulon lifted hishand. Bsak dropped his head low and fixed his slvery eyes on the four men. His paws
flexed, digging retractable clawsinto theice, while his body flowed into the posture of an anima ready to

Spring.
"It would appear,” Hasa said in aflat, bored tone, "that one here does not seek to serve.”

The four men displayed the stunned expression of innocents. Their sammered-out protests of loyalty
died asthejlorras angular jaw dropped into aslent snarl, displaying blue fangs aslong as battle daggers.

Teulonwaited.

It was then that one of the pair in the shabby furs decided to act. A pulse pistol appeared in his hand, and
heleveled it a Teulon's head.

"Die, offworlder demon of—" The rest became a choked, liquid gasp as Teulon's dagger sank into his
neck.

Startled eyes moved from the hilt of the dagger to Teulon's face. No one had seen the Raktar move.

A moment later the pistol hanging limp in the hand of the assassin went flying as Bsak landed on the
traitorous emissary and dragged him down into the snow. Jorradid not waste time toying with their food,
and as Bsak fed, the remaining three outlanders looked away.

The snow around their feet turned to pink, then red dush.

Teulon walked past them and nudged the cat aside long enough to retrieve his dagger. He flipped the
blood from the blade before it could freeze on the aloy, wiped it clean on the dead man's outfurs, and
did it back into hisforearm sheeth.

"Hasd." Teulon walked toward the temporary shelter that had been erected for hisuse.

Inside the lideg hunting tent, the heatarc's coils glowed amber through their distribution mesh. Hasal
removed his glovesto warm histhin hands. "lce eaters. They become bolder by the day."

Teulon used apiece of cloth to clean the faint traces of blood still clinging to hisblade. lideg blood was
very thick and tenacious. "Desperation.”

"The most dangerous of men are. And these easterners—I know their kind." Hasal crouched to scoop
cleaniceinto amdt pot and placed it on the cookmesh. "Even the oneswho believein the rebellion
would rather kiss Kangd assthan fight. The Tos bounty on your head has gone from extravagant to
extreme.”

Teulon watched his second prepare astrong, dark infusion of tea plant and idleberry grown in skim-city
greenhouses. The lideg were addicted to the drink, which was also their only source of certain vitamins,
without which they suffered aform of scurvy. The ingredients were among the many foodstuffs he had
taught them to grow over the last year in the abandoned amory trenches, now transformed into
hydroponies labs, to supplement what could be produced from the synthesizers. " Deprivation consumes
honor."

"Asyou say, Raktar." Hasdl filled atrangparent server carved from clear airstone so asto resemble a



chunk of ice, and took asip to check for poison before bringing it to him.

"Arethey ready?"

Hasal nodded. "Y ou have but to give the word." He tugged back his hood and fingered atuft of pae hair
over hisright ear. There was atiny, brittle snap, and he plucked a crushed insect from one strand and
showed it to Teulon. "Thisisthe soul of an eastern tribe, Raktar." Heflicked the dead insect into the
heatarc, where it was ingtantly vaporized. "Lice, dl of them."

Teulon drank some of thetea. Idieberry gave the infuson afruit scent and afaint sweet taste, but not
enough had been added to mask the intense bitterness of the teaplant. The lideg deliberately brewed it
that way, Hasal had told him once, not to save theidleberry, but to remind themsalves of the nature of
life

Thetea, like the outlander tribes, was an unpleasant necessity. He watched the light from the heatarc
refract through the convoluted airstone, whereiit created the distorted image of aface trapped in glass.
The mouth of the face yawned asif trying to gulp down the dark steaming liquid of the tea. "We need
them.”

"We shdl be blessed if they do not first barter us off to the Kangd." Hasal started to say something else
before he dragged in more air and thought about it. "It is said that they make half their women skelain
order to collect moreworgald.”

Teulon had heard little but bad jokes and expressions of disgust toward the dead handlers. lideg
collectively regarded them aslittle more than excrement with limbs. He persondly had no use for them. *'|
do not want their women.”

"What if these men betray us?' Hasal asked.

Teulon'sfist contracted, and the airstone server shattered.

One hundred milesto the east, Rasakt Deves Navn, headman of liskar Navn, listened as his most
experienced tracker relayed the details of hislatest excursion.

"l saw no caravansfor ten kim," the scout said. He had shed his outfurs, and was still using thermopacks
to warm hisred, snowbitten hands. "No ded trailsin the air. We know Skjonn has not descended for
weeks."

The two men were the only occupants of the rasakt's shelter. Amber light from the heatarc made their
faces ruddy and kept the cold pinned to the layers of stretched skins and salvaged dloy pand s that
formed the thick, flexible wals. Abovetheir heads, trickles of icy air that had dipped in through tiny
cracksin thewall seams and around the top of the rolled hide of the smoke flue danced with therising
heat.

"What of hisforces?' Like other lideg, Navn did not speak the name of the Raktar out loud. To do so
was congdered equal to shouting for the gods to visit death upon the camp.

"Thearmy isbut four suns journey from us, moving eas," the scout said. He was aman of middle years,
aveteran of crossing theice, and bore the scars of countless skirmishes with man and beast on his skin.
No emotion showed in hisflat eyes. "Perhgps as many as ten thousand men surround him. Reserve
battalions flanking them on al sides, ready to supply replacements.”

"Twenty thousand he has, then." Sizable, but not enough to challenge the Toskad forces. Cold made



Navn's own fingers ache, but to warm them over the heatarc in front of a subordinate was a show of
weakness, something he especidly guarded againgt. Instead he tucked his handsinto the ends of his
deeves, assuming a pose of wisdom and patience. He long suspected the pose had been invented by one
of hisown ancestors, perhaps another rasakt with gppendages equally vulnerableto chill.

"More than twenty, Rasakt," the scout cautioned. "I counted the reserves at four to one, and more arrive
with each passng sun.”

Fifty thousand men. Rasakt Navn forgot about his persona discomfort and regarded the map of the
eagtern territories. On it were red marks indicating the reported sightings of the centra rebe army, but
there were so many now, the map skin appeared riddled by pox. "Where do they go?"

"I cannot tell you." The scout's eyes changed, and his voice went low with shame. "They vanish from their
camps before dawn, and they leave no track. It isasif they conjure a path from one place to the next.”
He made a protective sign over himsdif.

Navn restrained asigh. The rebd s were obvioudy using some manner of surface trangport vessals, which
were regarded as magical crestures by the outland tribes. Only afew headmen like Navn were educated
enough to know that the flying ships did not actually devour men and belch flame.

Thisis not for them to know, Navn'sfather, the former headman of theiiskar, had instructed him. Most
ignorance is unnecessary, but some serves as a means of control and rule.

Using surface-to-space transport on Akkabarr had never been possible. The only shipsthat cameto the
surface were flown by the Toskad pilots, the only oneswho knew the secret to successfully navigating
through the mile-wide, vicious kvinka currents of the upper atmaosphere. Once, atribe had captured a
ship, intending to force the pilot to take them to the skim city, but the ship had mysterioudy exploded
before it ever left theice, killing everyone on board. The remainder of the tribe was denied supplies and
dowly starved to degth.

Navn did not know how the Toskald had convinced so many worlds within the Tryg Quadrant to use
Akkabarr as a storage depot and central armory, but that trust had never been betrayed. Shipwrecks of
those who tried to raid the planet provided the lideg with the bulk of their tithe wealth. Since offworlders
constantly tried to get at the billions of weapons stored in subsurface armory trenches, crasheswere
frequent.

Not that the crashes would do them any good now with this rebellion brewing.

Among the eastern tribes, liskar Navn held a superior position. It wasthe largest and oldest of the tribes.
Some thought that Deves would imitate his father's warlike ways, but the younger Navn learned that no
one could diminate every enemy, and to die covered in glory still meant one was dead.

When Navn had taken over as headman, he had demanded moderation and reason instead of battles and
glory. Hiswarriors became competent hunters, and his salvagers kept the tribe's tithes modest but
regular. Some of the older lideg had been scathing and even whispered Navn the Y ounger wasa
coward, but time was on Devess side. Histribe grew, asdid his stores. In time Kanga Orjakis had
selected his men to serve as caravanners to transport and present the worgald and tribute from this region
to Skjonn.

Navn did not want rebellion, not after al those years of careful work. Y et unless he chose sides, heand
histribe would end as victims of both.

Shouts surrounded the headman's tent, and the scout automatically drew his bow and went to the flap.



"An intruder, comeinto camp,” he said, but he lowered hisbow. "A woman."

Navn had no time for femaes, visiting or hisown. It was the odd look on his scout's face that drew him
to the flgp to glance outside.

His men had formed a protective barrier before his tent, but beyond their shoulders he saw asmall,
dtick-like figure with tattered, rotting furs hanging from her body.

The femal e appeared as human asthe lideg, but she was not anative. Her hair had been grown aslong
asaman's. He had never seen awoman so thin, ether, not even during the Famine of Disobedience. She
did not speak, but tottered about, reaching skeletal hands toward his men, who moved out of reach.

If she had been aman, they would have helped her, but women held little value for the lideg. They
earned asmall bride-price for their fathers when they were of age to be purchased for marriage, but that
wastheir only real worth. The gods had creasted women without souls so that they would be content to
provide care and warmth for men. Wives could be trusted with smple, menid tasks, like cooking,
weaving, and purifying water. Until she married, afemae shared her mother'swork, or sorted in the
gienvin tents. A few who were unsuitable for marriage for various reasons were permitted to serve as
ahayag and provide physicd reief to the unmarried men of thetribe.

Navn did not care about the woman, or her pitiful sate. It was the twisted symboal, ill visble onthe
breast of her ragged undergarment, that struck him to the core.

That, he had seen before. It was the same as the mark on the garment of an endeg femae the gjenvin had
brought back from a crash site. A woman with aterrible head wound, who had been covered in blood

and dying.
But it could not be her. That female was dead. Had been dead for two years now.
"Itisawalking shade," his scout whispered, raisng hisbow to dispatchit.

"No." Navn covered the bow sight with his hand and stared hard at the manacle around one of the
femaéesbony wrids. That, too, was familiar to hiseyes. "l will seeher.”

The scout appeared astounded by this, but moved to one side. Navn secured his skull wrap before
stepping out. As he moved through his men, they parted as new snow before the storm.

"How does shelive?' one of Navn's hunters asked no one in particular. " She carries no furs, no food, no
wesgpons.”

"The demons protect her." Another raised his bow.
Navn stepped between the bow and the woman. "No."

Thefemale, evidently exhausted, stopped and sank to her kneesin the snow. Her fingers were ghostly
sticks, colored and stiffened to gray claws by snowbite. Navn reached and caught her by alength of her
snarled dark hair before she toppled. Her eyesrolled up into her head for amoment before she focused
on hisface. Her lips moved to shape something, but it was not aword he understood.

Navn thought of the endeg fema e who had come two years ago. Who had worn the same symbol. Who
had been dragged into histent by the chief gjenvin, who had claimed the skelacould not kill her. Unlike
this one, her face had been caked in frozen blood and gore. He could not tell from the featuresif this
woman was the same one.



No, that one who came before is dead. Navn, who had lost hisfaith when he had become headman,
made asign of protection over himsdf. | myself watched the jlorra drag her out of camp. They must
have devoured her. They would not permit a dying thing to live. She was nothing but food to them

He seized her arm and brought it up to examine the manacle around her wrist. The aloy cuff was of
off-world making and had dots where chains could be attached. The other endeg female had been
wearing two manaclesidentica to this one, with broken lengths of chain hanging from them.

Thisis not the same one. It cannot be. "Who areyou?'
She did not answer him, or rouse at the shake he gave her.

There were legends about the vrd, facel ess spirit beings made flesh that could not be killed. The gods
sent such thingsto prove aman worthy. Navn had never believed in such tales. Everything died.

He stared down at the unconscious female. She was flesh. She possessed aface. But if hetried to kill her
now, and she would not die...

Navn released her and gestured for two of the women hovering at the edge of the group of huntersto
comeforward. "Carry her to thevisitors tent," hetold them. "Have Hurgot examine her." After a
momentary hesitation he added, "If she can be saved, she may live."

No one looked directly a him—one did not make eye contact with the rasakt—but hisingtructions sent a
wave of shock through those present. An endeg could come to Akkabarr only from a crashed ship. The
subzero conditions on the planet usudly killed any survivors. The lideg did not rescue endeg; divethey
had no valueto thetribe.

Navn was never happier in hisrank. Asrasakt, he was not required to explain himsdf. He did not have
to inform histribe that the woman wore the mark of an endeg heder. Nor did he have to sharethe
decision asto whether to send tithe to Skjonn, the skim city of Kanga Orjakis, whosetaste for endeg
femaleswas notorious.

"Rasakt, shall we send the gjenvin to look for her... for aship?' one of the hunters was brave enough to
ask.

"No." Thingswould only grow worse when they did not find one. The rasakt turned his back on the
unconscious femae. "Take her."

Chapter Two
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Shedegpsas| writethis.

Her quarters are far from my own, but | have not planted any recording drones to watch her. Close
proximity and remote surveillance have never been necessary—I have been aware of her from thefirg,
and the connection between us grows stronger each day. Sheisunaware of it, or ddliberately ignoresit.

| cannot. Sheisaways with me now.

Duncan Reever stared at the words he had recorded during hislast year serving aslinguist for the
multi-species colony on Kevarzangia Two. The year he had met a Terran surgeon, Cherijo Gray Vll,
who had saved hislife, and had given him many reasonsto live again.

But she was no longer with him. Cherijo was gone, taken from him two years ago—

Go.

Find her.

Hurry.

Those four words had sustained him through thelong, frantic months of searching for hismissng wife.

They had begun asasilent prayer and grown into amerciless directive. Presently they formed the taut,
four-ply thread of will that enabled control in a Situation where he had very little | ft.

Go. Find her. Hurry.
These days, those four words were al that kept Reever from going mad.

Logic provided the only structure and reason that he would accept in his current state. He had to go. If
Cherijo had been capable of returning to him, she would have done so by now. He had to find her.
Something had prevented her escape, something she could not overcome on her own. When he found
her, he would free her. He had to do so quickly. He could not stop, could not rest, not for a moment.
Thanksto hiswifé's unique genetic qualities, she was the most hunted, coveted fugitive in the galaxy. If
Reever did not find her, someone else would.

Logic provided direction on the path, according to the Jorenians, but no comfort. They referred to it as
"the indifferent whip across the soul's shoulders.”

The whip made no difference. Reever had made avow al those years ago, apromise to protect Cherijo
and watch over her. To stay with her for aslong as helived. Aslong as there was even aremote chance
that shewas dive, he would not stop searching for her.

To stop would be the same as walking through an open air lock into space.

That Cherijo was more than awife to Reever was something no one understood. He had never
attempted to express what hefelt for her to anyone but her. Even with her, words failed him.

Why do you love me, Duncan?

Hefdt the only adequate answer he had given her had been after another of her endless double shiftsin
surgery, when she had been too tired to strip out of her bloodstained scrubs. He had been obliged to
undress her and help her into the cleansing unit.



He pulled the bloodstained tunic over her head. You are what | have always wanted.

I'm an arrogant, bad-temper ed—she brushed back some hair from her eyesto look at him—
inconsiderate shrew, and that's on my good days. She placed one dim hand on his shoulder to Steady
hersalf as she stepped out of her trousers. You should work on your wish list. You know, just in case
something happens to me.

Awarethat the intendty of their connection and his own fedlings often frightened her, he hadn't told her
that there would never be anyone else. She had frightened him, too. It was dl therein hisold journal files.

The detail is astonishing; when | concentrate, | can fed the adrendine pumping in her veins and the
precise focus of her thoughts as she works. My limbs ache with the ghost weight of her exhaustion after
shefinishesadouble shift in Medical. | can count her bresths, smell her scent, and occas onally—to my
dismay—even taste what she eats.

Through her, | have discovered needsthat | never knew existed. They twist ingde me, these peculiar,
foreign demands—and | am almost certain they are not coming from her. Theold priest Arembe, who
cared for the injured after bouts in the arena, once told me how it could be, but | did not expect this.

| did not expect her.

His gaze drifted toward the end of the entry, where he had written, The good doctor dreams of me. To
his knowledge, no one had ever done that—dreamed of him—and at firgt it had puzzled him.

Does she till dream of me? Does she miss me? Does she wonder, every waking moment, if | am
well? |s she frightened? Have they hurt her ?

If nothing else, Reever at last understood the killing rage the Jorenians felt whenever their kin were
threatened or harmed.

He shut down the console and went to finish hislast task. Halfway through his packing, the door chime
rang. "Comein."

Xonea Torin, aseven-and-a-haf-foot-tall Jorenian and captain of the Torin HouseClan's ship the
Qunlace, entered Reever's quarters and closed the door pand behind him. "Linguist.”

He had been expecting thisvigt. "Captain.”
"Youwill not find her."

"| dready have." Reever stowed another wegpon in his gear pack and glanced through the viewport.
Below the ship's orbit, the white-and-blue sphere that was the planet Akkabarr swelled like abubble of
ice. "Sheisdown there."

"Y ou cannot know this. There has been no word of her on thisworld, or any other." Xonea, who was
also Cherijo's adopted brother, came to stand beside him. "No one from the L eague will confirm that the
daver trangport crashed here.”

The League had never confirmed anything since the Jado Massacre, which had occurred just after
Cherijo had saved two worlds and had subsequently been sold to apair of Rilken davers. She had
overpowered her diminutive abductors, had taken control of their ship, and had been flying to rgoin
Duncan and Marel on the CloudWalk, HouseClan Jado's ship. While she was en route, the Jado



ClanLeader had left to meet with the League, and then had transmitted emergency ordersfor the
CloudWalk to open fire on the League ships.

That sgna wasthelast thing Reever clearly remembered before waking up in medical bay on the
Sunlace and being told that Cherijo's ship had vanished during the battle. The League placed Cherijo's
name on the officid list of those who had gone missing and were presumed killed during the Jado
Massacre.

"The computers salvaged from the transport were sold by the Toskad." Reever had persondly hunted
down and interrogated the Bartermen involved in the transaction. "1 ran the logs myself.”

"Thelogs smply showed that the ship was one of many in the vicinity of Oenrdl at the time of the
massacre,” Xoneareminded him.

"That transport received orders to depart Oenrall for Akkabarr on the same day Cherijo was abducted.
It arrived. It never departed. Shewasonit.” And she was down there, waiting for him. It was al very
logical.

"The Mother of All Houses prove you right." The big Jorenian rubbed adark blue, six-fingered hand over
his brow. "Y ou cannot |and on the surface. It istoo dangerous. Every pilot who has attempted it isdead.”

Reever glanced briefly at him before he selected a dagger from his wegpons storage unit and tucked it
into hisdeeve sheath.

"Very wdl, what say you somehow succeed where so many have not, and make a successful landing.”

Xonea stepped between Reever and the storage unit before he could take out another blade. "The
surface dwellersarein revolt againgt the Toskad. If they find you, they will kill you."

"They cantry." Reever knew precisely how dangerous the natives were; he had been studying al known
aspects of lideg culture, along with their origins, for weeks. They might try to kill him, but many had tried,
and dl had failed. Besides, he had other plansfor the rebels.

Thereis only one thing better than defeating an enemy, the old priest Arembel, another Hsktskt
captivewho like Reever had been forced to fight in the daver arena, had told him. Make the enemy
work for you.

"Y ou may go to your degth for nothing. We have not seen her for—"

"Two years, forty-sx days, nine hours, and eighteen minutes.” Reever reached around him and took out
two more knives. These were Omorr-made, and did into the sheaths strapped to the outsides of his
thighs. He preferred fighting with Omorr weapons in subzero conditions; extreme cold did not affect their
brilliantly forged stedl.

"Duncan.” Although the Jorenian people were accustomed to making frequent physica gestures of
affection, Xoneadid not make the mistake of touching him. "Y ou must be prepared for theworst.”

"That iswhy | am packing." Onimpulse, Reever picked up ahandheld voice recorder and tucked it into
apocket.

Frustrated, the larger man made a careless gesture toward the viewer. "So you surviveit al, to do what?
Find what isleft of her?'Y ou would scan every pile of bones down on that ice bal for her DNA?!

The ghost of Cherijo'sfirst love, Kao Torin, looked out at Reever from Xonegls solid white eyes. Before



becoming Reever'swife, Cherijo had bonded hersdf briefly to Xonea, aswell, atime when Reever had
thought her lost to him forever. He would not revisit that private torture chamber again. He aready
exised in afar worse place. "Sheisnot dead.”

The captain of the Sunlace wasn't finished. "What say you if sheis? What do you then, Duncan? Will you
lie down with her remains? Will you embrace the stars while you hold acorpsein abed of snow?"

"Sheisnot dead.” He couldn't explain why he was convinced of it. He knew only that if she had died, he
would have felt her go. He was sure of that.

As sure as he knew that he would do exactly as Xonea predicted if he discovered he was wrong.

"Thereisnothing | may say that will persuade you to abandon this quest, isthere?' Xonea, not expecting
an answer, turned to leave, and then hesitated. Without looking a Reever, he said, "'l say these things not
to wish her gone, Duncan. | honored her. Wedl of ushonored her."

There was no Jorenian word for love. The closest to it was honor , which il did not equate the same
word in every other language Reever knew. Jorenian honor meant far more than mere admiration or
respect. It encompassed adegree of persona devotion greater than most humanoids were capable of
feding.

Reever'swife had lived with that sort of honor. He had lived for her, and now helived for those four
words.

Go. Find her. Hurry.

The door pand opened before Xoneareached it and a petite Terran child with bubbly blond hair darted
into the room and dodged around Xoneato fling herself at Reever'slegs. Her smal armsformed atight
cinch around his knees. "Daddy, don't go."

"Mard." Reever gently loosened his daughter's grip and lifted her up, holding her carefully as her smal
arms encircled his neck. The child buried her face againgt his chest. She smelled of the Jorenian herbal
cleanser that bore close resemblance to Terran vanilla.

Xoneagave him onefind, wordlesslook before he left them done.

"Pease, Daddy." Mard's voice trembled even more than her diminutive form. "Please don't go away.
Please”

Some Terrans till believed in hell. Reever could seewhy.

" am not going away." He carried his daughter to the chair where once hetold her bedtime stories, and
sat down with her. How long had it been since he had held her like this? He could not remember. He had
been s0 busy looking for Cherijo. "I am going to get your mother.”

"l don't want you to.” Mard lifted her small face and stared at him with eyesthat changed color from blue
to slvery gray, just as hisown did. The shape of her eyes, however, wasidentical to her mother's.

"l am the only one who can find her, Mardl." Reever had to make her understand. He wasthe only one
who could go. The only one who could move fast enough. Who could safeguard her. Who would kill for
her.

His daughter's brow furrowed. "Daddy, everyone says Mamais goneto the stars.”



He had heard the same, many times. He had smply not realized the Torin were saying it when his child
could overhear them. Or perhaps he had not reinforced his own, contrasting view. Truthfully, he could
not recall the last time he had held Mard like this, or had spoken to her about her mother. "No, she has
not. Shelives."

"If she's not with the ars, then why did sheleave us adonefor so long?' The child's hands became small,
hard fists. "Y ou ssid Mamaloved us"

"Shedoes." Cherijo had been gonetoo long for Mard to retain any substantial memories of her. To his
four-year-old daughter, "Mama' had become the face smiling out of atwo-dimensiona photoscan, the
centrd character in one of many tales, lovingly told.

Marel was not aware of what her mother had done to save and protect her. Cherijo had been utterly
ruthless about conceding their daughter, pretending to lose her during amiscarriage, whilein redity
having Mardl successfully transferred to an embryonic chamber. She had even kept that from Reever for
more than ayear. Cherijo had since erased dl of Mardl's medica records and had enlisted the Jorenians
in concedling Marel's existence. He knew that hiswife would go to her degth rather than let anyone harm
their daughter.

Reever had not told Mard any of this because he had dwaysfelt that it was not his story to tell. That may
have been an error on hispart. ™Y our mother loves us very much, my delight.”

"Then why doesn't she come back?' Marel demanded.

For his daughter's sake, he wished again he could be anyone other than who hewas. Not a
battle-hardened warrior and telepathic linguist. Not someone who could kill with his bare hands, fly
combat missions, and trandate words and conceptsinto severa hundred thousand languages. The man
he was could not give his child the reassurance she needed.

You could start, Duncan, Cherijo would say, by telling her the truth.

"Marel." Hewaited until she met hisgaze. "'If you werelost, and could not find your way back to me and
the HouseClan, would you wish meto come and find you?' She gave areluctant nod. "That iswhat |
believe has happened to your mother. Sheis down there, on that planet. Her ship crashed there, and the
winds above the surface are so strong that she cannot leave. That iswhy | must go and find her, and
bring her back to us."

The child thought thisover. "What if your ship crashes?"

He had refused to think about what his death would do to his daughter. As much as he loved her, even
the prospect of making her an orphan could not stop him from going to Akkabarr to find hiswife.
Nothing could.

Go. Find her. Hurry.

It was for the best. Soon there would not be enough Ieft of him to make even an adequate pretense of
being afather to Mardl.

The Torin will protect her and care for her. "I am abetter pilot than your mother,” he said, quite
truthfully. "Minewill not crash.”

Marel pressed her cheek againgt his chest and closed her eyes. "Take me with you. I'll help you look for
Mama. I'm good at helping.”



"You are." Reever stroked ahand over her soft curls. "But someone must stay here and look after
Jenner.”

Asif hearing hisname asasummons, alarge, silver gray cat with blue eyeswaked into the room. He
wasfollowed by hismate, Juliet, acompletely black femae with large golden green eyes. The two felines
looked at Reever, then at Marel, and came over to Sit at Reever'sfeet.

Marel sat up and gazed down at them, her bottom lip pushed out and trembling. " Jen has Julesto love
him. If you don't come back, | won't have anyone.” Before Reever could respond to that, she flung
hersdf againgt him once more. "I love you, Daddy. Please find her thistime.”

Reever, who had never learned how to weep, felt hiseyes burn and saw hisvisua field blur. "I will,
Mard. | will."

Two decks below Reever's quarters on the Sunlace, Senior Healer Squilyp stared at the patient charts
waliting for hisreview. The modest stack contained routine cases being supervised by the Omorr's
medical and surgical resdents, al of whom were extremdly capable and hardly in need of hisdirect
supervison. He aways reviewed the charts anyway; being the primary physician and chief surgeon on
board the Sunlace was aresponsbility hetook very serioudly.

Cherijo Gray Vel had been the Senior Hedler before him. One did not follow in the footsteps of the best
cardiothoracic surgeon in the gaaxy without fegling a certain sense of inadequacy.

What had he said to her when she had selected him to succeed her? | will get even with you for this.
Dark blue, danted eyes had rolled in an insolent fashion. Dream on, Squid Lips.

Beyond the stack of charts, the upper hemisphere of Akkabarr filled the bottom half of the exterior
viewer panel. Many who knew nothing about Akkabarran davers consdered the remote ice world
intriguing and beautiful. To Squilyp's eyes, the planet was as attractive as a pus-illed bail.

You care deeply for her, do you not? Duncan Reever had once asked him, seemingly onimpulse. There
was something in his eyes, however, that told the Omorr that Reever had given much thought to the
question.

Squilyp had tried to answer honestly. She is my best friend. Of course | do.

He had not been entirely truthful. He had cared for Cherijo, looked after her, and respected her. He had
even grown strangely fond of her temper, annoying asit was. Y et he had aso envied her, and had been
regularly exasperated by her. No person he had ever known had possessed her talents, or had cared so
little for them. Her capacity for compassion routingly shamed him, and then she would do something so
blindingly stupid he would be propelled into shock.

Squilyp had acknowledged long ago that Cherijo had been one of the most important and influential
peoplein hislife. He counted himsdlf fortunate for that.

He dso wished that he had never met her.

Sheis down there. She had to be; dl the evidence Reever had uncovered indicated that shewas. If she
was dill dive, Reaver would find her.

If sheis...



Squilyp reached with one of histhree armsto take the first chart from the top of the stack, and watched
with mild surprise asthe entire stack instead went flying off his desk and landed with anoisy clatter on the
deck. At nearly the exact same moment, his door pane opened, and atal female Omorr hopped in.

Garphawayn, the Lady Maftuda, stopped afew feet from his desk and surveyed the clutter of charts.
The meter-long, prehensile gildrellsthat covered her mouth flared like anest of agitated white snakes.
Shewastdl and eegant, afemae Omorr in her prime, with heathy pink hide and strong, shapely limbs.
A dight bulge beneath her sternum bones disrupted the elegant line of her torso, but the evidence of her
unborn child's growth made her seem only lovelier to Squilyp.

He stared at her, the woman he loved. Garphawayn and their child were the main reason that he prayed
Cherijo was dead. He loved them more than hislife; surely he could be pardoned for wishing to keep
them dive

Cherijo, who had tried to kill herself more than once to save Reever and Mardl, would forgive him.

Her dark, round eyes shifted to study hisface. "Perhapsthisisnot theided timefor usto discuss why
you are still working, or the desiccated condition of the evening medl that | prepared for you severa
hours ago.”

"Closethe pand,” Squilyp told hismate.

Garphawayn closed and secured the door. "Isthis show of temper and reluctance to complete your shift
aresponse to some offense | have unknowingly committed?”

Squilyp used the membranes on the end of one arm to rub histired eyes. "Reever leaves within the hour
for the surface.”

"l see" Hismate glanced at the viewer pand. "Y ou are not accompanying him." That part was ddivered
as both a stlatement and awarning; Garphawayn had no qualms with asserting her rights as his mate and
debating hisdecisons.

Squilyp could not go with Reever. He was the Senior Healer; he could not be spared to risk hislifeon a
foolhardy quest that would likely end in disaster before it began.

That wasthe officia reason, anyway. "l annot.”

Garphawayn's expression softened. "I am glad to know it. Y ou are needed here, husband.” She turned
her back on the viewer. "Do not misinterpret that remark as a show of indifference to the fedings of
others"

"Y our sentiments are known to me." A year of marriage had enabled Squilyp to learn precisdy what lay
beneath her proud, remote manner. Her capacity for understanding and affection often staggered him.

Just as Cherijo's had.

"I fedd much sympathy for Reever, and indeed for Cherijo, too, if shedill lives" hiswife said carefully, as
if she knew she was treading on sacred ground. "Y et someone must think of the child. Of both children.”

Squilyp rose and hopped around the desk. "The children are dways my concern. Mard islike my own
daughter. Asis Xan..." He couldn't think of the boy or look at the planet anymore. "1t does not matter
now. | do gpologize for being inconsderate and ruining dinner.”

"Itisonly food. One can dways prepare more." Garphawayn touched him in the way of Omorr mates: a



light and discreet brush of two of her gildrdlsagaing his. ™Y ou must stop blaming yourself for what
happened. Y ou did everything you could when she disappeared. Weall did."

"Itisnot that." Squilyp had blamed himself for months after the Jado Massacre, but when Cherijo did not
reemerge and the standoff between Joren and the L eague stabilized, those feelings had growninto a
shameful relief. "I pray that Reever is correct, and that she is down there on that planet. She
was—is—my best friend." He would keep reminding himself of that.

"That isvery kind, but that isnot al you fed."

Guilt made his voice grow tight. "I cannot deny that it would be better for Marel—for everyone—if
Reever fals”

"Squilyp." Garphawayn took a step back. ™Y ou cannot mean that. Reever would never recover from the
loss, and neither would the child. Asfor Cherijo, what has she done to deserve such afate?"

He shook hishead. "Y ou do not understand what it will mean if sheisfound."

"Of coursel do," his mate snapped. "What her parent made her to be is not her doing. Cherijo deserves
to live fregly. Reever needs his mate; Marel, her mother.”

"Thisisnot about what Cherijois, or what she meansto those who love her," Squilyp said. "The Jado
were daughtered. The League has unequivocaly stated that the CloudWalk attacked their ships and they
were only defending themsalves when they destroyed it. They provided arecording of the Jado
ClanLeader giving his ship ordersto fire on them.”

Her gildrells became stiff spokes of outrage. "The League commander isaliar, and that recording was
fddfied”

"We cannot proveit. There has never been any proof that the L eague ships did anything but defend
themselves, and every League officer has provided sworn testimony of the same. The recording has been
examined by both sides and declared to be authentic. Reever and the children never saw or heard what
happened.” His shoulders dumped. "Cherijo isthe only witness | eft who may confirm or deny the officia
verson of the events.”

Garphawayn made a disgusted sound. "Y ou know aswell as| that the League fired firs."

"I know that the Jado had no reason to attack. They were there to negotiate peace.” Squilyp
remembered the strong, stoic expression of the Jado negotiator. "Unless they knew that the League had
captured Cherijo before the firing began. She was—is—amember of the Jorenian planetary Ruling
Council. If the Jado knew she was in danger, they would have immediately abandoned the negotiationsin
order to get her back."

"To get her back by attacking the ship on which shewas held?' His mate sounded incredulous. "By
destroying it?| think not.”

"An enraged Jorenian does not often think clearly,” he assured her.

"That may be so, but | ill do not understand how it can be better that sheis never found,” Garphawayn
said, her tone flat now. "She was there; she knowsthe truth. That truth must be told.”

Thiswas what everyone thought, what everyone felt. Cherijo, the ultimate truth seeker, had become a
symbal of it. Everyone admired her and loved her; few thought of the practica matters, like the actua
consequences of such areveation.



"Until her body isdiscovered, Cherijo remainsamember of the Ruling Council. If sheisfound, shewill
confirm whether or not the Leaguefired first. If they did, they massacred an entire HouseClan." Squilyp
swallowed asurge of bile."Y ou do not want to know what the Jorenian response to that will be."

"If the Leaguefired fird, they deserve whatever the Jorenians do to them,” his mate tated flatly.

"Itisnot only the Jorenians.” Squilyp touched the wall pand and switched the viewer pand from clear to
opague. "There are worlds outside the L eague and the Faction who want thiswar to end. They view the
Jorenians as admirable for remaining neutrd through it. If it isknown that the L esgue massacred the Jado,
that will be thefind outrage. Those worlds technologically advanced enough will useit asimpetusto take
up Joren's cause as their own."

His mate's eyesflared wide. "How many worldswould do so?'

Squilyp enabled the viewer panel, changing the magnification to show the dark, glittering expanse of the
surrounding quadrant.

Heleft his mate saring out at ten thousand tars.

Chapter Three

Hurgot did hisbest to hide his anger as he stripped the rotted rags from the body of the unconscious
endeg female. It wasawaste of histime, this examination, but the rasakt had ordered it done. Therewas
no question of refusa.

Stll, what was Navn thinking, showing such attention to ahalf-dead endeg, and afemale one at that?

Heféet no pity as he studied her pathetic condition. Manourishment or starvation had feasted on her
flesh, leaving her with limbs|like well-worried bones and adightly swollen belly. She had not the
intelligence or senseto cover properly before venturing out on the ice. Offworlders sdldom did, which
was why so many ended as stiff white blobs covered in snow. In the old days that supidity alone would
have earned her adlit throat, had she been lideg, to diminate al posshbility of her reproducing equaly
brainless offsoring.

Before Hurgot touched her, he covered his hands with thin hide mitts. Navn be sliced, he thought. | will
not contaminate myself with whatever offworlder vermin she carries.

Her skin responded to his prodding with more resilience than he expected. That she had suffered from
waterlack rather than colddeep was evident. Her lips and eyelids were swollen and chapped, but her
belly felt warm. She had probably tried to eat snow for water, unaware that she could not afford to lose
the body heat required to melt ice crystalsin her mouth. Y et from wherever she had come, she had not
traveled far; the snowbite on her fingers and toes showed a sickly gray that would hedl, not the black that
promised flesh rot.

"The gods smile upon you, endeg.” It was only another reason to resent her. She had shaeev, that rare



and blind luck the daitiesfor their own amusement sometimes afforded fools and incompetents. But
divine intervention was scarce enough, and desperately needed by al men; to waste such on awoman
was akin to the gods showing affection for apack beast.

As Navn had. Did the headman not remember that a healer's talent was supposed to be devoted
exclusvely to caring for the men of the tribe?

Hurgot parted the endeg'slong dark hair to check for parasitic infestation—if she was permitted to stay,
one of the tribe'swomen would have to shear her properly—and frowned at amass of scar tissue
beneath a swath of shorter, silvery white hair that measured aslong and wide as his hand. Such a wound
should have killed her .

A soft groan emerged from the endeg's mouth, and her eydidsfluttered open. Her eyes weretilted like
an lideg's, and she was obvioudy human, but that only made her seem al the more unnaturd. 1t was
gppalling to think that his people shared a common ancestry with such an endeg being.

Hewaited for her to focus on his features before he gave her some water from askin to moisten her
mouth. "Tell meyour name."

A lineformed between her dark brows, and her lips pressed together, opened, and then closed again.
The way she regarded him seemed to indicate that she did not understand his speech.

"Do you not speak lideg?' What afoolish question. She was an offworlder; of course shedid not. It only
meade the Stuation that much more frustrating. The only manner in which he might communicate with her
would be through alanguage trand ation device, such as those the windlords used, but the lideg were not
permitted such things.

He tapped his shoulder. "Hurgot." He repeated the gesture and his name severa times, and then nudged
her shoulder and gave her an expectant 1ook.

The endeg appeared more confused and now perhaps alittle afraid.

"Do you not remember?' The head wound she had suffered in the past had been grievous, he had known
men with such woundsto lose al knowledge of themsalves, their tribe, and the world. Some had been
reduced to a perpetua state of infancy, unable to control their limbs or bowels. Those who were unable
to care for themsalves were removed from camp during the night and taken to the nearest jlorra cavern.

"Dahktar." Thefemde struggled to St up. "Dahktar.”

Theword held no meaning for him, but was uncomfortably closeto Raktar . "Bedill. You will only lose
your witsagain if you try to stand.” He pushed at her scrawny shoulders with his handsto emphasize the
words.

The endeg peered up at him and pointed at his shoulder. "Hurgot."
IIYSII

She pointed at her shoulder and |ooked expectantly at him. It was a perfect mimicry of what he had
done, but she wasn't mocking him. She was making the same request of him.

"I don't know who you are." He saw aflicker of disappointment cross her features, but that wasthe sole
reaction she showed. The few endeg he had encountered during hislifetime had been male davers, but
like other windlords they were as children and flaunted their emotions. It was one reason the lideg
regarded their former masters with compl ete contempt.



"Hurgot?'

He turned to see another woman standing inside the flap of the tent. Would the camp's femaes begin
pestering him for alook at the oddity?"| am occupied.”

"Even for word from our rasakt?' The female dropped her face wrap, revedling the vivid, sensua features
that had once enchanted every mae permitted to see them. Over timelines of petulance and maice had
scored the beauty, but Sogayi was till considered the loveliest of women. Of course being taken by
Navn as kedera had only made her seem more desirable; the headman had his pick of women for first
wife, and had paid Sogayi the ultimate compliment of never taking a second.

Hurgot was moreinterested in being politic than being pulled under the spell of afemale, particularly one
with as much influence over Navn as Sogayi possessed. "Never, Kedera. How may | serve?”

Sogayi stayed where shewas and |et her gaze drift over him, lingering on hiswhite hair, wrinkled face,
and gnarled hands before she made arude gesture toward the endeg. "The rasakt would know the state
of thisthing."

An answer to be carefully considered. If the headman wanted her to die, Hurgot could arrange such, but
Navn would not have sent hiswoman to make such arequest. Also, Sogayi showed little affection
toward members of her own gender. The phrasing she used might have come from her own distaste and
not Navn's.

He decided to be cautioudy honest. "The femaleis malnourished and dehydrated, and suffersfrom
moderate snowbite and exhaugtion. If it pleasesthe rasakt to provide for her needs, shewill live."

Thisdid not please Sogayi, whose eyes measured the length of the endeg's hair. "We do not need
women who gpe meninthiscamp.”

"No," Hurgot said. To point out that Sogayi hersalf wore her hair to her shoulders, and in other ways
often stepped beyond the bounds of suitable female behavior, would have been uncivil, and possibly
dangerous. Hurgot could prove nothing, but he suspected Sogayi had sent many women and more than
one man to theice by pouring her sweet poison into Navn's ear.

"I will send women to carefor her,” Sogayi said, asif it were her decision. "Tonight you may present her
to the rasakt.”

Hurgot forgot discretion and raised hiseyebrows. "It islikdy that shewill not be well enough to walk
such adistance for severd suns.”

Sogayi wrapped her face, but not in timeto hide her smile. "Then you may carry her.” She dipped out
through the flgp and | eft it open and fluttering.

Had any other woman in camp spoken to him in such afashion, Hurgot would have been within hisrights
to immediately order her to be beaten. As Navn's kedera, Sogayi was not exempt from proper
behavior—on the contrary, she was expected to set an example for the other fema es—but making any
issue of her disrespect was the same astelling Navn that he had made a poor choicein wives.

Given the rasakt's blind affection for hiswife, Hurgot was not inclined to be so reckless.

"Well, endeg," he said to the woman, who was watching hisface, "a least you do not weigh very much.”

The events of the day had |eft Navn with a sour belly and an aching head. Neither was improved by the



last two duties to be performed before he could retire for the night.

"Our hunters brought down seven ptar," Skuyl, Navn's storekeeper, said as he made his report on the
day's hunt. "No cave marms were taken, so Y akop has set new trench traps. Wem reportsthejlorraare
kept well fed but seem restless.”

The pack animals had not been out on the ice for weeks, thanks to the rebel blockades. "Have the beast
magter release unmated pairs so that they may hunt.” Navn felt impatient. The rebellion had everyone so
preoccupied that they were forgetting to use common sense. "Wem loses one day's rations, so that he
might contemplate hiswork and not hisfears."

Skuyl nodded and made two notations on the scraped-clean portion of the plas pand that he used for
writing before he continued. " The renser havefilled the quota tank and Umot has made repairsto the
cleaners. The gjenvin master has uncovered an old wreck site and requests additional femalesfor the
sorting sheds. One of the ahayag has delivered a mde child; Gonnur claims knowledge of her and hasno
sons of histwo wives."

Traditionaly, married men were not supposed to use the camp's ahayag, but if both wives proved barren,
it was congidered an acceptable dternative to getting children. Gonnur would not have put this before
Navn if he doubted the boy's paternity. "He may take the child weaned. | want that tank kept filled.
Anything ds?'

The storekeeper hesitated and looked over Navn's left shoulder. "1 have al but your orders asto the
dispogtion of theendeg femde."

"Thereis nothing to be done presently. Sheisunder my consideration.” Navn's head was throbbing
miserably. "That isdl | wish to hear now. Seeto the needs of thetribe."

Skuyl bowed and left the shelter. Always attuned to his moods, hiswife dipped into the main room and
attended him with sllent and gratifying care. Sogayi had a soothing broth prepared and persondly served
it to him, humming awordless, pleasing tune as she made the graceful presentation. Aswas proper, she
refused to take sustenance hersdf until he had finished hismeal, and then drank only afew dainty sips
from the dregsin hisbowl.

"Y ou are agood woman," Navn said when she knelt to remove his boots and massage hisfeet with a
piece of warming cloth.

"l belong to agreat man," Sogayi said, giving him the shy smilethat pleased him most. ™Y our wisdom and
kindness have shaped me."

Navn suspected the misfortunes of her youth had been rather moreinfluentia, but alowed the flattery to
remain unchallenged. Sogayi need not be reminded of how much her beauty and talent had caused her to
auffer. ™Y ou should retire now, wife. | will join you after | have dedt with thisendeg.”

"May | not stay?" Sogayi pressed her forehead to the top of hisfeet. "I have so little time with you asit is,
and | may perhaps be of assstance with the endeg female.”

Navn didn't wish to face the endeg aone. It was aweakness to admit that, but so it was. He needed a
shield, and permitting hiswife to be present could be the next best thing. She would remind him of his
position, and would help, him maintain his dignity. She would aso not broadcast hisweaknessto the rest
of the camp.

Hewaited arespectable interva before saying, "I will dlow it."



"You aredl that isgood and generous.” Sogayi kissed hisfeet before replacing his boots and fetching his
kederash from the wall niche where his more forma garments were kept. "Should | summon huntersto
dand guard?’

Navn shook his head. "Sheis no threat to me," he lied. The tent flap moved, making the attached bells
chime, and heraised hisvoice. "Enter."

Hurgot stepped into the shelter. At his side was the endeg, now properly garbed, and the healer removed
her face wrap to show her features. Hurgot supported her with one of hisarms, Navn saw, but quickly
released her and pointed to aspot on the floor. The endeg dropped down onto her haunches and
pressed her forehead to her knees. She was o thin that the day robe she wore billowed out around her.

Navn could not look directly at her. To do so would beto give her attention she did not deserve.
Because shewas Terran, she was shaped and smelled like other lideg femaes. The only true oddities
about her were the garments she had worn, now gone, and the long hair, which could be cut off. Y et
even as heignored her, Navn felt the strangeness of her presence stretching and growing, until it sesemed
shemight fill al the gpacein the shelter.

She is nothing, he reminded himsdf. A weak, sickly female with no one to feed or care for her. He
owed her nothing, elther. Allowing Hurgot to tend to her had been entirely magnanimous of him. If
anything, his choosing to be merciful might damage him more than her presence.

Navn could fed theweight of her glances. The endeg was studying him, but making an effort to conced
it. Such ashow of manners from an offworlder was unexpected, and somewhat heartening. Perhaps you
will survive this night.

Aswastradition, Sogayi came forward with asteaming cup of teafor Hurgot. Her movements were
unhurried and fluid and turned the ritua greeting into asmall dance as she presented the drink. After a
respectful glance back at Navn, who gave her anod to allow her to speak, she added asmiling, "The
rasakt will hear you."

The hedler followed custom and refused the tea before addressing Navn. "Rasakt, | present to you the
endeg femae." Hurgot bobbed his head. "If it pleases you to know, | may tell what | have learned of her
inthisshort time."

Navn accepted a cup of teafrom hiswife. "Tel me."

"The endeg isayoung adult femalein her partsand, like us, from human stock.” The hedler grimaced, as
if thiswas undesirable but could not be helped. "This one does not comprehend our language, o it was
not possible for meto interrogate her, but | have had limited success with using drawings and gestures.”

"Indeed.” Navn fet new tenson cording his muscles. "What have you learned of her?”

"Very little. This one has suffered a serious head wound, aong with others, within the recent past. All
have healed, but the one to the head may be the reason why she cannot say who sheis or how she came
to be here. Such wounds sometimes cause the mind to be scoured clean.” Hurgot's gaze shifted briefly to
the endeg. "Despite this, sheis obedient and quick to learn. It took me but five minutesto teach her the
proper posture for her presentation, al done without words. If thisoneis permitted to learn our language
and serve thetribe, she may be of some limited useto you."

Sogayi smothered a sound.

Annoyed by the digtraction, Navn turned to hiswife. "What isit?'



"Pardon my dtartled reaction, husband, but thisthing isendeg. Worth only as much as can be had for its
worgad." Sogayi regarded the other female briefly before shuddering and turning her head. "To dlow it
to live and work among your women... such apractice would be unsafe, would it not?* She gave him an
anxiouslook—afemaein need of direction.

Navn saw that his clever Sogayi was dso giving him an easy solution to his problem. He could have the
endeg killed for theworgad, and all that might be said was that he did so to soothe the fears of an overly
nervouswife. Truly hewas blessed in his choice of women.

But what if she cannot be killed? What if her face is taken and she still walks and talks, as before?
The image of recreating such a horror made the rasakt want to puke up hisbroth. Thisis not the same
female. She cannot be.

Hurgot shuffled hisfeet and cleared histhroat. When Navn gave him his attention, he said, "Endeg
femdes are known to have specia vaue to the Skjonn Kangdl. It issaid that he will pay doublefor one
such asthis”

"Therebeswill not permit anyoneto send the usud tithe offerings.” It was something that had needled
Navn to no end.

"Now they will not." The hedler made arocking mation with his head. " Should the windlords prevail ...."

Navn did not need Hurgot to finish the thought. If the rebelslost the coming war, the lideg would haveto
work hard to regain the favor of the windlords. Tithes might have to be tripled—and Navn's men would
be the onesto face the Kangd'sire directly asthey delivered them.

Hefaced the endeg. "Y ou, woman. Rise and let me look upon you."

Hurgot tapped the endeg's shoulder, and she rose awkwardly to her full height. Without hesitation the
heder released the shoulder folds that kept her day robein place, and alowed the garment to fall to the
floor. Beneath it she was naked.

Navn studied her form. She had two breastsin the usual position, athough they were not very large, and
atriangle of dark hair over her woman's cleft. There were no marks of childbirth or abuse on her, and the
unblemished condition of her pale skin was equd to that of achild.

"Sheisscrawny.” Navn knew the Kangd liked his women with some meet on them. Y et after so many
voluptuous beautties, perhaps this endeg would prove something of anovelty, or serve those of the
Kangal's court who preferred young boys, given that she had the same basic shape. "I's she open?”’

"Y es, Rasakt," Hurgot said.

So she had known at least one man. Navn saw little beauty in her, but knew offworlders had tastes even
more perverted than the windlords. "Did you find any signs of disease or pregnancy?"

The hedler hesitated for amoment. "None, Rasakt."
IIBlJt?I

"Thereiswhitein her hair, so she may not be as young as she gppears.” Hurgot tapped the endeg's
wrigts, and she hed out her pams. "Thewrigt of her eating hand isdightly swollen, and she cannot useit
aswell asthe other. Her fingers are callused. Theseindicate shewasonce..." Hetrailed off, searching
for words. " Skilled with her hands."



"She may have used endeg weapons,” Sogayi murmured, her eyeswide.

"She may have used endeg cook pots,” the healer replied as he pulled the day robe back onto the
endeg's shivering body and dressed her like achild. "With her mind so damaged, we will likely never
know."

Navn'swife stiffened. "I am sureitisasyou say, Heder. Yet | have heard whispered tales of such endeg
women. They are permitted to act astheir men, even join their armies and fight in their wars—"

"Enough,” Navn said. He would not tolerate such obscene talk, and to alow any further speculation
about the endeg's originswas wholly unacceptable, aswell. "Thisismy decison: | permit thisendeg to
live and to serve theiiskar. When she learns our language and proper behavior, her statuswill be that of
marked tribute for the Kangal."

Hurgot bobbed his head. "Where shdl | put her to work, Rasakt?"'

"Shemay go to the gjenvin." Among the salvagers, she would have the least amount of contact with the
camp women, and working salvage, she could not sicken anyone, as she might with ill-prepared food or
contaminated water. Navn saw Sogayi's expresson and knew hiswife thought he was being too
generous. In aharsher tone he added, "If she does not speak adequate lideg within the moon, sheisto
begiventotheice”

Hurgot bowed and backed away, tapping the endeg and gesturing for her to accompany him. Theendeg
female gave Navn and Sogayi a highly discourteous, piercing look before she followed the hedler out of
the shelter.

"I regret my insolence in speaking during your business." Sogayi'stone was only dightly apologetic. "You
arewiser than | and must see much in thisendeg that | cannot.”

"Were we not on the brink of war, | would play the skelaand skin her mysdlf,” Navn said. Sometimes,
like now, hiswife needed to be reminded of the absolute power he wielded over her and every soul
withintheiiskar. "Her liferemainsmine."

"Asdoes my own." Sogayi crouched a hisfeet, completely subdued now. "Forgive my foolishness. |
know it will be asyou say."

Navn felt hisire soften. Sogayi's devotion was one of the few thingsin thislife he could depend on, and
he would not shrive her fedingswith too much harshness. "I cannot discount any advantage now," he
told her. "These are dangerous times, and it is prudent to plan with great care.” He rested afond hand on
her head. "Do not be afraid of thisfemde. Sheis nothing to us."

"Asyou say," hiswife repeated as she pressed her cool cheek againgt his knee.

Chapter Four

Duncan Reever had not told Xonea Torin or anyone on the Sunlace that ten years past he had



successfully piloted awesgpons transport more than once through the brutal winds of both the upper and
lower atmospheres of Akkabarr. To admit that he had once flown to the skim cities aswell aslanded on
the armory planet would mean relating details of hislife still unknown to anyone but himsdlf and TssVar,

his former friend and the Hsktskt lord who was now commanding the Faction's central armies.

If hefailed, on the other hand, someone should know.

Hetook out the handheld recorder and switched it on. "It was TssVar who sent me to Akkabarr to spy
for him, just as he had sent me to Kevarzangia Two. The Faction had never been able to determine how
the Toskald had turned their world into an armory for hundreds of other species. There were concerns
about the League using Akkabarr asafront for their own move againgt the Faction. | was sent to infiltrate
the Toskald and scout the planet for its potentia to be taken.”

He paused the recorder. Coming to Akkabarr al those years ago had been Reever'sfirst contact with
free humanoids since being endaved by the Faction himsdlf. Y et while the Toska d were warm-blooded
humanoids, their emotions seemed limited to self-absorption, ranging in intengity from greed to paranoia
Among the Toskald, gppearances were everything, and Reever had no difficulty blending in. They had
pregjudiced him, though, and for years afterward he thought al humanoids were equdly astrite and
shdlow.

Until he had met Cherijo.

Reever switched on the recorder. "1 gathered evidence that showed Akkabarr's violent atmospheric
conditions rendered it impervious to scanning and impregnable to any attack force. Then | learned the
secret of the shifting dead-air zones, and how the Toskald pilots located and used them to get from space
to their floating cities, and from the air cities to the surface of the planet and back again. Thosefacts| did
not relate to the Faction, as part of the balance for what had been doneto me."

Asa sy, Reever had betrayed the Hsktskt countless times. It was payment for the three revolutions they
had forced him to fight in daver arenas. Saving lives seemed the most adequate expiation for the many he
had taken.

Hate!

Reever thought of hisformer owner, a centuron with aheavy fist who liked to best her daves asmuch as
she enjoyed starving them. She had been the one to give him that name after he began killing on the
sands. Her cronies had taken to chanting it every time he had entered the arena, when his reputation for
efficiency had begun drawing larger crowds.

Hala in Hsktskt meant "degth,” and death was what he had given them, until the day he had saved
TssVar from an assassination attempt, and had been elevated from dave to the Hsktskt OverLord's

equal.

"Being made TssVar'sblood brother took meinto the ranks of the most powerful raider division within
the Faction,” he told the recorder. "His protection and trust gave me the opportunity to sabotage the
Faction from within, which | continued to do until he sent me to evduate Kevarzangia Two. That was
when | met you, Waenara. When you saved me."

Hewastaking to her, not the recorder now.

Reever shut off the unit. He knew he now had to erase the voicefile; he couldn't risk the Toskad's
confiscating the unit and learning when and how he had spied on them. He couldn't find Cherijo if hewas
imprisoned or dead.



| should have told her.

There was much about his past that Reever had concedled from hiswife. In the beginning, it had been
caution that kept him from confiding in her—he felt vulnerable enough, forming such arapid and intimate
connection with afemale who was atotal stranger to him—and then a curious dragging, weighty
sensation that his psychologica database indicated could be guilt or shame. Because Reever's childhood
had been spent on asuccession of dienworlds, and his Terran xenobiologist parents had left him entirely
in the care of drones or the nearest sentient species, he had never learned how to feel human emotions.
Meeting Cherijo had changed that, but Reever was gtill something of anovice at recognizing them.

Akkabarr'swhite and blue colorsfilled the launch's viewer pand. Reever's hand clenched, and then he
pressed the key that erased the voice recorder's storage chips.

When | find her, | can tell her everything.

"Disengage autoflight stabilizers," hetold the helm computer as heleft orbit at anear-parale course with
the surface of theice world. Once the launch was under his manual control, he bypassed the safeties and
angled the nose down four degrees.

Thelaunch shuddered asit began the long dide into the letha upper atmosphere.

Theridewas still as much of abastard asit had been ten years ago; Reever had to fight to keep the
launch from rolling as he located, and then maneuvered the ship in the exact center of, a narrow conduit
of dead air between two of the widest, most powerful upper wind currents. The secret of penetrating
Akkabarr's atmosphere was not to enter the kim-wide wind streams, but to dide adong their periphery
through the dead-air zones and use their enormous energy at precisdy the right place and moment to
jump through an interior vortex to another, lower pocket of calm.

Starry darkness blackening the port and starboard viewports lightened to deepest violet, streaked with
white and slver Striae; streams of icy dust that had been trapped forever between the endless winds.

"Recommend reverse course,” the helm computer advised him. " Increase engine output to achieve escape
veoaty."

Graduadly Reever made his descent, the launch bouncing and rocking as he used the Toskald technique
of diding from one e ongated dead-air pocket to the next. The same manner in which throwing flat
rocks permits them to skim the surface of a body of water , he thought as he skirted a current strong
enough to disintegrate the launch around him. Another solitary practice he had taken up as ayouth during
the four years his parents had forced him to spend on Terrain an educationa facility.

Something tightened inside him. "I never told you that | know how to skip stones, either, did I?"
"Unableto process,” the ham pand replied. "Please restate request.”
Give me back my wife. "Canced request.”

The launch lurched wildly as Reever forced it through avortex amost too small to be useful. At the other
end lay afury of blasting hail that buffeted the hull with the force of pulsefire. Although this airspace was
as dangerous as those above it, Reever relaxed. Reaching the hail stream meant he had descended
through the last of the upper atmospheric currents. Beneath the hail lay the region that the Toskald
occupied with their habitat vessals, and from there it was only ashort and violent flight through the far
more dangerous lower atmospheric currentsto reach the surface.

He had yet to tranamit hisfind relay to the Sunlace.



"Queue encrypted file ADR-14 on preset channdl. Prefix file ADR-14 with following message: Xones,
thisis Reever. | am not landing on the surface immediately. The datawhich follows explanswhy.”
Something €l se he had not told the captain of the Sunlace. "'l will contact you when possible. End prefix.
Tranamit file ADR-14."

"Hletrangmitted.”

Hail dust occluded the view panel for afew more minutes before the launch leveled out in the clear,
temperate zone. Benesth the calm air, the lower winds permitted only the briefest glimpses of planet
Akkabarr's glacia features.

Reever could not fed her from this distance, and still he reached out with hismind to her. Beloved, | am
here.

There was no answer. There never was.

After along moment of staring at the vacant ice fields, Reever engaged the sensors and scanned until he
obtained the position of Skjonn and atered his course to intercept.

Theimmense suborbita cluster of vessals, satdllites, and artificid domed biospheres, commonly known
asaskim city, ballooned on the horizon. Reever knew that the Toskald were no more indigenous to
Akkabarr than the lideg's ancestors were, but they had evidently come here far better equipped.

He knew from the cultural database that five thousand years ago, the swelling of the Toskald
homeworld's suninto ared giant had forced their exodus. They had selected Akkabarr for itsisolation,
unique atmospheric conditions, and biospheric compatibility with their species. On this new world, they
knew they would have no neighboring inhabited worlds to trouble them, their cities would be guarded by
planetwide walls of winds, and they faced no risk being eradicated by some exatic aien microorganism
hostile to their physiology. They had brought with them the technology that had alowed them to survive
on their homeworld for centuries after that planet's surface had become too seismicaly ungtableto
support life. In the process of adapting their city-szed vessas to better match the challenges of
Akkabarr's frozen climate and vicious aimosphere, the Toskald had evolved into one of the most
advanced speciesin the quadrant.

Reever admired theingtinct for surviva in any species, but successful adaptation and technological
development were Smply not enough to satisfy the Toskald. Once they had restabilized their civilization,
they turned their effortsto iminating any possibility of asecond exodus. Thisresulted in Akkabarran
davery and aams dedling.

Such paranoia could be dangerous. Y et as Reever had discovered, with alittle preparation, it could also
be readily manipulated.

Reever opened hisrday channels and transmitted astanTerran approach signd, requesting permission to
dock. He cycled therelay to repeat in Toskald and several other quadrant languages, the sameway a
diplomat would. He watched his pand as his sensors tracked a highly focused scan beam passing over
the launch. The Toskald would read the standard array of defensive weaponry along with Reever's vessd
identification.

The dock supervisor gill transmitted aterse inquiry. "What business have you in Skjonn, Terran?”
"Officid busness" hereplied. "The matter is confidentia.”

"That should cost you," the supervisor informed him. " Standard visitor regulations are being transmitted to



your database. Y ou are not permitted to carry weapons, endaved beings, biologies, or materids
classified as hazardous under InterPlan Schedule one through two thousand four hundred sixty-eight. Y ou
will not be permitted to leave your ship until you have acknowledged understanding and voluntary
adherence to these regulations, violation of which will result in your immediate detainment, prosecution,
and punishment under Toskald law. Confirm or deny.”

"Confirmed." Reever noted that the turret cannon mounted above and below the docks tracked his
approach, and the focused scan remained continuous until he disengaged the launch's engines. He
unfastened and removed hisflight suit, straightening the uniform it had concealed, before sending the
required agreement to the visitor regulations. Only after two biodecon sweeps was he given permission to
disembark.

Two heavily armed security droneswere waiting a the bottom of the ramp for him. "Identify,” one of
themsad.

Reever held out hisidentification. The drone took the chip and inserted it into its memory panel to read it.
It seemed along time before it said, "Confirmed.” It removed and returned the chip to Reever.
"Dedtination?'

He produced a second, encrypted chip. "1 seek an audience with the Kanga Orjakis on amatter of
interplanetary security.”

Thistime the drone took only three seconds to verify the datafrom the chip beforeits programmed
demeanor switched from interrogetive to deferentid. "Thisway, gr.”

"l see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kanga of Skjonn. Presentation of prospect seven-nine-seven.”

Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kangd of Skjonn, reclined asthe newest candidate for his persona use and
amusement walked to the ova of polished stone before his chaise and halted there.

Above hishead, apand reflected the image that pleased him most: his own. Many long hours had he
devoted to achieving his physica excdlence; maintaining it required continua vigilance. Hisfather, Orjak
Ches Stagon, the Kanga Before, had impressed this on him as nothing else.

You areto be the Next, Stagon had told him when he had taken Orjakisfor hisfirst treetment. You
must show carein this, for the people have expectations to be met.

Having his young bones stretched and his small muscles stimulated by the offworlder machines had been
painful, something Orjakis had never known, but he did not weep. Not in front of hisfather, who endured
ten times as much trestment without amurmur. Orjakis's caregivers had made him understand the
dangers of his pogtion, too. There were others hisfather had sired who could easily be named Next,
otherswho would not whine or complain about the rigors of physica duty.

Now he was Kangal, and aman grown, he felt he had surpassed even Stagon as the embodiment of the
ruler perfect.

Orjakisturned his head to admire how golden threads of light chased each other through hisdark hair.
The angular countenance of boyhood had vanished, replaced by features that were aharmony of al
things sensua and commanding. Countless Toskald had fallenin love with their Kanga merdly after one
glimpseof hisface.

Hisface could not compare with hisbody, naturdly.



His body had driven anumber of hislovers, both men and women, to commit suicide after they had been
discarded. At times he found thisto be convenient—not to mention asuitable homageto his
prowess—but was still careful to make his addresses at the commons from behind a screen that showed
nothing from his neck down. To be adored was his due, but to protect the masses was his duty.

Envy and desire should never befatd.

Orjakislifted ahand mirror and through it regarded the dave. She was watching him, of course, and had
remained silent. Someone in Acquisitions was putting more effort into pretraining these prospects. The
dave dowly raised four graceful armswhile she undul ated benesth the sultry column of ar streaming
down from one of the ceiling portas. Her rather sedate garment actualy conssted of long strands of
gparkling tube gems, the flared joints of which caught the heated stream and caused the strands to fan out
in pleasing patterns. Asthe strands moved, oiled brown-and-purple-striped flesh appeared.

"What isshe?" Orjakis asked his chamber drone, which had announced the prospect.

The drone consulted its database. "Hybrid of as yet undetermined species, dave-born Garnotan, Kangdl.
Purchased from the Common Trade Platform by Acquisitions.”

Orjakistilted the mirror. She had no hair or nose, and her double-lidded eyes had ablack reptilian gleam
to them that he found mildly repulsive. No breast mounds or nipples, either, unless they were on the back
of her, but her ample hips were supple enough. She can keep her eyes shut. Orjakis found the extra
limbs rather novel, and wondered if she sported any additiond orifices. " Screen and clean her."

Unfortunately, the female chose to drop into a complicated crouch that involved balancing on one pam
while continuing the elegant movements of two arms. The fourth arm snaked down and worked her
remaining hand in and out of her bodly.

Although it was evidently meant to entice, the show of manua dexterity immediately killed Orjakiss
interest. "Wait." Professonas aways|left him cold; he preferred to do his own training. " Cancel the prep
work and send her to the garrison. Send in our notch.”

The dave made no sound, but her black eyes shimmered with redlistic tears as the drone hauled her out
of the chamber.

Orjakiss notch, aretired trader who had sold himsdf to the Kangd to satisfy thelast of an inherited debt,
entered with recorder in hand. He had been so adept at hiswork that no one could remember his name
anymore; he was smply the notch. "1 see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kanga of Skjonn. Y our desire, Kanga ?*

What he desired was an end to the monotony. "We would see thetithe that has arrived from the surface.
Arrangeit."

The notch's face became more wrinkled. "1 cannot, Kangd.."

Orjakis sat up and put aside his hand mirror to grace the notch with adirect look. "What did you say to
l'S?I

"I cannot arrange aviewing, Kangd, asthereis no tithe." The notch nodded toward the edge of the city.
"Acquisitions reports that those which Kangal does not wish to hear mention of ever again during the
Kangd'slifetime have prevented dl of the tithe-bearing caravans from reaching the transport lifts.”

"Impossble.”
The notch said nothing. A dave did not argue with the prince of the city.



"Notithe." Orjakisrose and held out both arms while hiswardrobe drone draped him in arobe. "We
gavethe order to withhold al suppliesto the surface, did we not?"

"The surface" was as close as he would come to referencing those lideg animals.

The notch consulted hisrecorder. "The Kanga issued such an order.” He read out the date and time
Orjakis had done so, and added, "Nothing has been sent to the surface since the Kanga's order took
effect.”

"Then where isthe tithe?' Orjakis shouted.
The notch cringed. "'l would theorize that it istill on the surface, Kangd.."

Orjakis strode past his dave and out of his chamber. A short corridor led to his private reception room,
where more drones and severa daveswaited at their posts. A chamber drone darted around him to
release an orange-red-tinted spray.

"Janzil Ches Orjakis," the chamber drone announced. "Kangal of Skjonn.”

The presentation scent, blended exclusively for each Kangd, eradicated the smell of anyone and anything
elsein theroom. The color of the spray was supposed to be agracious signal of the Kangal's present
mood, but the drone had made the erroneous choice of vigor-orange.

Offended as Orjakis was, it should have been tinted an ombre of purple-dignity and yellow-ire.

"Wewant al of our advisersin here. Now." He dropped down on the only chair in the room, athrone
made of offworlder materids and gemstones. The cushions automatically adjusted themselvesto his
body, providing the perfect support and comfort.

It took Orjakis's advisers three minutesto report en masse to the reception room. They took their places
according to rank and importance and knelt on the floor, heads held in aposition roughly equd to the
height of Orjakiss knees. Those who had aclear view of hisface fixed their gaze there. Those who did
not stared into the room's reflecting walls, al of which had been ingtaled at anglesto show Orjakiss
throne, and were programmed to turn and track his movementsif he rose and moved about the room.

When the Kangal was present, no one looked at anyone or anything but the Kangal, or the image of the
Kanga. That was law.

Y et even the Kangal had to adhere to certain requirements. "We will hear the daily report from
Deveopment.”

Development was the only drone adviser within the court, asits work was too important to be trusted to
amere courtier. It rolled forward and halted at the correct, respectful distance from the throne.

"l see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kangd of Skjonn," the drone said, imitating its living counterparts.

"Devel opment reportsthat al iswell within the city, Kangd. Fifteen new works depicting the Kangd's
image have been ingdled in bereft areas. Seven mae children born in the last day were given names
paying homage to the Kangal's reign. The exterior renderings of the Kangal's wisdom which were
wind-damaged have been repaired. All will bewell within the city, Kangd."

Seven males born—agood omen, Stagon would have said—and al named to honor Orjakis, even
better. He permitted such homage children to possess a second, persona name by which they wereto be
addressed; otherwise the city would be overrun by hundreds of "Kangal's Tributes' and "Gloriesto
Orjakis™"



"Acquisitions" Orjakissaid, and Tamor stood. Thetal male hunched over dightly but kept hiseyeson
the Kangd. "The notch tells us that no tithe has arrived from the surface. Y ou may inform us asto the
present location of our tithe."

"l see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kangal of Skjonn, but | regret that | do not have an answer for the Kangal."
Tamor, who had ahigh, rather feminine voice, swallowed before he ssumbled on with, "The rebel
blockade—"

"Close your mouth. Return to your place." He turned his head to regard the next ranking adviser. It was
unlikely that the man had gone insane, but one never knew for certain with those outside the species.
"Provisions, have you disobeyed our orders?”

"I see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kanga of Skjonn. | have followed the Kanga's orders and stopped dll
transfer of suppliesto the surface, Kangd. Ashavedl the Kangd of dl the other skim cities.” Magnu, a
dwarfish ex-daver, moved his shoulders back. His habit of squinting as he talked annoyed Orjakisto no
end, but it seemed to be a nervous habit that the man could not shake. "Not a crumb has been
dispatched, onthis| swear."

"That isdl that preserves your hide at the moment.” Orjakistapped afingernail againg histeeth ashe
thought. "Defense, what has been done to diminate the interference with our tithe?"

Gohliya, the generd in charge of Orjakissarmy, did not move from his position on thefloor. "'l see Janzil
Ches Orjakis, Kangal of Skjonn. | would ask if | have the Kanga's expressed permission to rise and to
continue to speak?'

"Of courseyou do," Orjakis snapped. "We asked you a question. Answer it."

"Nothing has been done about the interference, Kangd." The old man said it with aqueer sort of relish.
"The Kangd'slast orders regarding the matter were to starve those who have created it into submission.”

The genera had been an adviser since Orjakiss father had ruled as Kangd of Skjonn. ™Y ou knew what
was ordered had not restored ddlivery of thetithe?' Gohliya nodded. "Y et you said nothing to us."

"| was ordered by the Kangal not to speak or rise until the Kangal's displeasure with me had abated.”
Gohliyaremoved thelong blade at hissde and placed it on the inlaid stone floor. The gesture had some
sort of ceremonia meaning, one Orjakis could not recall. "I am shown unworthy, and beg the Kanga
relesseme”

The old man wanted to step down; that was why he had laid his blade at hisfeet. Only Orjakis could
grant his request; he could use the sword to dispatch the generd, or bestow it on his replacement.

He might indulge the old warmonger, but not until the matter of the tithe was resolved. ™Y ou are not
released. Pick up your weapon." He waited until Gohliyahad obeyed him. "Defense has displeased us.
Y ou will do whatever is necessary to restore delivery of our tithe."

Gohliya had the effrontery to break eye contact with him. "That would require we go to war with those
who once offered tithe to the Kangd ."

Theinsult was ddliberate. Had Gohliya ever once looked away from Orjakiss father, Stagon would have
snatched his blade and beheaded the old man on the spot. Orjakis could easily imagine doing the same,
this very moment. Then again, aheadless man could not lead the army.

It was quite the dilemma,



"l see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kanga of Skjonn." A drone cleared to bring important businessto Orjakis
entered the reception room, ablaze with high-alert indicators. "Officid inquiry has been made.”

There were only ahandful of dignitaries with enough rank to activate the drone's urgency protocol, so
Orjakis rose from the throne. As was proper, shoulders hunched and heads bent to insure that the
Kangal stood tallest in the room. It also enabled him to see the drone at the entryway.

Tothedrone, Orjakissaid, "Elaborate.”

"Allied League of Worlds Colonel Stuart, Andrew Robert, has arrived and requests a private audience
with the Kangal," the drone stated. "Encrypted accessto further details has been provided.”

An offworlder? No appointments had been made; no shipswerein orbit. "Who brought him in?"
"Heflew in done, Kangd."

The few offworlders who knew how to traverse the upper atmosphere piloted daver ships, yet thismae
claimed to be a L eague officer. The League publicly condemned davery, but sdect membersof its
militaries often came to Akkabarr, seeking discreet solutionsto persona difficulties.

It could be that this Stuart person worked for one of them.

"Drone, notch, you will stand by and remain. The rest of you, get out.” Orjakis sent for proper garments
and his headdress before accessing the remaining data the drone carried. "Good. Very good. Wewill see
thisman now."

The drone departed and returned with a Terran dressed in the drab brown garments of League military
design. The Terran dropped into the formd presentation position without being instructed to do so.

"Rise." Orjakiswas pleased to see hisnew dlieshad at last briefed their officers on how to show some
proper Toskald protocol. He took a moment to admire the Terran, who wastall and fair-haired.
Although he was perhaps alittle old for Orjakis's persond taste, he possessed the physique of an
experienced warrior.

The eyes, too, were incredible.

Such men were as ddlicious to seduce as they wereto bring to hedl. A pity we cannot collar him. "We
arethe Kanga of Skjonn. Y ou are the Colond Andrew Robert Stuart of League Intelligence. Y our data
and credentialsarein order.”

Colond Stuart did not make the common offworlder error of responding to Orjakiss remarks, but
waited in slence, his gaze steady.

"Y ou show gartling and intimate knowledge of how to behave in the presence of Toskdd royaty. We
are enchanted.” Orjakis gestured to the notch to enable his recorder and returned to the throne. "Y ou
may now make your request of us, Colond Stuart.”

The League colond angled his head up, but not enough to disturb the eye contact between him and
Orjakis. "l see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kangd of Skjonn. | thank the Kanga for providing me with this
opportunity to speak in the Kangd's presence,” he said in fluent Toskald. "The Allied League of Worlds
Intelligence Division has sent meto request permission of the Kangal to search the surface of Akkabarr
to locate one of our vessds.”

The man could have been anative, lifelong courtier, such was his command of Toskald and proper



address. Disconcerted by this, Orjakis frowned. "Y ou know our language.”
"Before | joined the League, | piloted a Garnotan vessdl."

So he had worked for davers. An interesting switch of careers. ™Y ou said the League sent one of your
shipsto our planet?'

"Themissing vessel was scheduled to dock at Bharova,” the colond said, referring to anearby skim city
that belonged to one of Orjakiss cousins. "It never arrived.”

"Why not make your appeal to the Kanga of Bharova?' Orjakis asked.

"The last registered coordinates show the vessel within Skjonn airgpace when it vanished.” Stuart
produced a datapad. "Smulationsindicate it would have crashed in territory belonging to the Kangd of
Sjonn."

At last, ashow of someignorance. "Nothing that crashes on the surface survives, Colond. What isleft is
immediately scavenged by the thingsthat dwell there. Y our effortsarein vain; you will find nothing.”

The colond's eyes seemed to change color from green to alight gray. "My superiors believe that adave
being transported may have survived the crash. It isfor thisdavethat | wish to search.”

The absurdity of the request pulled alaugh from Orjakis. Y ou search for asingle dave? What isit?
Hsktskt?!

"ItisaTearanfemde. A physician.”

"A human woman physician? There are such things?' At thisrate, hismirth would never end. "This
becomes more intriguing by the moment. Colond, tell us, what fema e—physician or otherwise—could
possibly merit such an effort?’

"This dave femae has knowledge of certain eventswhich, if manipulated by our enemies, could prove
damaging to Leaguetresties,” the colond said. "I have been ordered to find her and bring her to
Intelligence Headquartersfor interrogation and detainment.”

"Certain events?"
"The Jado Massacre."

"Ah." Orjakis vaguely remembered the debacle, which had nearly drawn Joren into the League-Faction
war. Hewould not have paid any interest to it if not for the Jorenian involvement. He had only ever
owned one himsdlf, aprime mae that he had been forced to have put down.

That particular execution had broken Orjakiss heart; none of his other daves had the physical beauty that
one had possessed. Acquisitions should have warned him that, like the Hsktskt, the specieswas
unsuitablefor lifein bondage. Y et such were the difficulties and deprivations that he endured as Kangd.
"We are sympathetic toward our dlies, asaways, but your dave has doubtless gone the way of your
missing ves."

"My superiors understand that | may not find thisdave dive." As he produced asmal sack, the colond's
tone remained even and as colorless as hiseyes now were. "If | may, the League offersasmal return for
the Kangd's generous gift of time and patience.”

"Y ou offworlders have such bizarre priorities." Orjakis made alanguid gesture, and the notch took the



sack from the League colond. "We find we are in amood to indulge you, Colonel, aslong as your
compensation proves adequate.”

The notch emptied the contents of the sack—a dozen large, flawless black diamonds—onto his recorder,
and scanned them. He nodded toward Orjakis, Slently verifying they were genuine.

Such gemswererare and coveted by many for their beauty and technologica vaue; asingle black
diamond could purchase one hundred choice daves. Orjakis found the size of the bribe even more
intriguing than the colond. Who is this female, and what does she know that compels the League to
offer so much simply to look for her?

Colonel Stuart was not telling him dl. He would have to be watched.

"We grant you permission to search on the surface for your missing vessel and dave," hetold Stuart, "but
you areto go with one of our pilots. A weaponstrader who isfamiliar with conditionsin the lower
atmosphere and on the surface.” He smiled, knowing precisely whom he would send. "To insure your
persond safety, of course.”

"I would be glad of the escort,” the colonel said. "The Kangd's generosity is greatly appreciated.”

He watched the Terran's mouth as he spoke, and thought of how it would look above the silver dloy of a
davecallar, or filled with something more interesting than diplomeatic lies. What color will his eyes be
when | take him?"Wewill remind you of thiswhen you return, Colond. Y ou may take your leave of us
now." He extended his hand, palm up.

Stuart hesitated, and then bowed over the Kanga's hand.

Orjakis knew then he would haveto die.

Chapter Five

On the day after she found the people, the one called Hurgot gave her aname.
"Resa" Hetouched her shoulder. "Resa"

At firgt she thought he would make the gestures and facid expressionsto help her understand the
meaning of what he said, as he had before. He only prodded her again and repeated, "Resa.”

She understood name words, athough her name remained, like amost everything, lost to her. "Hurgot.”
She pointed to his sagging shoulder, and then her own. "Resa?”!

He nodded and said more words. She didn't understand their meaning, but eventualy shewould. The
language he and the people spoke sounded like something she had perhaps known once, in thetime
before she woke up on theice.

Resadid not remember anything of that before-time. A black shroud enveloped dl that had been before



the ice and the cats. When shetried to seeinto that suffocating darkness, her head hurt, her wrist
throbbed, and her somach wanted to empty itself. The pain and nausea convinced her that whatever had
happened in the past was best forgotten.

The only word she remembered—dahktar—seemed to be one that Hurgot did not know, or that
frightened him. He gave her the strangest |ooks when she said it, o she kept that word to hersdif.

Resadid not think much of what had been, anyway. Everything was new to her. Hurgot, the shelter, the
robe shewore, the food she ate. Even the water tasted strange. And there were so many thingsin this
place of people, thingsto eat and drink and wear and hold and look at and listen to and smell.

Not al were pleasant, but even those things unpleasant were better endured than being alone out on the
empty ice.

The peoplée's shelters did not seem much like the caves of the cats. Many things had been fastened
together to make them, from hard flat things the color of dirty snow to dried animal skins. They adso
contained so much hest that Resafelt stifled at times, but that, too, was more tolerable than the cold.

Resa did missthe cats, but she did not want to go back to livein their cave. She had felt smal and
helplessthere, and while she did not know who she was or from where she had come, she knew that she
did not belong with them. Her body told her that she was the same as the people. Surely she was meant
to be here, with her own kind.

She only wished the people were not so strange to her.

Listening to Hurgot spesk to her and mutter to himsalf taught Resamany more words. She learned the
way hisface looked when he was asking something of her. Very quickly she learned the meaning of "yes’
and "no" aswell aswhat Hurgot and the people called water, food, and leader. The leader word—
rasakt—was the one she noticed that Hurgot spoke without his face changing.

The rasakt dwelled in the largest shelter. Hurgot had taken her there and made her disrobe and crouch
down before him. She did not understand why, but it seemed to be important to Hurgot.

While Resawas there, the rasakt and his beautiful woman said words that sounded familiar, too. Y et
Resadid not fedd comfortable near them, especialy the woman. That one's mouth had stretched and
curved while her eyes burned, and she had not made her mouth so when she had come aone to speak to

Hurgot.

Resaaso did not wish to be left with the strange women in the shelter where Hurgot took her the third
day after she found the people. When shetried to follow him out, he pushed her inside the shelter and
said words that sounded angry. Hurgot had given her water and food, and she did not wish to make him
angry, so she sayed.

The women within the shelter stared at her for along time. Some of the older ones gestured toward her
and said things that sounded strange. Others only made the huh-huh-huh sound. When Resawondered
if shewould be made to stand there dl day, one of the youngest ones came up and touched her hand.

"Resa, come." Shetugged on her hand and gestured toward the glowing thing in the center of the shelter
that made warmth.

Resawent with her, and sat as she did, close to the warmth. She waited until the younger woman was
looking at her face, and then touched her own shoulder. "Resa"” She pointed to the other woman's
shoulder.



"Ygrelda That ismy name." Shelooked into Resas eyes asif to see understanding. "Y grelda.”

"Y grelda-that-issmy-name.”" Resaignored the low huh-huh-huh sounds made by the other women.
"Ygrdda"

"Ygrddais my name. Resais your name," the younger woman explained, making more gestures and
spesking in adower fashion.

Resamimicked her again but understood that she had to reverse and separate the words. "Resais my
name, Ygreldais your name."

Y grelda's mouth stretched and curved. "Y es, very good.”

That day Resalearned that "yes' and "very good" indicated that she had done something to please one of
the people. "No" and "you must not" meant she had made amistake. There were many mistake words at
firdt, but never for the samething.

The women of the shelter did not sit and talk and make the huh-huh-huh sound for long. After sharing
food from a pot, of which Resawas given abowl, they rose from their places and went to the snarled
things piled between flat, raised platforms.

"Sdvage" Y greldacaled the snarled things. "We sort them.”

That which Y greldawished Resato do was not difficult. Salvage-we-sort-them meant work. The work
was untangling one thing from the pile, examining it, wiping it dry and clean, and placing it in another, new
pile with other thingslikeit. Before Resawas permitted to do the work, Y grelda showed her things she
was not to do, like pressing buttons or removing pieces of the things. Those not-to-do things were
"dangerous’ and "forbidden to us," whatever those words meant.

Resastood at Y grelda's side and did the work while she listened to the women talk. She could
remember and repesat everything said to her since she had come to the people, even if shedidn't
understand the meaning of the words, but she did not speak. Absorbing the talk seemed more important
now than attempting to make it hersdlf.

"Resa, come," Y greldasaid after atime, and led her by the hand to the source of warmth again. The
women did not sit around it, but they stood as close asthey could while they ate different kinds of food.

"You must est now." Y grelda accepted abowl of steaming liquid from an older woman and placed it in
Resa's hands.

The smdl made Resa's mouth water, and the warmth soothed her chilled fingers, but she waited until

Y grelda had her own bowl and drank from it before she did the same. Theliquid contained flesh and
plant matter that had been rendered soft. Resawould consume anything edible, but thought the contents
of the bow! tasted much better than the raw, bloody food that the cats had brought to her.

Shelooked at Y greldaand raised the bowl alittle. "Very good." She made Hurgot's asking face.
The younger woman nodded. "Very good soup.”

"Yes, very good soup.” She recalled the words one woman had said to another after receiving assistance
with two badly snarled things, and wondered if they would be appropriate now. "1 thank you."

Y greldaturned to the large woman who had laughed at Resa. Y ou see, Mlgp? Shelearns.”



"Like abeast does." A peak formed in Mlgp'stop lip. "Better you hitch her to the jlorramaster's pack
ded, or you may find yoursdlf carrying her about like an unweaned babe."

Resa thought of what Hurgot had said to her after the burning-eyed woman had made her lip do the same
thing and used the carry word. Perhaps what Hurgot had said to her then would aso please thiswoman
who had shown her kindness.

"At least you do not weigh very much," Resatold Y grelda, using the same voca intonations that Hurgot
hed.

Every woman in the shelter stopped talking and stared at her. Mlgp's chin sagged and her face grew red,
but the other women made the huh-huh-huh sound, quite loudly, asdid Y grelda until her eyes became
wet.

Fedling yes, very good, Resadrank from her bowl.

Teulon's dream aways began with the L eague generd's words.
There will be never be peace, and it istime that your people learned that.

The guards had come out of nowhere. Later, Teulon would kill them and many of the otherswho came
to take their place. But hearing the generd's first words had left him too stunned to react. He had been
invited to the L eague ship as aneutral moderator, to bring peace between two old enemies,

Teulon had tried to warn them of the consequences.
If you kill me, my HouseClan will not rest until you are dead.
The mouth of the League general stretched out. That is easily remedied.

Darkness swallowed him, and then the world filled with voices blending anger and terror with words that
gl made no sense. 1t will make it appear asif the stardrive malfunctioned... Fire on all League
vessels within the vicinity of the ship and destroy them... | have given the order to defend the fleet

Even then, Teulon had not fought. He had fallen to hisknees. He had begged for them. Be merciful.
Soare them.

Hold himup. I want him to watch. | want him to remember —
Whitelight filled white eyes.

Teulon woke to the taste of blood and the sound of Hasal's voice. He sat up and removed the leather
strap he had tied over his mouth while his eyes adjusted to the darkness. "What isit?"

"Recon sghted by our sky monitors.” The silhouette of his second gppeared near the shdlter flap.

Although the heatarc had been banked for the night, sweat soaked Teulon's hair and dicked hisskin. The
center piece of the leather strap bore many indentations from other nights; thistime histeeth had bitten
through it and torn at hislower lip.

He closed his hand over the strap. "How many?"
Hasa stood with his back toward Teulon. "Ten Tos scouts and thirty tankers.”



For amoment Teulon contemplated summoning his forces and taking down the skim-city invaders. Forty
vessels meant nothing; Skjonn's skyforce consisted of thousands of ships. He knew why Gohliya had sent
them. A skirmish now would serveto pinpoint the location of the central encampment, which Teulon hed
been careful to change every twelve hours. Once the Kangd's genera knew where they were, hewould
immediately send more, better-equipped troops down to attack.

Attack us. Teulon'sfingers became claws.

Astempting asthe prospect of battle was, the coordinated assault on the occupied trenches had been
planned, and had to be executed before the next phase of the rebellion. Confronting the Kangal's
army—and beginning the war—would have to wait.

"Maintain cover," hetold his second. "Track them until they have returned to Skjonn."

"Thereisaso report of an offworlder vessal that came unescorted from orbit and docked at Skjonn
earlier today," Hasd sad.

Had the Kangal sent for support troops?"Vesse type?’

"A small passenger trangport launch. The pilot used an open-channd, multilingua relay to request
permission to dock.”

The League would not send a diplomat experienced enough to traverse the kvinkamerely to pay a
courtesy call onthe Kanga. "Track the League trangport, aswell. If it attemptsto leave the planet, shoot
it down." Hasal took astep but hesitated at the flap. "What more?"

"Itiscold." Hasdl inhaled dow and deep. "Men do not deep doneinthecold. Indl thingslideg are as
one. Wewould seeto our Raktar's comfort.”

Comfort on Akkabarr was a synonym for women.

Many of the lideg had brought their women with them, but their rigid, misogynigtic customs prohibited the
femaesfrom fighting or participating in any manner of aggression. Indeed, the tribes had more rules about
what women could not do than what was permitted them. Teulon had tolerated the presence of the lideg
femal es because they stayed out of the way and kept to the shelters, where they prepared mealsand
provided sexud rdlief for the men.

From the beginning, the troops had believed that Teulon would take two women from those who were
il unclaimed and keep them in his shelter. That he had not yet done this had generated agreat ded of
talk and growing concern.

More warriors were sending for their women, and the ratio of females to males was close to doubling.
Another annoying aspect of lideg culture was that every man was entitled to two women.

"I have no need,” Teulon told Hasdl.
His second gave him acuriouslook. "It isthe way."

Like most customs of the lideg, polygamy dated back to when their ancestors had been brought as
davesto Akkabarr. Evidently there had been an imba ance among the captured humans, with twice as
many women as men. The Toskald aso learned that the female daves were less able to withstand the
rigors of working on the ice. Better shelterswere provided, and the women assigned to domestic duties,
while each male dave was ordered to take two mates.



Teulon imagined that enlarging the dave population more rapidly had aso gppedled to the Toskald. With
two mates, anorma mae could expect to Sire at least one child per year. There was no question of
non-compliance from the daves, the Toskad believed in swift, harsh punishment. Any order that was
protested or disobeyed resulted in immediate execution.

Teulon could have ordered Hasal from the shelter, but he needed to put an end to this. "It isnot my way."
Hasa gestured to the flap. "The men do not understand this. Neither do |. They are only women.”

Teuton's second was not unique in his atitude. lideg indifference to femaes had been growing for
centuries, ever sincethe lideg's ancestors forgot their former monogamous existence on Terraand began
to evolve anew society. Over the centuries what had been arapid breeding strategy became a
foundation for preferentid treatment that evolved into abruta gender bias. Maes not only considered
themsdalves more va uable than femaes; they utterly subjugated their women. Eventually the lideg were
permitted more freedom, but the femaes never enjoyed it. By that time their socia status had been
completely eradicated, and it never improved. Even now, the females were as much davesto their men
asthelideg's ancient ancestors had been to the Toskald.

"l amnot lideg,” Teulon said. " The women would be frightened by my differences.

Hasd made an impatient sound. "Their fear means nothing. If they do not please you, they will be
punished.”

Any woman who disobeyed aman wasimmediately and permanently outcast from thetribe. Most were
beaten to death or driven out to dieon theice.

| have killed enough women.
"Do none of the women here please the Raktar?'
Hasd asked, misinterpreting Teulon'slengthy slence. "Should we send for other femaes?”

"No." Explaining histrue reasonsfor preserving his solitude would be worthless; the lideg were not
capable of understanding it. His cdlaws distended, straining againgt his flesh, and then he thought of
something. "Y ou have no women in your shelter."”

"I desire men, not women," Hasd said, very matter-of-fact.

Same-gender sex, too, was an accepted practice among the lideg. Teulon could not lieand claim to have
the same preference; his second would ssimply bring him males from which to choose. He had to find
wordsto explain that there was no viable dternative to his solitary state.

"It isthat you desire no one, woman or man,” Hasal said, asif the thought had been spoken doud.

"Dedre." On Teulon's homeworld, it was not used in such references. "My people Chooseasingle
woman. That Choiceisfor life" He made the hand gesture of bonding, to emphasize this. " Two become
one. Onethat never becomestwo again.”

It was, perhaps, the longest speech Teulon had ever made in front of his second, who was now gaping at
him. Hasa could not understand what Choice meant to the Jorenians, or that it was a privilege.

You no longer have the privilege of choice, Slave.

Teulon's second stared a him asif seeing him clearly for thefirst time. "I think | understand.” He made a



protective sign, directed at Teulon rather than over himsdlf. "What is done can never be undone.”
No, it cannot. "Go now."

"Asyou command, Raktar." Hasa dipped out of the shelter and secured the flap from outside.
Not yet.

Teuton's claws became fingers once more, and he replaced the blades he had taken from hisforearm and
chest sheaths. The strap was bitten through; he would have to make anew one.

This made the seventh strap he had gnawed through in his deep.

Hasal had been the one to introduce Teulon to the strap one morning some months past, when he had
seen hisgenerd washing blood from his mouth. "Thisyou may find useful, Raktar.”

He had examined it and saw how it was made of asingle long piece of |eather wrapped around asmall
cylinder of salvaged plas. "How 07"

"Wegiveit to those who are wounded." His second had sounded alittle too casud. "It hel psthem when
they cannot... bedlent.”

Since that time Teulon had rarely dept for more than an hour a atime, but when he did, hetied the strap
over hismouth and set the center piece between histeeth. Crude asit was, it worked aswell asthe
restraints and silencers that had been used on him on the journey to thisworld, where he had been
brought to be sold asadave.

You no longer have the privilege of choice.

Teulon rose and went to duice the swesat from his skin. He had modified one leg of the heatarc to
accommodate a shdlow basin, in which he melted snow for cleansing. When he had first cometo the
lideg, they had thought his hygiene practices strange. That changed after he and Bsak demonstrated how
much easier it was to track aman who did not bathe than one who did. Now al the heatarcsin the camp
were modified with metwater basins, and every man bathed before leaving camp.

Hygiene had not been apriority during his brief timeasaToskdd dave. Do not clean him, wasthefirst
thing Teuton's owner had said. We like how the blood and the sweat make his skin gleam.

Teulon thought it apity he could not ped back his skull and cleanse that single voice from hismind. There
had been atime when he might have tried, but for the other voices. The onesthat repeated what had
been said in the past, and the ones that drowned in silence, unable to speak again. Both reinforced the
necessity of carrying on and continuing adong the path that had brought him here.

He could not deny them. He could not fail them.

He used his damp shirt to remove the excess moisture from his body before he put on dry, clean
garments and his outfurs. The outside temperature had dropped, he saw when he extracted the weather
gtick Hasa had inserted into one of the shelter's seams. The lideg coveted the fossilized twigs, which
contained ancient resins that expanded with heat and contracted with cold. Learning to read thetiny
beads enabled one to measure the climate with incredible accuracy. At this hour, no resin bubbled
through the stony grain of the stick that had been exposed on the other side of the seam. That meant that
the outside air temperature had dropped enough to damage unprotected dermaand lung tissue, anight
when no sane man would venture far from warmth and shelter.



It is good that | am no longer sane.

From hisweapons cache Teulon took along dender spear and his seven-bladed sword. He was not sure
why he kept crossing theiceto vist asmall, abandoned ice cave. He had found it, and the thing that
haunted it, purely by accident. He could not say if the spirit of the cave wasreal or something hismind
had invented. It never spoke. He had never brought anyone to the caveto learn if others could seethe
ghost.

Instead, Teulon went there regularly. 1llusion or ghost, whatever inhabited the cave comforted him smply
by being something that defied explanation.

Outside the shdlter, the sky was aremote, dark hand holding back the vicious kvinka. Acrossit lay faint,
many-colored light streams, made of starlight refracted and distorted by the upper atmosphere. Bsak lay
waiting—like Teulon, the cat needed little deep—and rose on dl six feet when he saw the Raktar.

"Petrol."

Thejlorrareleased air in ashort, compressed exha ation—the only sound it was capable of making—and
cameto Teulon'sside. He had tried leaving the cat behind in camp when he went on his solitary treks, but
the animal dways caught up with him before hetraveled haf akim.

Teulon moved through the shelters, automatically inspecting rigging and cover as he went. The men had
become adept at securing and concealing their bivouac, but he never took that for granted. Low grunting,
the sound of lideg intimacy, made him pause by askim pilot's shelter.

Men do not sleep alone in the cold.

Teulon used the end of his spear to make adash mark on the outside flap of the shelter. In the hour
before dawn, when the rebel s collgpsed the shelters and moved the camp, the pilot would see the mark
and know that he had been heard. He would reinforce the walls of the shelter until they were
soundproofed, or abandon it and share another's. Teulon's men had responded instantly to the silent
discipline; he never had to make a second dash mark. He turned away, but not before he heard a softer
sggh from withinthe shelter.

| fear for you.

Teulon and the cat walked out of the camp and into the cold night, where the winds scoured away dl
sound and blended together to become the birth wail of a new world.

Chapter Six

"Y ou make my ears ache with your ceaseless chatter, Terran.”

Reever glanced a Aledver, the weapons trader Orjakis had sent to accompany him on his search. He
had not, in fact, said aword to the young Toskad since boarding, despite the fact that Aledver had made
severd humorous remarksto illugtrate his affability.



A recording drone would have been dightly less obvious, Reever thought. ™Y ou wish to converse?'

"I wish not to die of boredom," Aledver said as he powered up the launch's engines. "Forgive me, but |
usudly ded with specieswho are nonverbd or interested only in obtaining the best of aded." His
expression changed to one of amused tolerance. Y ou might have made a better bargain with the Kangd,
you know. Perhapsin the future, I might advise you on how to achieve such.”

There was another provocative remark, the logical response to which would be to ask Aledver's advice
or confidein him.

"Thank you for the offer." Persuasive charisma seemed to be requisite among the Kangd's lackeys,
Reever thought. Aledver, however, had the eyes of aman who would use other, less paatable means
when hischarm faled. Not a courtier, but adept at playing one. "How long have you served the

Kangd?'

"Of which do you speak? | have served the Kanga Present, the Kangal Before, and the Kangal Once
Before." Thetrader disengaged the docking mechanisms and dowly guided the ship out into the calm
corridor of air immediately surrounding Skjonn. "I know what you are thinking."

Reever observed the maneuver, slently completing his calculationsfor the flight trgjectory and how he
would deal with the weapons trader once they reached the surface. ' doubt it."

Aledver laughed. "Come now, Colonel. Y ou see before you ayoung man, but | am at least twice your
age. We Toskald treasure perfection in al things, and thus we do not permit our bodiesto show the
ravages of age."

Toskad body worship was no different from the cultura quirks of athousand other species, Reever
thought. It had rootsin the ancient Toskald's reproductive habits, in which males used crude body paint
and botanica extracts to make themselves appear more atractive to their femaes, and thus securea
mate. That it had evolved into extreme vanity and obsession with maintaining an illuson of youth was
predictable, if somewhat annoying and often morethan alittle slly.

"Y ou have achieved a high leve of perfection in your own appearance,”" Reever assured the trader,
knowing it was the compliment he was waiting to hear.

"Yes, | know." Aledver released one hand grip and touched the groomed, gilded waves of hishair ashis
gaze shifted from the pilot's console to Reever'sface. "The great mystery iswhy our Kangal found you so
intriguing. Do sSgnd for permission to depart.”

Reever engaged the navcomm. "Trangport, thisis League colond Stuart. Request permission to depart
for the surface.”

"Acknowledged, Colonel," adronevoice replied. "Y ou are cleared for city-to-surface jaunt.”

"I haven't been on asurface jaunt in months." Aledver moved away from the docking area. "While we're
down there, I'll show you around one of the native camps. liskars, they call them. Y ou can buy outfurs
like mine from them, blend in abit better. It'sincredible to view firsthand the conditionsin which they
live"

The trader used positioning jetsto set the launch at the precise angle needed for the planned descent. The
lower winds were more dangerous than those above the skim city, and could easily tear aship apart
beforeit had the opportunity to crash-land. "It was my understanding that the surface dwellersare
preparing to stage arebellion.”



Aledver made alanguid gesture. "Oh, that. A trivial squabble over tribute, nothing more.™

"The rumors we have heard indicate it is more serious than a'squabble.
said that the lideg intend to go to war with the Toskad."

Reever glanced at him. "It is

The trader produced aworld-weary sound. "Colondl, these people are primitives, tribal savageswho are
entirely dependent upon the Toskad for their keep. Without us, they would have no food, medicines, or
comforts. They have no technology, no weapons, and no means of transport off the planet. They can't
even enter one of our cities unless we first descend to the surface to transport them. Do you know what
they call us?Windlords. We are deitiesto them.”

Reever ligtened to the sound of the engines engaging. ™Y ou have weagpons caches from a thousand
different worlds stored on the surface. What if they raid those?"

"They can't access any of our armory trenches. Even if they had theintelligenceto try, which they dont,
the trenches are constructed deep benegath the surface. They're dso fully automated and heavily guarded,
and we dways monitor them." Aledver leaned forward to look through the front viewer panel. "Y ou're
not in any danger, if that isyour concern. Orjakisstribesremain loya to the Kangd. A few more weeks
of sarvation and the otherswill submit, asaways."

The launch rocked and shuddered asit | eft the placid airspace surrounding Skjonn.

"The lideg were your davesonce," Reever said while Aledver adjusted the hull's temperature to prevent
ice formation and the accompanying drag it caused. "Why did you free them?"

"We haven't." Aledver frowned as the launch lurched, and made another adjustment. "We've dlowed
them to believe that they arefree.”

Reever shifted, using hisbody to block the sight of what his hand was doing under the console.
"Shouldn't you level out afew more degrees?’

"l know what I'm doing," the trader snapped.
"Very wel." Reever tightened his seat harness. "Why do you permit the lideg theilluson of freedom?”

"Convenience, | suppose. They were brought here to dig out the armories, which we thought would kill
them. Instead, they adapted in unexpected ways, and proceeded to breed like unchecked parasites.” The
trader'sunlined brow wrinkled dightly as he studied his console readings.

"Many worlds use Akkabarr astheir persona armory,” Reever said. "Why do so many trust the Toskald
not to seize control of their wegpons stores and use them for your own purposes?”

"If | told you that, | would haveto kill you." Aledver grinned at him. "Let uscall it amatter of mutua trust.
We Toskad are very adept at turning enemiesinto alies. Rather like what we did with the lideg once the
trenches were completed. Our ancestors used the daves naturd attitudes about female subjugation to
work out an arrangement of mutua benefit.”

Reever thought briefly of the breeding pens he had seen on different daver worlds. The most successful
were those that catered to the occupants most intimate desires. "A clever use of existing resources.”

"Y ou do not know the half of it. Part of the tithe the tribes are required to bring to the Kangad are
women, al of whom they were trained to treet quite shabbily. Over time, you see, the males have grown
to regard their femal es as nothing more than nuisance property, and are quite happy to send their most
dtractive, competent females astribute.” Aledver snorted. "They beieveit to be some sort of honor, asif



the Kangal would actualy contaminate his flawless body by touching one of their women.”
Another revealing comment. "Instead, you sell them to davers.”

"It'sdl they'refit for, you know. After being raised on the surface, the poor things are completely docile
and work hard without complaint. Weve become rather renowned for the high qudity of femae daves
we produce.” Aledver stroked the soft fur of hisjacket deeve. "The tribes may not be aware that they
breed and train them for us, but they do a magnificent job of it, just asthey do with their furs."

Reever imagined Cherijo in such asociety, and increased the power to the engines. "None of the lideg
have ever become suspicious?’

"Why should they?1 told you, they're savages. To them, awarm fur is more vauable than afemde. If
only they knew how much their women earn & auction." A sudden jolt made Aledver scowl and turn his
attention back to the helm.

"Y ou do know how to fly through this atmosphere?' Reever asked. "l would like to arrive with al my
extremitiesintact.”

"Youwill." They. had reached the midpoint between Skjonn and the surface, and as the position readings
registered, awarning claxon sounded.

Reever reached under the copilot's console. "Perhaps | spoke too soon.” He switched off the helm
power to the pilot's console.

"What isit?" Aledver began punching controls. "None of these panels are responding.”
"It may be asysemserror. Allow meto investigate.”

While he pretended to scan the helm controls, Reever initiated an emergency vent of the shuttle€'s fuel
supply, and launched a small probe to penetrate the stream and igniteit. The result, he knew, would
cregte along, fiery plumethat would be visble from severa milesaway.

"Stop, there. | seewhat you are doing." Aledver produced a handheld device Reever hadn't seen since
his last sojourn to Akkabarr. The device, commonly known as atamer, was one davers used to render
the uncooperative unconscious. "Y ou will transfer control of the launch back to me now."

Reever inputted a presat flight code, and his screens went dark while Aledver'slit up again. "Thehdm s
yours."

The trader kept the tamer trained on him as he turned his atention to the now-illuminated screensin front
of him. "Youidiot, you've brought usin at aninety-degree angle. And why are you venting fue ?* He
began encoding a correction to their course and heading. "Y ou lied to the Kangd. Why are you here?
What do you want?"

"Precisdy what | told him,” Reever said.

The moment Aledver inputted the new codes—none of which were prefixed with the proper enabling
encryption that Reever had programmed the computer to respond only to—the guidance system
deactivated and locked down. With the helm now inoperative, the launch ingtantly rolled into aspin and
tumbled out of control.

"What have you done?' The weaponstrader dropped the tamer and gaped at the viewer. "We're going
to crash.”



Reever regarded the whirl of sky and land with little interest. "Yes, | know."

Aledver logt his polished facade as he tried to reinitidize the helm. When it became gpparent that the
controls would not respond, he covered hisface with his hands and wailed.

Reever reached under his console and pressed his pam to the scanner he had instaled there. His print
activated the emergency-landing protocol, which brought the launch out of its spin.

The cloud whips of the kvinka exploded into clear airgpace. The surface of Akkabarr then seemed to
rush up to meet the launch and swalow it wholein its blue-white gullet. Impact caused the port-side hull
to buckle inward and wrenched at the interior seats and harness straps. The force tore Aledver out of his
harness and flung him againgt the flight control pandl. Reever, who had reinforced the copilot's seat as
well asits harness before leaving the Sunlace, remained safely strapped in.

The launch skidded aong the surface, sending agiant plume of ice spray into the air. Asthe skid dowed,
the cabin rocked from side to side, and shuddered as the launch cameto afull stop.

Toskald blood, red asa Terran's, spattered the interior of the viewer panel as Aledver produced aliquid
cough. The pistol he removed from his jacket shook alittle ashe pointed it a Reever.

"Signal for arecovery vessd," the trader gasped, blood streaming from his nose and mouth as he
stumbled out of the pilot's seet, "and if it gets here before the wreck rats do, | will let you live.”

"Asyou had planned to execute me as soon as we reached the surface,” Reever said, "I find that unlikely.
Put down the wesapon or | will kill you."

"With what?' Broken teeth, painted scarlet with blood, appeared as Aledver coughed up alaugh. "You
were a dead man the moment you bowed over the Kangal's hand instead of placing your crystd init.”

"Crysd?"

"The keysto Akkabarr, Terran. Had you truly worked for Garnotan davers, you would possess one.
Y ou would have never come near a Kangd without it." He tugged out a chain that encircled his neck,
which sported an etched crystal pendant. "They are etched with command override codes for your
vessd. Such isthe cost of doing any businesswith the Toskad." He braced hiswrist with hisfree hand
and targeted Reever's heart.

Thetiming and force of the movement Reever used to kick the weapon out of Aledver's hand had taken
him ayear to perfect while fighting nonhumanoids on the sands of the Hsktskt daver arenas. It was not a
move any humanoid before Reever had ever attempted, and he had paid the Tingalean dave who had
taught him with smdll rations of his own blood. He aso managed the reverse of the movement, dthough it
proved achallengein the restricted space. That letha blow drove one of the trader's broken ribs through
both chambers of his heart.

Aledver was dead before he dumped over onto the copilot's sedt.

Searching the trader's body produced four more weapons, two recording devices, and a transponder.
Reever kept the wegpons and destroyed the tech, and then exchanged garments with Aledver. Removing
the blood from the outfurs would take too much time, so Reever transferred asmal quantity to his neck
and face, to make it appear asif it were his own. He then positioned the trader's corpse in the pilot's
sedt, to make hisinjury appear asanatura result of the crash impact.

Reever contemplated the blood staining his hands for along moment. He had not come hereto kill, but
the change of stuation indicated he might have to do so again. He considered what little he had learned



from the trader. There is more going on here than a native rebellion, he thought as he took the chain
with the etched crysta from Aledver's neck and hung it around his own, conceding it under histunic. If
the price of a single pilot's doing business with the Toskald is the control of his ship, what is used
to pay for weapons storage here?

Crumpled hull panels had rendered the exterior door pandl inoperable, SO Reever blew the emergency
hatch and crawled through it. The cold outside clawed at his eyes and skin. He dropped three feet down
into abank of snow, ice that had been pulverized by the crash. The hard powder scoured some of the
blood from his face as he wiped it away and found hisfooting.

Silent, motionless white surrounded the launch on three Sides. Black-and-gray smoke etched athick trail
across the sky from the vented fuel Reever had ignited. To the north he saw asmall blur of movement,
figuresin heavy fursflying fud-powered skimmerslow over aglisening glacid fied.

They wereflying directly for him.

"Hunters" Daneeb lowered the magnifiers. "Small band, perhaps fifteen, flying in from the north. What
does the box tdl you?'

Mami studied the instrument, which showed the warmth of the living, even while at greet distancesfrom
them. "Two lightsin the wreckage. One red, one purple." She hesitated before adding, "The red moves.”

"That explains the hunters." Daneeb nodded toward the devices. "They use the boxesto locate game.”

Malmi looked over at the other skela. They stood in a protective circle around Skjaeera, keeping the
wind from her while she prepared for her trek out to the crash site. " She should wait until we know how
itwill be"

"That shewill not do." Daneeb handed Mami her pack before she reversed her outfurs and covered
them with strange, flowing endeg garments identical to those Skjaserawore. The endeg materia seemed
to crawl against Daneeb's skin, but it had fooled every rebd they had encountered. Since Skjaeerahad
become spirit made flesh, the dead who wal ked—the vral—such deceptions had become accepted
among the skela.

At least, among those who blindly worshipped Skjaeera. Daneeb would never fed a ease with this
perversion of their work. Y et she knew she alone had been responsible for what had happened to
Skjaeera, that day on theice.

The day they had killed Enafa.

Theterrible guilt Daneeb felt over what she had done to the child and Jarn trampled down her objections.
Two years and better she had lived with the consequences of her actions. She could no more stop
Skjaeerafrom her task than she could resist aiding her init.

When will she go too far? When will 1?

Mami reached to adjust afold of Deneeb's head wrap. "Y ou should permit one of usto take your place
at her sde now and again, Skrie. There are some of uswho are not so frightened of her.”

A generouslie, for the headwoman had observed that while Skjageras slent strangeness ingtilled awe and
admiration in her sgters, it aso terrified them. It was not natural for someone never to speak aword.

| cannot stop trembling when she is near me, one skela had told Daneeb shortly after Skjaeerds



transformation. She never makes a sound. Not so much as a cough or a whisper. And she has eyes
likethejlorra's are, just before they spring.

"Itisbest | go." Daneeb hersdlf was not very afraid of Skjasera, who might stop death with her bare
hands, but who a so regularly behaved asif old or smple-minded. Indeed, if she were not constantly
reminded and attended, the hedler would forget the smplest requirements of life, like feeding hersdf. One
could not entirely fear the helpless.

Malmi looked over at the huddle of skelaagain. "Can you not persuade her to remain?’

"No." Nothing prevented the Skjaaerafrom making her treks, of course. Not ice storms or predators, not
the threat of discovery or blades jabbed at her face by terrified hands. Certainly not Daneeb's thrests.
The heder went wherever she wished, whenever she pleased, and carried out her masquerade asthe vra
in order to do her strange work healing the sick and injured instead of being skelaand killing and skinning
them. One of the older skelahad told Daneeb that the reason the vral was beheld as a sacred being was
because she would never know fear, deprivation, or degth.

Those were also the reasons, Daneeb suspected, that Skjaeerawas crazy.

No, she blames herself for Enafa and what happened after | killed her. Skjasera probably thought
she had been the cause of it, just as Daneeb did. They both had lived with it for along time.

"There." Mami tucked in the ends of her head wrap. "One would never know what you are.”

Daneeb had never felt shame over being made askela, either, not for amoment since hearing the words
that had ended her once-life.

You are cast out.

The rasakt of Daneeb's natal iiskar had formed an inexplicable grudge against Daneeb's father long
before her birth. Her mother had been sent to the Kangal astribute as soon as Daneeb was weaned.
Daneeb'sfather had been killed on theice, during an act of cowardice, or 0 the headman claimed. Asa
femde child with no male to provide for her, Daneeb was made to suffer years of hunger, overwork, and
harsh punishment for even the dightest infraction.

Sometimes punishment came even when she did nothing wrong. "Best her,” wasthe rasakt'sfavorite
order whenever he noticed the thin, silent child she had been.

No one had to ask why. Daneeb was the image of her father.

Daneeb'sfina, greatest crime had been to refuse to become the rasakt's fifth woman. She had done so
deliberately, knowing it would result in her death or exile. At thetime she had been quite ready to die
rather than warm the bedskins and bear the children of aliar and murderer. Being made skelainstead
hardly seemed punishment at dl.

At less, it had not until Daneeb had been forced to murder aweak and helpless child. A child whose
unwarranted death had changed everything, despair into hope, death into life, the familiar into the
facdess.

Skjeeyainto vra.

"Skrie." Mami touched her arm to tug her from her thoughts. " Stay thistime. Thisis her work. Let her go
done”



"I should,” Daneeb agreed as she stepped back and wrapped her hands. "Do you know what | prayed
for when | wasalittle one? A peaceful existence. | wanted it so much that | even gave up my once-life
for it. She takesthat from me almost every day now."

Mami's brow furrowed. "l do not understand.”

Nor would she, for the younger woman's once-life had been rich with privilege. Daneeb did not begrudge
her that.

"Condder what we are," shetold Mami. "There are no men among us, and we cannot have children, but
we suffer no true misery. You and | and our ssters are reviled, but we care for each other. We do our
work, unpleasant asit is, cleanly and fairly. Sotell me, why do | risk losing dl thisto honor Skjaeeras
charade asvrd, when | might save usdl by killing her and truly returning her flesh to spirit?"

The blagphemy brought a soft sound of distress from the younger woman.
"I cannot, and | will tell you why," Daneeb said. Someone should know. "Taring, the skrie before me.”
"I did not know her." Mami cleared her throat. "It is said that you staked her to theice”

Daneeb nodded as she strapped serrats to her boots. " For those she had killed. Before | was made
skela, she would starve those who were too young, wesk, or old to work theice." She paused,
remembering how she had discovered the former skri€'s crimes against the skela. It had been too much,
and something had snapped inside Daneeb. She had not come to her senses until she had stood over the
skrie's dead body and watched her blood freeze on her blade. "Had the sisters not made me skrie, |
might be now Skjaeera” And Enafa would yet live, for Jarn would have never ordered her out on
the ice, and none of this would ever have happened.

"I cannot imagine anyone but you as our head-woman," Mami admitted.

"Truly, | could beas Tarinawas. | could give Skjaserawhat D? venadenies her." She had given enough
thought to it. Killing her would definitely end her silent pain. If that was whet the Sllence meant.

"No, Skrie." The younger woman sounded horrified. ™Y ou cannot. Y ou must not.”

"l am not Tarina." Daneeb now met Malmi's confused gaze. "'| have to go with her." Shetook her pack
and shouldered it. "If we do not return within the shadow shift, take the others back to the crawls. We
will make camp with the hunters.”

"The Skjaaraknowsthem, Skrie, but if the light that movesisendeg..." Mami could not bring hersdlf to
complete the thought.

"I should not have spoken s0." Daneeb had not gone a day without feeling her own fear swelling beneath
her breast, but she was frightening the girl, and forced her voice to soothe. "No onewill harm our vra. D
? venawould not permit it."

Such lies, to come from amouth once so honest.

The prospect of crossing the open ice suddenly seemed much more dangerous to the headwoman. Now
she could see how this place resembled the other, where the innocent blood had been spilled and two
lives had been lost. Mami was right to fear the presence of an endeg, il dive, here and now. Such a
crud reminder might sted whét little remained of Skjaserals mind.

Y et the rebellion was all around them. Daneeb did not care about the rebels—if they were foolish enough



to make war on the windlords, then they deserved whatever punishment was sent down on them——but
the skelamight become caught between them. It was not selfish to wish to keep Skjasera safe, and
mostly sane, and with them. Not when it meant their very surviva.

"Skrie." Mami nodded toward the Skjaeera, who was flanked by two jlorraand now walking toward the
icefidd.

"Y ou see? She never waits." Daneeb hurried after their hedler.
They reached the middle of theice field before Skjaeeraglanced at her.

"I know what you are thinking. | need not accompany you. So Malmi said." Daneeb stopped to knock
the ice packed between the teeth of her serrats. "1 am feeling most unloved thisday.” Asaways, there
was no reply. "And you, Skjeeera? How are you feding?'

Despite the cold wind blowing in their faces, Skjasera kept walking, unaffected, uncaring. Likethe big
cats who walked fredly at her Sde.

Sometimes Daneeb wondered if despite her flesh, Skjaeeraremained partly spirit. She had amost died,
that day on theice. Since then she never took notice of such things, or complained about need, comfort,
or desire. She never showed the dightest emotion.

Oneof thejlorra, afemale, looked up at the head-woman. In her cam, clear eyes was an uncomfortable
amount of interest in Daneeh.

Intrigue death, the lideg said. But only once.

"We saw on the box ared moving light," Daneeb cdled after her. "An endeg survivor from the wreckage,
it would seem.” Skjaserawould not wait, and she had to move quickly to catch up. "The endeg will not
know what we are. We could return, wait until it showsitsintentions."

Skjaeera's pace never faltered.

"I know you think it will not attack, or that the hunterswill stop it if it triesto.” Always such confidencein
their guise. What would happen when the hunters discovered their holy vral was a skelawho had refused
to carry out her work?" | suppose we do not need them. If it attacks, | will stop it.”

Skjaeera hdted and turned. So did the big cats. What covered the healer's face appeared so like an
expanse of smooth, uninterrupted flesh that it was easy to imagine her features gone forever. It wasa
meask, formed by some sort of living mold that behaved asacowl. Mami had found two lumps of the
mold in the wreckage, the same day Enafa had been killed.

Skjaseradid not have to remove the thing masking her face or say a single word. Everything about her
shouted her thoughts. You made a vow to me, Daneeb.

So Daneeb had, many weeks after that day on the ice, when Skjasera had walked into the crawls and
proved to dl the skelathat she no longer belonged to thisworld or the next by saving thelife of the one
none of them could bring themsdvesto kill.

That day, Daneeb had been thefirst to crouch at the healer'sfeet and swear to serve her. | promise you
that | will never kill again, Skjaeera.

She had never et her forget that promise, ether.



"I will keep my word, but let me go before you.” She caught the Skjaeeras pack strap to stop her from
moving on. "If thereis harm to be done, let it be doneto me."

The heder regarded her slently.

She wanted to know why, of course. There were one hundred lies Daneeb might have uttered. Skjaeera
would not have known them as such. Y et it was guilt made the truth rumble, thoughtless and reckless,
from Daneeb'slips. "It was | who made you vral, Skjaeera. | gave the order to kill the child, to save us
al”

Skjaeera studied her for amoment before she spoke in alow, clear voice. "Her name was Enafa. She
was born twelve seasons past, and her mother often favored her above her sgters.™

The ice beneath Daneeb's feet might have split apart to suck her into a crevasse and she would not have
felt so horrified. She had to try three times before she could reply. ™Y ou remember.”

Skjaaera glanced toward the crash Site.
Daneeb swalowed bile. "What will you do?'

The living cowl Skjaaera used to cover her face seemed to melt away, receding from her piercing eyes
and pae skin.

How can she bear to look at me? Why does she not use her blade to dlit my throat?
The cowl crept up again, erasing Skjaeeras features with the smooth mask of blank flesh.

Daneeb nodded. "Y ou are right—we should hurry. Let us go now, before they cut this endeg to pieces
and feed him to the rothawks.”

Chapter Seven

lideg, Duncan Reever discovered as he crouched behind the cover of the wrecked launch, was aterse
amalgam of severa Terran Scandinavian languages. The Toskald had never permitted it to be recorded
for andysis and addition to any language database, so no offworlder could spesk it.

Reever'slinguidtic abilities alowed him to identify root words easly, but the grammeatica structure of
lideg was complex, and based partialy on another, non-Terran language, probably one used by the
daverswho had brought the lideg's ancestors to Akkabarr. Without the physical contact he needed to
establish atdepathic link to absorb their language, he could understand only alimited portion of what the
natives who had flown to the crash site were shouting at him.

"Windlord... man... fight."
"... liver... cook pot."

"Give... women... sniveer."



Asboltsfrom lideg crosshows hammered the hull panel protecting Reever, he made ajudicious
adjustment on hiswristcom that would alow him to communicate. He then amplified the trandation
device's volume, so hiswords might be heard over the lideg's angry voices.

"l am not awindlord," he told them, speaking dowly and clearly. "I do not servethewindlords. | ana
vigitor from another world. | search for a crash survivor.”

"He searches," one scout said, indicating that much was understood, and laughed.
"... show him," another promised in afurioustone. "Hisingdes... my hands"

The glimpses Reever caught of the natives showed an unimpressive-looking group. Dressed in aragtag
assortment of native furs and offworlder wear, they were dl armed with primitive crossbows that
dispensed an inefficient amount of aloy-tipped bolts. The bladesthey carried remained in their handmade
shesths, and Reever guessad they reserved them for usein close-proximity, hand-to-hand fighting. They
had arrived on skimmers, but had nothing with them to indicate they had come to salvage thewreck. The
skimmers were piled with severd bulging sacks stained with dark fluids at the bottom.

Hunters, not salvagers. He had hoped the ignited fuel trail would attract the latter.

"| am searching for afemae Terran," hetold them. "The vessdl in which she was trangported crashed
somewherein this area some time ago. She may now be living among your people. Sheisadoctor, a
heder."

An angry voice ydled something mostly indeci pherable, about endeg women being or becoming dead.
The man extended what sounded like an invitation for Reaver to do the same.

Movement to the south caught Reever's eye, and he turned his atention toward the pair of figures
approaching the crash site on foot. Both seemed to shimmer, twin mirages conjured up by the reflection
of sunlight on the snow. Asthey drew closer, their forms seemed to compress and solidify, whilethe
outlines of those forms remained incongtant, vacillating with the risng wavelike patterns of true mirages.

"Endeg... drag you... hole?'

A wdll-tipped bolt penetrated the alloy next to Reever's head, its barbed shaft scoring across his | eft
cheek. He bardly felt the burn as he stared at the two figures, who evidently intended to walk directly into
thefray.

The natives who were present aso took immediate notice of this, for they caled to each other to look at
the newly arrived pair. There were suggestions made in troubled voices. In the &till unfamiliar language,
they talked about stopping, cutting, and what Reever thought might be praying.

"No," onesaid, sounding sick. "Vrd... vrd."

The bolts stopped hitting the launch, and Reever logt sight of the two figures as they passed him and went
to intercept the scouting party. Now the lideg were whispering instead of shouting, and the one word
Reever kept hearing repeated was the one his wrist-com could not trand ate.

Vral.

"Spirit... flesh,” the male who had earlier been so angry said, hiswords unsteady. "Man... no dying...
judge.”
"... blood," aharsh voice said.



Reever went till and listened, trying to make out more of what they said and interpret it.

"... endeg, holy one" another lideg said. Histone wasthat of ashamed child, admitting wrong to a
parent. "He... soul."

"Holy one... judge,” the harsh voice said.

Snow crunched under heavy steps, and before Reever could move, three native males walked around the
launch and confronted him. None of them held wegpons, and each of their faces was pale and tight with
grain, asif Reever had them pinned down.

"Come," one of them muttered, and made a gesture for Reever to accompany them. "You... vrd...
come."

Reever adjugted the volume on hiswristcom as he dowly roseto hisfeet. "Vra?

"Vrdl... holy one... come." The male swung a hand toward where the other lideg and the two strangers
werewaiting. "Blood. .. measure... soul." Contempt curled hislip. "You... no soul...gift... head."

Reever understood that vral meant the two strangers, evidently revered. He also gathered that they had
come to pass some sort of judgment on him, the natives who had attacked him, or perhaps al of them.
He consdered using the wegpons he carried on thistrio and making his escape, as he did not havetime
toindulgein whatever primitiveritua they sought to carry out. At the sametime, he wanted a better ook
at the pair who had caused the others to break off their assault. If these vral were powerful enough to
stop agroup of furious men intent on killing, they might aso persuade them to help Reever.

"Yes." Reever nodded to emphasize this, and the three men turned away. He followed them out onto the
openice and kept dert for any signs of treachery.

The two vra were wearing offworlder robes made of amaterial Reever guessed to be a bleached form
of dimslk. Spun of light-bending fibers, the fabric cloaked the body while disguising its exact dimengons,
which accounted for the mirage effect Reever had noticed earlier.

The other lideg stood apart, in atight group very near to their skimmers, talking quietly and directing
furtive, dmost shameful glances at the pair.

Reever pointed at thetwo. "Vrd?"

One of the men gaped a him, while a second struck the hand Reever was using to point. From what they
both babbled, apparently pointing at the vral violated a taboo.

"Vral," thethird said, gesturing for Reever to approach the pair.

Thethree lideg stopped in their tracks asif afraid to go any closer to the mysterious pair. Asfor the vrd,
they displayed no interest in Reever until he came to stand before them. He ingpected their robes, but the
dimsilk conceded everything it covered. Then helooked up into their faces, which were draped with
normal cloth that completely concedled their features.

"Endeg,” thelarger of the two murmured.

"l am not awindlord, and | do not serve thewindlords," he said, giving them a condensed version of
what he had told the lideg. "I am avisitor searching for acrash survivor. Sheisafemae Terran hedler.”

The shorter of the two vra lifted one cloaked, gloved hand. For amoment Reever expected ablow to



hisface, and instead felt alight touch above the bleeding gash on his cheek. The dimslk separating their
skins effectively barred his attempt at alink.

"He... not dying," thelarger vra sad.

The one who had touched him turned and produced a pack from its robes, which it opened. The pack,
made of animal skins, contained plas packets, vids, and small cases. The assortment didn't make sense,
nor did the small scanner that the gloved hand removed and activated. The supplies appeared completely
modern, so much so that they might have come from one of the storage units on board the Sunlace. The
scanner was even more confusing, for Reever recogni zed the diagnostic device with one glance.

It was amedical scanner.

"Areyou heders?' If they were, they might have heard of Cherijo. They might know where she was at
that moment. Reever tensed, ressting the urge to grab and shake and demand.

The vrd did not answer, but turned the scanner toward Reever and began passing it in front of his body
to take readings.

Being unable to see their faces or touch their skin to establish atelepathic link made communication
impossible. He hadn't absorbed enough of the lideg language to make himsalf understood, and the
garments the vra wore completely covered their skin. On impulse, he reached out to pull down the
materia covering the vra's head. The vral stepped away from Reever's hand, but not in time to prevent
the wrap from faling back.

Behind Reever, severa of the natives made frightened, babbling sounds. He did not try to trandate them.
Hewas trandfixed by the vision of abeing without eyes, nose, mouth, or any other orificein itshead. He
would never be ableto tell what it wasthinking, because the vral did not have an expression. Thevrd did
not have aface.

Asthevrad turned away, afold revealed avertica seam, running around the edge of that blank face.
Whatever thisbeing was, it wore avery convincing mask, Reever redlized, of materid that made it

appear asif it did not have aface. But why? And how can it see or breathe through it? Isit some
form of Lok-teel ? Reever had used the sentient, col or/shape/texture-changing telepathic mold to disguise
his own features, but the Lok-ted were unknown in this part of the galaxy.

Or were they? Cherijo had aways carried one with her.

Reever reached out again, but just before hisfingers touched the vrd's disguise, the larger vra snapped
something furious and indistinct and pushed his hand away. It turned its wrapped face toward the lideg
for an ingtant asit covered its companion's head.

Reever understood. It was important that the natives believe the vral'sruse. "1 won't tell them about your
masks."

Some of what he said was understood, for the larger vral went till. The other acted asif it had not heard
him spesk.

"I will not tell them, but | must learn your language,” Reever said to the smdler vrd, and held out his
hand. Although it wouldn't understand his words, he kept talking. "To do that, | must touch you. | ana
telepath, and physica contact will permit me to absorb your language faster. Please.”

Thevrd ignored him and finished taking the diagnostic readings. It studied the scanner's display before
going into the pack to retrieve agerilization kit and a small suture laser. When Reever moved closer, it



took corresponding steps to remain out of reach.

"D?venayepa." Thelarger vrd stripped off aglove, reveaing avery human-looking hand, and grabbed
Reever's. "Learnit fromme."

Reever was accustomed to establishing crude telepathic links with other speciesin order to tap into the
language centers and absorb their lexica. Thisindividua's mind was not as alien as those others, however.
It was as closeto a Terran's mind as he had ever encountered away from his native planet.

—Daneeb headwoman Skjaeera vral skela Enafa ensleg rebels outcast |ove shame anger guilt fear

Hetried to sirengthen the link, but failed. The vral's mind was regimented in odd ways, and it had
devel oped some rather menacing thought disciplinesto prevent any accessto any but her most recent
memories. Daneeb, as she thought of hersdlf, lived only for the day.

There was a0 an extreme amount of strong emotion Daneeb was presently experiencing, which jumbled
language with images and sensations. That, in turn, tugged at the menta connections Reever had
established between them. 1t was dl he could do to wade through the turmoil and tap into her language
centers. Once he had enough for his uses, he drew back, removing the memory of hisintrusion as heleft.

He released Daneeb's hand and used what he had absorbed. "I am a Terran, as your people once were.
My nameis Reever."

Daneeb staggered back a step. The smaller showed no reaction.
"I mean neither of you harm,” Reever said. "'l need your help.”

"Y ou will harm; you won't harm. Whichisit?' Daneeb rubbed her hand. "Why did you not spesk likethis
before now?"

"I will not harm you." Heredlized that explaining histalent might frighten them. "1 am out of practice
gpesking your language. It took amoment for me to remember.” He nodded toward the smaller vrdl,
who had removed its heavier mitts and had donned medical gloves. "Who isthis?'

"Sheisvrd." Daneeb jerked on her glove. "That isal you need know."

The smaller vra brought asoft piece of warm, damp gauze to Reever's face and carefully wiped the
blood from it. The gloves she wore were thin enough to allow him to fed the hest of her skin.

She was gpproximately the same height as Cherijo. She had a L ok-ted. But if shewas hiswife, why did
she not acknowledge him? Would they bein some danger if she did?

Daneeb became agitated. "Hurry." To Reever, she said, "When she has fixed you, can you fly your vessd
and return to the place you belong?'

No such place existed. "If | havetimeto makerepairs, | can,” Reever said. "But | will not leave until |
find the woman for whom | search.”

"Y ou came here for awoman?' Daneeb sputtered in disbelief. " Are you such anothing that you could
not find one among your own kind?"'

"Thiswoman isspecid.” He only wished he could tell her how, but that, too, might create a hazardous
Stuation. Helooked at the smdler vrd. " She bedongsto me.”



Despite the mask over her face, Skjasera seemed to stare at him for amoment, and then dropped the
bloody gauze into asmal bag, which she tucked into her pack.

"So0?' Daneeb made a scathing sound. "Y ou are aman. Y ou can aways find another one.”
"Have you seen a Terran woman anywhere during your travels?' he asked.

"No," Daneeb snapped. "Our kind are not permitted near the living, only the wounded or dead.”
Skjaeera gpplied atopica anesthetic, and then used the suture laser to close the bolt wound.

"Y ou must keep your face dry and cleaniif itisto hedl,” Daneeb told him.

"l will. Thank you." Reever saw the lideg were growing restless again. He wanted to stay with Daneeb
and Skjasera, but the restrictions under which they lived would make his search impossible. "What

happens now?"

Daneeb eyed the lideg. "Wetell the huntersthat you have asoul, and are honorable, so they will not kill
you here. Y ou will keep your word and do no harm, so they do not kill dl of us."

The smdler vrd replaced the suppliesin her pack.

"They will take you with them to their camp, or perhapsto the nearest iiskar," Daneeb continued. "If you
meake no trouble, they may let you live. | will talk to them now.” Sheleft them and went to the hunters,
who watched her approach with visible terror.

Skjaara moved the pack under her robe and hung it from her shoulder. She seemed to notice him at last,
and lifted one hand, perhapsin agesture of farewell. She had not said asingle word the entire time she
wastreating him.

"Cherijo.”

Thesmdler vrd didn't respond. Reever wasn't willing to leaveit at that, not without being sure, so he
reached out and grasped her wrist. "Cherijo, isit you?'

Shesad nothing.

"I'm going to remove your glove." He exposed her hand and pressed his pam to hers. "*No one can hear
our thoughts." He reached into her mind.

One thing became immediately evident: Skjaserawas not Cherijo.

The woman's thoughts were as blank and smooth as the mask covering her face. If Danegb lived in the
day, her companion seemed to live in the moment. She thought only of walking back acrosstheicefield.
There was nothing before that, and nothing after. Reever had left no impression on her mind whatsoever.

Despite his disgppointment, Reever redized that the vral wasin some manner gravely mentaly ill, and
immediately brokethelink.

"Forgiveme," he asked, although he didn't know why. She had been completely unaware of his mental
intruson. As, on most levels, she wasindifferent to him.

What happened to her, to destroy her mind so thoroughly? If she had known anything about Reever's
wife, whatever had been done to her had destroyed those memories.



That was what disturbed him most. She had no memory center. Whatever happened to her in the present
wasdl shecarried in her mind.

Daneeb rgoined them. "They have agreed to take you back to their iiskar, which is not far from here.
Stay with Hathor, the hunter in the gray outfurs. He will seethat you are not harmed. We must go.
Farewd|."

Skjaeera said nothing, but smply walked away with her companion.

Asthe hunters surrounded him, Reever stood watching the vra crossing the empty ice, walking into
nothingness. The nothingness disturbed him almost as much asthe smaller vral. A woman assmadl as
Cherijo, with amask possibly made of Lok-tedl. Cherijo had carried a L ok-ted. But that
blankness—that terrible emptinessin her mind—to have no memories...

No memories.
Helooked at the hunter wearing predominantly gray furs and pointed to the vra. "1 must follow them.”
Hathor shook his head.

Reever took Aledver's chain and crystal from around his neck and offered them to the hunter. "Take this
as payment.”

The hunter hesitated, then took the crystdl and tossed it to another man. Y ou follow them, endeg—you
godone"

Reever nodded and set out to track the vral.

A week after Resacame to work in the salvage sheds, she had learned enough of the people's wordsto
communicate. Y grelda, who had been kind to her from thefirst day, helped by correcting her words and
explaining many things. Like the name Hurgot had given her.

"What do Resamean?’
Y greldalooked up from the pile of small salvaged parts she was sorting. "What does Resamean?’
Resa nodded.

"It isfrom the Time Before stories, when we lived on another world. Our people would beseech their
gods when a person died, and sometimes that person’s spirit was returned to their flesh. When that
happened, the person could live again. Spirit made flesh. The word for such a person brought back from
death was resa.”

Resafrowned. "l was not death.”

"Y ou were not dead, but..." Y grelda sighed and went back to sorting. "It is not good luck to speak of
such things. Y ou are here, and you have aname.”

Not good luck prevented the people from doing many things. It was not good luck to eat with the hand
on theleft, or to spill soup, or to touch a deeping person. It was not good luck to say why. Some of it
made alittle sense, such asthe spilling of soup, for the people never had much food. Not spilling it
prevented waste.

Mlap stopped by their table and eyed Resas pile of sorted salvage. It was twice the size of the other



women's. "Y ou make uslook lazy, endeg. Slow down or the gjenvin master will expect usdl to do the
same.”

"Leave her done" Ygredasad. " She can work as shelikes."

"Not for long." The heavy-bodied woman gave Resa an unpleasant smile. "The winds whisper that
someone wishes a particular thorn removed.”

"Someone?' Y grelda stopped working to turn and glare. "Who?"
Mlap snorted. "Who cannot beer it if sheis not the barb embedded in everyone's ass?

"I know that," Resasaid, happy that she had the answer from hearing two women discussing the same
thing. "Sogayi."

"Resa" Y greldamade aslencing gesture. To Mlap she said, " She has done nothing wrong. She has been
obedient. She has worked hard. She keeps clean and modest. Why should she be punished?!

Resa had the fedling that her friend was no longer speaking of the headman's woman.

"Why?' Mlap gave the younger woman an incredulous look, and then lowered her voice to demand,
"Why do you care? Y ou know what will happen if you cross her. Do you wish to strip dead bodies for
the remainder of your miserable life?!

Resalooked from one woman to the other. The woman called Sogayi was the one who belonged to the
rasakt. Y grelda had made her understand allittle of how important the headman was, and that to be his
woman was agreat honor. The puzzling thing about it was that Sogayi's name was never mentioned
except in whispers colored by fear or anger. That, too, was how Hurgot had responded to her
presence—Resa had never forgotten that. She had felt pity for Sogayi, for despite her privileged position
among the people, it seemed she had few friends.

Resa had to be more worried about her own position now, for as Y grelda and Mlap continued to speak,
it became apparent that they were talking about Resa being taken from the salvage sheds and driven from
the camp.

It was not fair. She had tried very hard to learn the peopl€'s ways, because she did not want them to
make her leave theiiskar. She did not think she could return to theice now, not after living here with
Y greldaand the other women. Even Mlap, who never showed kindness to her, was better than facing
that emptinessagain.

"I am sorry," Resaiinterrupted the conversation between the two women, and put ahand on Mlgp'sarm.
"I do better, work harder, Sogayi not be angry, yes?'

"Idiot endeg.”" For once Mlap didn't look upon her through angry eyes. "Y ou have no choicein the
matter." Sheglared a Y grelda. "Neither do you, so you had better prepare her.”

"Where?' Y grelda asked.

"Where do you think? Only watch or Sogayi might flick fresh blood on her first." Mlap trudged back
over to her own table and went back to work.

Y greldagave Resa a sober look. "Resa, thisistrouble.”

"I make bad luck?' Maybe by being with the people she had violated one of their customs.



"l don't know." The younger woman frowned a her sdlvage pile. "Let methink.”

Resaworked in silence, excusing hersdlf only to void her bladder once. Had she been with the cats, she
would have done so outside the cave, in ahole shewould dig in theice, asthe cats did. The people had a
specia shelter for their needs, which stood over two deep pits, one for urine, the other for feces. Plank
benches were propped over each pit and, like the shelter, could be moved to a new spot when the pits
werefull. Fresh hides and skinswere kept for atimein the urine pit, where they soaked for many sunsin
the collected fluids. Resa had thought this practice odd until Y greldaexplained it was part of the process
of making them reedy for use.

As Resaleft the privy, she walked dowly back toward the salvage sheds. Y grelda had told her never to
look directly at any of the people, especialy the maes, asit was discourteous. But her tripsto the privy
were the only chance she had to see anything but the women who sorted salvage, so she could not resst
looking around.

There was dways much activity within theiiskar. Men moved fredy among the rows of shelters, usudly
in pairs. Those who were hunters often brought heavy sacks of mesat into camp, and were greeted with
admiration by the other men. Others carried tools and building materias asthey went to repair or build
onto the shelters. Every man carried a crossbow and ablade. Several carried other, strange devices that
resembled some of the salvage Resa sorted.

Although she wasn't supposed to watch the men, Resa enjoyed doing so. Most seemed to like their work
and talked openly as they went about it, which allowed her to pick up more words.

The women of the camp aways kept their heads wrapped outside the shelters, and did not speak to
anyone unlessfirst addressed by aman. They carried water, food, or clothing. None of them possessed
any sort of weapon, and Resa had aready figured out that women were not permitted to do so. They did
not show happiness or any other emotion, but rather behaved in afurtive manner, asif not wishing to
attract attention.

Resa paused when she saw awoman chasing after alittle boy who had run out of one of the shelters. A
big man intercepted and scooped up the child, tossed him into the air afew times, and then set him into
the waiting woman's arms. The man then did something Resa had never seen done before among the
people: He tugged away afold of the woman's head wrap, and caressed her cheek with the back of his
hand. Thetwo said nothing, but their affection for each other needed no words. After rubbing her cheek
againgt the man's hand, the woman wrapped her face and took the squirming boy back into the shelter.

It happened so quickly that Resa doubted anyone but her had noticed it.

Resa's scalp prickled and felt cold. Y greldahad cut off most of her hair during the first night she had
spent among the women. Resa hadn't liked that, because her hair kept her head and neck warm, but she
knew it was to make her ook like dl the other women.

A passing hunter scowled at her. "Get back to work, endeg.”

Resa hurried back to the salvage sheds. Only when she had stepped through the flap did she release her
breath.

Y greldacame over to her. "What isthe matter?' Shelooked al over her. "Resa, you are shaking.”

"Cold outside." Resamade ashow of rubbing her hands together. Her wrist was throbbing again, asit
had done when she had first come to the people.



"Come and warm yoursdlf." Y greldaled her over to the heatarc. She took something from her deeve and
pressed it into Resa's hand. "Here. The chief gjenvin said | might havethis" Shemadeaface. "Itis
pretty, but it serves no purpose. | want it to be yours.”

Resa examined the object Y greldahad given her. It wasasmadl circle of flat, square metd links. The
metal was scratched, and exposure to the € ements had taken away most of the shine the object must
have once had, but it was pretty. "What this?'

"A necklace of somekind. Let me." Y grelda did something to separate two of the links, and then placed
the chain around Resasthroat before joining them again. "There. It looksright on you. It isan endeg
bauble; | thought it would.”

Resatucked her chinin, but the chain of the necklace was so short she couldn't seeit. "1 thank you."

The midday meal was prepared and served, and Resa left the sorting tables and stood waiting for her
portion. She was aways last to be given food, but Y grelda waited with her. Resa noticed how her friend
checked her bowl each time, asif to assureit wasfilled properly. Today the old woman, whom Y grelda
caled arenser, handed Resa a brimming portion, aswell astwo dices of dark, heavy bread. Renser
prepared dl the food in theiiskar. Since no one el se was given the bread, Resa felt confused, and tried to
giveit back.

"No," the renser said. She gave Y greldaan odd look. "It isthe last, and cannot be divided evenly.
Besides, you will need it.”

Resa thanked her, which only made the renser ook away. Y grelda's mouth became ahard line when she
saw the other women staring a them, but she said nothing.

Certain foods like bread had become scarce since Resa had come to the people, and she felt
uncomfortable with being so favored. She liked bread very much, but it was not appropriate for her to
havethelagt of it, not when she was il treated as an outsider by so many. Y greldahad dready given
her the gift of the necklace. Her ssomach, too, was still clenched after the brief encounter with the
scowling hunter. Once Resaand Y grelda had found a place to Sit near the heatarc, she offered the bread
to her friend. "1 not very hungry,” she said truthfully. ™Y ou teke."

The other women around them looked at the bread, and then a Y grelda. Some seemed unhappy. Others
looked strangely distressed.

Y greldas mouth relaxed. "No, Resa. None of uswish to haveit. Itisdl right for you to eat it."
Another kindness. It confused Resa, but she lowered her hand and smiled. "I thank you. Again.”
Y greldalooked away, as the renser had.

Resawanted to ask so many questions, but she did not have enough words for them. She wanted to tell
Y grelda about the cats, and the ice caves, and how grateful she was to be accepted by the people. How
much the kindness Y grelda and the other woman had shown her meant to her. How hard she would
work, if given the chance to stay and earn her place with the people.

She wanted to ask about the big man who had caressed the cheek of the woman chasing the boy. She
understood the attraction between males and fema es—even the cats displayed such—but surely desire
among the people was not usually shown so openly. She had never seen such athing before now, and it
confused her.

"Resa," Ygreldasaid, her voice low. "We have work to do. Eat."



Resaate. The bread was alittle dry and hard, but she broke it into pieces and dipped it in her broth to
soften it. She ate both dices, and drank every drop in her bowl. The other women sitting around them ate
dowly, and no one spoke. The silence seemed to press on Resals ears, so accustomed was sheto the
women'sdaily chatter.

She wanted to cry out, What have | done? but that was not the way of the people. She was afraid to
know, aswell.

One of the women nearest the flap suddenly darted away from it to crouch nearer to the heatarc.
"Kheder."

Without warning, al of the women stopped eating. Those who were standing dropped down quickly to
crouch on the floor. Those who were aready sSitting tucked their hands into the ends of their deeves,
hunched over, and stared at the floor. Resalooked around until she saw atall male wearing heavy furs
and standing just inside the flap.

"Down," Y greldawhispered, tugging at her arm until Resa assumed the same position as she. When Resa
opened her mouth, Y grelda quickly pressed her finger against her lips.

"Bring theendeg to me," the man said.

Chapter Eight

The frost-covered body of the dead pilot was hauled out of the wreck by two skela, who brought it
before Teulon.

"Hewas 4till Stting at the helm,” Hasal said as he came to stand over the corpse. "The ship'senginesare
functional, and there are no signs of failure, athough most of the reserve fud was vented." Hiseyes
shifted to the dead man's whitened face. "He was either aterrible pilot, or avery good one."

"Toskad pilots do not crash." Teulon crouched by the body to examine the dead man's face. He looked
over the endeg garmentsit wore, pried up the frozen materia, and ingpected the torso benegath. "What
killedhim?'

"One must assume the impact, Raktar." Hasal handed him the scanner, which he used to take readings of
the dead man'sinterna organs. "He did not suffer. Death was instantaneous.”

Theinjuries from the crash were evident on the exterior of the cadaver'storso, but none of them were
severe enough to cause a broken rib to pierce his heart.

Teulon skimmed the readings on the scanner before he stood and handed it back to his second. He made
abrief trip insde the launch to ingpect the helm, where he saw blood in two places, and spaces within the
storage unitsto indicate asignificant amount of gear had been removed from them. There had aso been
some tampering with the helm console.

He departed the launch to walk around the site. There had been little fresh snowfal, so the marksleft by



those who had paid avidt to the wreck were still evident. It had been asmall group, perhaps hunters
searching for game and picking up the launch's therma signature. They would have come here on
skimmers, and yet there were faint markingsindicating at least three had walked out on theice.

"Track the oneson foot," hetold his hunters, who had also noticed thetrail.
Hasdl joined him. "What do you look for, Raktar?"

Teulon picked up acrossbow bolt near the launch and examined it. "The pilot.”
Hasal looked back at the body. "He is the pilot.”

"Heis Toskad, not Terran. Hishair has been gilded and there are ill traces of cosmetics on his skin. He
wears no crystal.” Teulon saw faint traces of a dark substance on the aloy-tipped bolt and handed it to
his second. "The pilot was shot with this.”

"l do not undergtand,” Hasal said, turning the bolt over to inspect it. "How do you know this?"

"The dead man shows care to his body but wears clothing that does not fit his body? See how the
deeves are too short here, and the trouserstoo tight at the waist. Also, his pants are not fastened
properly; they were pulled on in haste. The blood pattern insde the launch tells me that hewaskilled
while near the copilot's chair, and then moved into the pilot's seat. The helm has been vandaized and
thereissurviva gear missng from the storage compartments. The hunterswho came herefired their
weapons and wounded something that walks on two feet and bleeds red. Asa Terran who had emerged
from the wreck might." Then they had let him walk away—but why?

"Hunters do not wound,” Hasd said, looking utterly mystified now. "They only kill, and they would never
alow anendegtolive" Hisexpresson changed. "That iswhy the Terran switched clothes? To gppear to
the huntersasaTos?'

"Perhaps." Despite the facts he had uncovered, there was still something very wrong with this scene,
Teulon thought. "Who hunts this territory?

"Five, perhaps six different iiskars,” Hasd said. "1 can send men to check each of them.”

It was another hour before Teulon's hunters returned with a Terran male dressed in Toskald garments.
The wound on his face corresponded with the bolt Teulon had found. As he was marched over to
Teulon, the Raktar recognized him immediately.

"The Terran linguigt." It took him amoment to recal the man's name. "Duncan Reever.”
Hasal frowned. Y ou know this man?"

It could not be Reever, of course. The Terran had been on board the CloudWalk when it had been
destroyed. Teulon had watched him die. Whoever this man was, he was not Reever. Teulon covered his
face before facing the Terran prisoner.

"Hefightswell," one of the hunterstold Teulon. "Broke Lapar'sarm.”
Hasa stepped up to the Terran and gestured to the wreckage. "Were you the pilot of this ship?
"No. The pilot waskilled on impact.”

Teulon frowned. The man's voice sounded flat and devoid of emotion—exactly as he had remembered
Reever's. "But you took hiscrystd.”



"l gaveit to one of the hunters who came to salvage the wreck."

That, Teulon thought unlikely, given that the crystal was his only passage off the planet's surface. The
Toskad would never take him back to the skim city without it. "Why have you come to Akkabarr?!

"One of our ships crashed here two years ago. | am here to search for asurvivor." Heignored the
chuffing sound Hasal made and addressed Teulon. "1 was following someone who might have helped me
find her when your men captured me."

"Searching for awoman. A crash survivor. On Akkabarr." Hasa spit ontheice. "Heisinsane, Raktar."

Teulon studied the sky. A storm was brewing to the east, and it would be dangerous to keep the men out
on theice much longer. Teuton's battalions were also in position, making thefind preparationsto move
on the armory trenches. He would need to travel to the northern territories to ready the attack forces.
The Kangd's genera had not accepted the failure of his scouts and was sending more ships every day to
patrol the surface. Teulon could not afford to be distracted by a L eague spy, no matter whom he
resembled.

"l am no more aspy than you arelideg,” the Terran said in flawless Jorenian. "I would know your
House, warrior."

"You dready do, Linguist." Teulon removed hisface shield. "Now you will explain to me how you il
breathe when | watched you die two years ago.”

"l could ask you the same thing." Reever switched from speaking Jorenian to lideg. "'l was saved during
the battle. We never learned how, but the child who was with me that day may have been responsible.”

Teulon recalled the tiny, golden-haired Terran daughter of Cherijo Torin and Duncan Reever. Xonea
Torin, an old friend and captain of the Sunlace, had told him that in order to protect the child, al records
asto her existence had been destroyed. Those who knew of her were either HouseClan Torin or their
closes dlies

Still, he had to be sure. "What was the name of this child?"
"Mard."

"Give him back hiswesgpons and release him." Heignored his hunters astonished stares, gestured to the
open ice, and walked with Reever past them.

"How did you cometo be here?' the Terran asked when they were out of hearing range.

"The League had reasons to keep me dive." He watched Reever replace ablade in a shoulder sheath
fitted as an assassin would wesr it. "Do my people believe that | embraced the stars with my kin?"

"The League stated that you ran into an open air lock after your ship was destroyed, and that your
remains were lost among the battlefield debris." The Terran halted and checked the power cellson a
pistol before glancing a him. "They aso clamed that you started theincident by ordering your ship tofire
ontheLeague"

"| gavethe order to protect my ship from adrone launch programmed to destroy it." Teulon studied the
tracks leading away from the crash scene. "Why are you here, Linguist?"

"My wife was captured during the battle and disappeared. She was brought here, as| imagine you were,
to be sold into davery. Her transport crashed on the surface.” Reever halted and faced him. "Why are



you leading thisrebellion, ClanLeader?"

The word made Teulon's head pound. "1 have no House, Linguist. Here | do thelast of the work left to
me, and then my path ends."

The Terran began to say something, and then paused. At last he said, "But you are leading these surface
nativesinto war with the Toskad."

"l am." He saw the skela had been brought into the wreck site. ™Y our pardon, Linguist. | must attend to
this"

Teulon went to the body, where the skela had gathered. "Have the launch shrouded,” hetold Hasal.
"Erase dl sgnsthat there was a crash here.” To the dead handlers, one of whom had aready produced a
skinning blade, he said, "Do not take hisface."

"Raktar, worgdd is alwaystaken," Hasd said.

"Thetimefor tithesis over. The Kangd will not sell any more faces of the dead to grieving kin," Teulon
said. "Neither shal we." Helooked at the cringing skela, and for once understood why thelideg held
them in such contempt. " Give him to the cats."

The skelaquickly and efficiently stripped the body before they dragged it over to thewaiting jlorra

Hasal snapped out orders, and the scouting party that had accompanied them to the crash Site
reassembled and mounted their skimmers.

Reever cameto stand with Teulon. "Am | your prisoner, or am | free to continue with my search?'

"Thereisastorm coming. Y ou will have to take shelter soon." He nodded toward the trail acrosstheice.
"Y ou werefollowing someone.”

"Two femaes. The hunterswho came to salvage the crash called them vral," Reever said. "'l think they
may know something about Cherijo."

Teulon gestured for Hasal, who hurried over to them. "What isthe closest iiskar to this place?!

His second gave Reever asuspicious ook before answering, " There are two. Kuorj, one hour to the
east, and Pasala, one hour to the west."

"Which would welcome the Raktar's personal emissary?' Teulon asked.

"Kuorj. Thelr rasakt has pledged al of his men to the cause. Pasdlais smdler, less affluent, perhaps not
asloya to the cause. We have not met with them. The Kuorj would wait to find out the endeg was your
emissary. The Pasdlawould be too busy feeding him to their pack animals.”

Teulon turned to Reever. "Go east. Tell the Kuorj leader that | sent you to find these females, and you
may shelter with them until the weether passes.” He handed him atranamitter beacon. "Thiswill signa my
camp. If you arein need of ad, relay the coordinates of your position. Help will be sent to you." He met
Reever'sgaze. "I have never seen your wife on Akkabarr, Linguist. Should that change, | will sgnd you.”

Reever nodded and departed, heading east over theice.

The methane-powered skimmers made the hour-long trip to Pasdaiiskar in only afew minutes. Teulon's
scouts went ahead to dert the rasakt of theiiskar, who stood waiting with his three highest-ranked men
asthe Raktar's party arrived. There were severd greeting rituas performed, including the declaration of



the rasakt asloyal to the Raktar and the rebel cause, as Pasalaand Teulon had never met before now.

Teulon thought Pasala might bein earnest with hisvow. His men were thin and wore their wegpons
battle-ready. The women and children were kept completely out of sight. The camp had been erected
near natura thermal vents, the heat from which disguised the camp's therma signature and rendered it
invisbleto any orbita scan. The entire camp wasfree of clutter, and the Pasala appeared quite ready to
pack up and leave within afew minutes notice.

"l would spesk to your hunters," Teulon told the headman once the formalities had been observed and
the last of the greetings exchanged.

The rasakt displayed the command he held over his people by uttering afew words, which had his
hunters assembled beside him thirty seconds | ater.

"Have you been out on theice today?' Teulon asked the oldest of the men.

"No, Raktar," the hunter answered. "We remained here to help with the repair of some shelters, asa
storm approaches.”

One of the younger men among the lesser-ranked, the beast master, made a coughing sound, and the
rasakt turned and gestured for him to come forward. "What have you to tell, Jaf?'

"I was out on the ice today with thejlorra, a midday,” the beast master said.

"Y ou saw the endeg launch crash?' Teulon asked him.

The younger man nodded. "Kuorj flew in fromthe east. | saw themlandtolay claimtoit.”
"Did you see anything else?*

Jaf glanced at hisfootgear. "1 may have seen something. Something that was not there.”
Teulon tensed.

"Y ou cannot see something unlessitis" Hasd sad sharply. "Tel us”

The beast master shifted hisweight from foot to foot. "Two came on foot, from the south, just asthe
Kuorj had crossed the ice. They were there and they were not. | thought my eyes snow-dazzled."

"Vrd," one of the other hunters muttered.

Hasa made a sound of contempt. "Vrd, isit? Next you will tell me you saw winged jlorraand
gold-beaked rothawks."

"Hold." Therasakt lifted ahand. "We have heard much talk of thevrd. It issaid they wak theice here
now, and keep the skelaidle.”

"Have you seen them with your own eyes?' Hasal asked. The rasakt shook his head. Teulon's second
turned to the assembled hunters. "Any of you? Say now."

None of the men spoke.

"It wasatrick of thelight," Hasal assured them, hisvoice gentling. "Out on theice, aman sees things now
and then that are not there."



The storm was moving in fast now, so Teulon thanked Pasala and his men and returned by skimmer to
the centra encampment. There he took reports from his battalion commanders and briefed them on the
two females for whom Reever searched, and issued orders that the women be captured alive and
brought directly to him.

That night, when Teulon had finished planning the next day's maneuverswith Hasdl,, he said, "Both the
Terran and the Pasdla spoke of vral. Who are they?'

"They are nothing." Hasal stowed away the topographic maps they had been using and went to adjust the
heatarc'sflue. "Vrd are not red. They exist only in the old stories.”

"What are these stories told about them?”
Hasal looked up. "Y ou wish meto repesat taestold to children who fear the absence of their father?”
Teuloninclined his head.

"Asyou say." Hasal crouched to prepare their food and drink. "When aman isharmed, it issaid that his
blood opensthe eyes of the gods. If he cries out like acoward in pain, they look away, and he dies. If he
isslent and endures, however, the gods open their ears. Only then can they hear the cries of the man's
women and children. This makes them take pity on those who will suffer the man's desth, and they send
the vrd to find him. The vra look into the wounded on€'s heart. If they find him worthy, they restore him
tohisiiskar. Thatisal."

"What arethe vra?' Teulon saw Hasa about to retort, and added, "What are they said to be in these
dories?'

"They are spirit made flesh.” Hasal made an uncertain gesture. "They walk aswe do, in body form, but
they have no faces™"

Teulon thought of the skela, prepared to remove the face of the dead Toskald. "What happened to the
vra'sfaces?'

"No one knows." Hasal |ooked uncomfortable. "Some say they are the souls of those who died during
the journey from the old world to thisone."

Or perhaps, Teulon thought, they were the corpses stripped of worgald, brought back by lideg
subconscious guilt to haunt them. Part of him could accept that. There was not a conscious moment when
he was not haunted by his beloved dead. "Why are they so feared?”

"If thevra find you unworthy, they feed your soul to their jlorra," Hasal said. "To look upon themisto
see true death, Raktar. Vral may be sent by the gods, and grant a second life to those deserving of such
miracles, but no one wants to see them.”

Teulon conddered this. Given the legend, vra might go anywhere on the surface and never be challenged.
"How do wefind these vrd?"

"We could walk theice until we become as snow-blind asthat hunter likely was," Hasal suggested as he
brought over a plate heaped with boiled grain and vegetables for Teulon, and athick section of boiled
mest for himsalf.

"That may be s0." Teulon accepted the plate. "How do we find two Toskald spies who have disguised
themsdvesasvrd?'



Hasd smiled for thefirgt timethat day. "Vrd are spirit made flesh, but they are not dive. If the legends
aretrue, they would generate no body heat." Hetook out histherma scanner and showed it to Teulon.
"Spies, on the other hand, would.”

When Hasal had gonefor the night, Teulon dressed and dlipped out of the camp. Bsak accompanied him
to the place they had found during one of their treks, atiny ice cave hardly large enough to serve as
anything but temporary shelter from the cold.

Bsak spied something moving on theice, and looked up. Teulon made the gesture of release, and the big
cat stalked off. He never brought the cat inside the cave; something about the interior seemed to make
Bsak unessy.

Hewent in and ignited the tiny heatarc that had been |eft abandoned in the center of the floor. There were
no other signs of occupation, except for adepression in one wall where someone had chopped aholeto
look out.

Why does she come here?

Time and an ancient vent shaft had carved the small cave from very old, dense blueice. It absorbed the
light from the heatarc more than it reflected it, but kept the cold out. Theinterior grew warmin avery
short time.

Teulon leaned back against one wal and watched the light flicker. The cave was dso one of the quietest
places he had ever found on the planet, and soon al he could hear was the sound of his lungsfilling and
emptying, and the meaningless beat of his heart. He closed his eyes and listened for the whisper of her
sepsin the snow.

Raktar.

The ghost drifted into the cave, formless, nearly transparent, so insubstantia that her passage barely
disturbed the light and the air.

"Spirit," Teulon greeted her, as he dways did. He wasn't sure how he knew she was female, only that she
was. Nor did he reach out to touch her, as he had done the first time she had appeared. He knew she
would vanish if hetried to do so. Instead, he watched her go through her ritua of walking the length of
the cave three times, going to the depression in the ice once each time before coming to him.

You should not be here alone.

"l am not." Teulon liked the sound of her voice, and the fact that she spoke perfect Jorenian. "You are
here"

| am not here.
"l know." He waited amoment. "Areyou vra?"
Areyou?

She drifted around the cave for atime, gliding more than walking, without purpose. Teulon watched her
without speaking, for too many wordswould also send her back to the otherworld where she dwelled.

You are thinking of her.

"l cando little more," he said.



| am lost to my beloved, and my beloved to me. The ghost moved in closer. What will we do, Raktar
?

"Y ou will haunt this cave." Teulon studied hishands. He had hisfather's large, capable hands. "1 will
make more ghods.”

For thefirst time since she had cometo him in this place, she made physica contact. The mist of her
came between his hands and rested lightly againgt his chest. It will not bring them back.

"I know this." He held her briefly, adim column of something dightly more than air. He didn't understand
his deep emotion for this creature, whatever she was. He smply knew she wasthe only thing on this
world sadder than himself. "' would bring you back, if I could.”

She moved away from him. There is still time, Teulon. Time for you to use your hands to build
instead of destroy.

"Wait." Teulon opened his eyes as he reached for her.

Like everything that mattered, she was gone.

Chapter Nine

Hurgot heard the shuffling sound of awoman seeking permission to enter his shelter, and finished
bandaging the gash on his patient's forearm.

"Next time, keep your braceson,” he told the young hunter before pulling hisdeeveinto place. "Ptar
claws can cut through bone." He turned his head toward the flgp. "Comein.”

One of the younger women who wore the robe covering of a salvage sorter stepped through the flap and
to one side before she dropped into arespectful crouch. "l am Y grelda, Kheder."

Hurgot waited until the young hunter |eft before hetold her to riseto her feet. "What isit?' he asked,
feding impatient. No more men were waiting to be trested, but awoman who came with empty hands
boded nothing good.

"I cometo ask after Resa, theendeg femde." Y grelda's voice was soft, hesitant.
"Sheisnot here
The woman's head bobbed in agreement. " She was taken from the gjenvin master three sunsago.”

Like everyonein theiiskar, Hurgot had been aware of Resa's presence, but only in the vaguest sense,
through casua comments made by the other men.

Mogt of what was said came from ribald curiogity, asfew of the men had ever tried an endeg woman.
The rasakt had not made her available for general use, and she had not shown hersalf around the camp to
tempt anyone.



That Resa had been removed from the sheds seemed odd to Hurgot, but he had vowed to keep hisown
distance, s0 as not to attract any further trouble. "What of it?"

"Resadid well among us, Kheder." The woman stared at his feet. " She was modest, worked hard, and
never asked for more than was offered her. She would do the same again if returned to the salvage
sheds. Her presenceis missed.”

So it was the usua femae nonsense. This one had befriended the endeg and now wished a boon to bring
her friend back to her sde. "I have no say over such things," he told the woman. "Go back to work."

"May | know of how Resadoes?' Y grelda asked, cringing alittle. "There has been no word of her."

Hurgot frowned. Thewomen in the camp usudly knew everything about everyone; they had nothing
better to do than to gossip. If the women didn't know what had happened to her... "Where was she
taken?'

"To thejlorracaves, Kheder. She was taken by the beast master.” Y grelda gulped. " She has not returned
totheiiskar snce”

Hurgot bit back aviolent curse. "Who gave word to send her there?"
"It issaid the order came from the shelter of therasakt,” Y greldasaid.

Sogayi . Had it been Navn to give the order, everyone would know. The headman's wife had dared much
thistime. "Has the beast master returned to camp since Resa was taken?"

Y greldanodded. "Three times."

So Resa had been | eft with the jlorra, who were known to attack deeping people when hungry enough.
Hurgot went and pulled her to her feet. "Listen to me carefully. Y ou will return to the sheds, and say
nothing of thisto anyone. | will go out to thejlorracavesto see that sheiswell, and bring you word. If
sheis—whatever has happened to her, you will accept it, and you will not speak of thisagain.”

Y greldalooked into hiseyes. "Sheis good, Kheder. She does not deserve to be harmed. She did
nothing wrong.”

"She was born endeg, and she did not die on theice. That is reason enough for some.” Unable to stand
the weight of her eyes, Hurgot tugged her head wrap over her face. "Go now. | will send for you when |
return.”

It had been too cold to leave the shelters after sunset, but it was only midday, so when Y greldall eft,
Hurgot put on his heaviest outfurs and prepared to go. After some thought, he put some food and teain
hismedica pack.

Leaving the camp without being noticed was not difficult, for few paid attention to Hurgot anymore. He
took careto leave casudlly rather than with a show of stedth, so as not to make histrek too obvious. To
any eyesthat spotted him, it would appear asif he were going to gather, as he often did, the medicind
molds and ice plantsthat grew around vent shafts.

There were no naturally occurring ice cavesin the immediate vicinity of the camp, so liskar Navn's beast
master had congtructed artificia cavesfor hisjlorra, stacking hewed blocks of ice to form three e ongated
domes. Severa consecutive snowfdls had filled in the cracks between the blocks, and wind had scoured
and rounded the surface until the caves |ooked amost identical to those formed in nature.



Hurgot knew Egil, the beast master. He was the son of alow-ranked hunter and one of the camp's
ahayag. Handling pack anima s was often aduty given to the youngest men until they gained more
experiencein hunting. Only when Egil had made a sgnificant contribution to the camp's storeswould he
be raised to the atus of hunter, and another with aless-certain hand on the bow would take his place.
AsEgil wasadso one of thelazier men in camp, he had held the position for far longer than usud.

There were no jlorrain the temporary holding pen, aso built of ice blocks, on the side of the caves, so
Hurgot stepped into the low, wide entrance.

"Egil?" he called out. "Areyou here? 1t is Hurgot."
No voice answered, but the sound of many claws scraping the ice came to Hurgot's ears.

Sheisdead. Sogayi had himkill her and feed her to the beasts. Hurgot felt angry and resigned, for he
had half expected as much as soon as Y grelda had told him of Resal's remova from the sheds.

He had turned to go back out when Resa appeared, surrounded on all sides by the beasts. She looked
directly a him and smiled before remembering to drop into the customary crouch and wait to be
addressed. One of the jlorranuzzled the side of her face as she did so.

"Stand, Resa" When she had, Hurgot inspected her.

She wore ancient outfurs, and her face was smudged with soot marks, but otherwise she looked intact.
"Youaewd|?'

"Yes, Kheder." She gestured toward the back of the cave. "Come, | make teafor you?"'

More curious now than thirsty, Hurgot followed her to the back of the center cave. Thejlorrafollowed
the endeg slently, not even glancing once a Hurgot.

The center cave had been built around the opening of avent shaft, which provided some warmth for the
beasts and their handler. Someone had fashioned a crude heatarc over the opening, and onit sat a
salvaged pot and severd other odd items, including some chunks of stone.

Resafirst picked up ascrap of cloth and removed one of the stones, wrapping the cloth around it before
offering it to Hurgot.

"Hold," she said when he frowned at the bundle. "M ake hands warm."

Hurgot felt foolish—men did not fed the cold as women did—»but he could indulge her thismuch. As
soon as he clasped the cloth-wrapped stone between his mitts, the heat radiated into his pams and
fingers. The mild ache he usudly felt when on theice vanished.

Resawas busy with filling the makeshift cook pot with meltwater and adding clumps of damp tea plant.
"Make hot tea," she said, glancing over a him. "Soup, yes?'

Hurgot frowned. " Someone brought you food?' He would have expected Sogayi to give ordersto starve
thegirl. Surely Egil could not have brought down any game, and if he had, it would have been taken to
the skelaand madefit for the camp's use.

"Cats bring." Resareached over to run her fingertips around the ears of onejlorrals massive heed. "'l
cook. You st here, please?' Sheindicated apile of fursto one side of the heatarc.

Hurgot sat. The furs were warm from being in close proximity to the shaft opening, and athough they



were alittle iff, they were surprisingly comfortable. He saw another large bundle of fursto one Sde that
appeared asif Resa had been deeping in them. Some were ragged, and their irregular shape puzzled him,
until he saw the narrow lacings of guts holding them together. Resa had taken the fur scrapsfrom the
jlorraskills, washed them, and stitched them together. He had never seen the like.

"Makefur," Resasad, following hisgaze. "Kegp mewarmin night."
"You arelearning to spesk lideg," he said, just now redizing how well she was able to communicate.

"I speak some, not good,”" Resatold him as she brought over acup of teaand presented it. "Wetalk,
yes?

"Yes." Hurgot sampled the tea, which was weaker than heliked, and had obviousy been brewed severa
times before. "Resa, who brought these things here for you?”

Shelooked around. "Fur here. Cats bring food. | find things."
He did not want to think about the food aspect, so he asked, "Where do you find things?'

"Pilethings." She gestured toward the south side of camp, where, Hurgot recalled, the gjenvin dumped
whatever materia could not be salvaged. She went back to the heatarc and poured some of the contents
of another, odd-looking vessdl into asmaller, bent piece of dloy with ashdlow indentation like abowl.
She then brought the bowl to him. "Meat only," she said, rather gpologeticaly. "Not know good plants
here

The bowl held astrong-flavored broth with small chunks of meet in it. Because it had no vegetables or
picesit wasbland by lideg standards, but otherwise hot and filling.

To give himsdf timeto think rather than dwell on the origins of what wasin the bowl, Hurgot ate dowly.
Resawent back to her place by the heatarc and crouched there, warming her hands and sometimes
petting one of the cats, who had piled al around her like deepy, contented children.

"I brought you something," he said finaly, when she took the empty bowl and cup from him. "Here."
Feeling embarrassed, he took the food and tea from his pack.

"I thank you," Resasaid, clearly delighted. She went to the bundle of patchwork furs, pulled one side up,
and hid the food benegath it. When she saw Hurgot's expression, she made aface. "'l put here or Egil et
al”

Refusing to give food to a man was a serious offense, one for which she could be beaten severely. Y et
Hurgot found himsalf only admiring her ingenuity. Also, like every other man, Egil waswdll fed every
night in camp. It appeared that Resa had been left to fend for hersalf.

He had to be sure, however. No need to jump to conclusions when someone e se might be supplying
Resa's heeds. "Did anyone bring you food and furs from the camp?”

She shook her head. "Cats, | find, | make. That al." Shelooked directly into hiseyes. "I not die, Hurgot."

Was she reassuring him, or was she telling him that Sogayi's plan had failed? She could not know. "l will
seetoit that food is brought to you. It will not be much, but you will not starve." He was beginning to
wonder if anything could kill her.

"That kind." Resarefilled hiscup. "I thank you."



"Aren't you afraid of thejlorra?' Hurgot asked her as he watched her st down and idly stroke the
blue-white fur of the largest mae's ridged back.

"Cats? No hurt me." Resasurveyed the animas around her asif they were nothing more than smdll
children. "Catslike me." She began to say something else, and then frowned.

"Whet isit?"
"Egil beat them." Her dark brows drew together in the center. "'l no like that.”

"Egil beatsthejlorra?’ A wave of nausea swept over Hurgot at the thought of the beast master being so
foolhardly.

"Sometime," Resasaid. "Catsno like. | try, tell Egil no? Hit me." She rubbed the side of her heed, ruffling
her short, sheared hair. "Cats no like when Egil hit me."

"Hurgot?' A young man in heavy, unkempt furs entered the cave. "I thought | heard your voice, old man.
What are you doing here?'

The change in Resawas ingtantaneous. Sheimmediately put aside theimplement in her hand and bent
over until her nose touched the shabby boots on her feet, and stayed in that position, unmoving.

gl

"Y ou should have told me you were going to visit; I'd have brought something out with me." Egil'seyes
darted from Hurgot to the empty dish and cup Resa had given him. " She didn't make you egt this swill
she cooks, did she?

"It was acceptable.”

Egil went around the heetarc, kicking Resaout of hisway with no more thought than if shewere abundle
of furs. "l can hardly scomach the stuff.” Giving lieto his statement, he hunched down and helped himsdlf
to the contents of the cook pot. Resaremained curled up to one side, in the position she had landed, il
unmoving. The cats, however, shifted their pogtions, slently moving until they formed aliving wal on
three Sdesof her. They dso watched Egil with menacing intensity.

"Why comedl the way out here, old man?' Egil asked between mouthfuls,

Many of the young men of the camp referred to Hurgot asan "old man,” but rarely to hisface. "I cameto
gather someice plants,” helied. "l stopped in here to warm mysdf at the vent shaft.”

"Ah." Egil nodded, drank the last of the broth from the pot, and produced aloud belch.
Hurgot nodded toward Resa. "What isthe endeg doing here?

"Nothing of useto me," Egil said. He used the rest of Resals meltwater to wash hisface and hands. "I
keep the caves clean, and the beasts hunt for themselves. She does nothing but eat and deep.”

Resalifted her head and glared at the back of Egil's before noticing Hurgot watching her. She returned to
her curled-up position, but her expression was one of anger.

Hurgot had been to the jlorra caves before this day. In the recent past, he had noticed considerable piles
of gnawed bones and other remnants of the beadts kills. They were gone now, and he felt certain that
Resa had been the one to clear them out when she had gathered the fur scraps to make her bed.



"Shall | take her back to camp, then?" he asked Egil. " She made hersdlf useful sorting in the sheds; she
can work there."

"The rasakt's—the rasakt does not want her polluting the other women with her endeg ways," Egil said.
"| wastold that sheisto remain here.”

By Sogayi, no doubt. Therest of this conversation could not take place in front of awoman. "Walk
outsdewith me" hesaid to Egil. "Wemugt talk."

Egil went with him rductantly. "I do not know why you bother with her. Sheisusdess”

"Navn does not know about this, does he?' Hurgot gestured toward the cave. "About her being brought
here”

The younger man gave him astricken look. "Yes. Yes, hedoes.”

"Then | will speak to Navn when | return to camp,” Hurgot decided, "and ask him to bring her back to
work in the sheds."

Egil pasted afdsejovid smileon hisface. "Hedler, isthat entirely wise? With the burdens the rasakt
bearsfor us, he may haveforgotten thistrivia matter. It isbest not to remind him and irritate him."

"He does not know sheishere at al, does he?' Hurgot watched the young man's mouth open and closea
few times. "A man who takes orders from awoman may aswell be awoman himsdf," he suggested. "If
thisis made known, you will never hold abow again.”

Eqil flushed. "Y ou don't know what it islike. What can be done to one who goes against what is asked of
him. Being beast magter is not the worst work aman can do.”

Hurgot thought for amoment. He had no great affection for Egil, but the younger man was smply trying
to preserve hishide. "Navn must be informed of this. | think he has plansfor thisendeg.”

"I will not tdl him," Egil said adamantly. "Unless you wish to spend the rest of the few years|eft to you
curing hides or digging out privy holes, you should not, either.”

Theimage of Y grelda's pleading face cameinto Hurgot's mind. "' Perhaps we will not haveto." He
glanced over Egil's shoulder, and saw Resa standing at the entrance to the cave. She had been listening to
them talk for sometime, he suspected, and if the younger man turned around, he would grab the endeg
and beet her within aninch of her life.

Resa knew this. Hurgot could seeit in her eyes. Y et she stood, and she listened to them. She possessed
the kind of courage that neither he nor Egil had, and it shamed him so much that he dmost went around
Egil to beat her himsdlf.

"What are you going to do?"' Egil demanded.
"Something,” the shame made Hurgot say. "Soon.”
Resa turned and walked back into the cave.

"What do you mean, Stuart'slaunch crashed?" Orjakis rose abruptly, spilling warm, perfumed water
over the sides of the carved crystd tub. He thrust the attending drone aside and strode naked acrossthe
inlaid tile floor until he stood before his cowering notch.

"l see Janzil Ches—"



"Do not seeus,” Orjakisbdlowed. "Tell us.”

"Defense reported that the launch lost control in midflight.” The notch fixed his desperate eyes on
Orjakisschin. "It gpparently experienced enginefailure. A partid distress signd was transmitted by
Trader Aledver before the ship crashed. Thetransmisson isunintelligible.”

Aledver, one of hismost trusted internas. Orjakisfdt hisrage sink deeper. "Whereisit now?'

The notch had to consult his pad. "In the disputed area, Kangal. Defense has sent patrolsto search for it,
but there has been no success as of yet."

"It has been days since Stuart left Skjonn," Orjakis said through clenched teeth. "And they cannot locate
it?' Hedidn't wait for an answer, but brushed the notch aside and strode into his dressing room. More
attendants rushed at him, eager to array him in sky white silken trousers and amatching tunic heavily
encrusted with tiny emitters. The emitters, programmed to flash sequenced patterns, were aready
activated and projecting images of wings, jewels, and other finery.

He ripped the tunic from the attendant's hands and tore it in half. The drone turned and went back to the
garment room to select another ensemble.

Orjakiswent to stand before the large window overlooking the city. Beneath him, severd citizenswalking
outside the palace stopped at the sight of him. Two women and aman crumpled to the ground,
overcome.

| should send for them, he thought. Make them my ministers. They would kill themselvesto please
me.

"Wewill see Defensein our receiving room," Orjakistold the notch, who had crept in after him. "In two
minutes. With answers.”

It took longer than two minutes for Orjakisto cam himsalf, and to salect his colors and scentsfor the
day. On hisway from the chamber, he said to the Provisions drone, "Have a surface woman here
awaiting our pleasure when wereturn.”

Gohliyawas waiting on hiskneesin the receiving room. Orjakis noted the old man'sfixed stare and
wondered if the notch was becoming more efficient than was entirely necessary. A general warned of the
Kangd'sirewas agenera prepared to make excuses.

"The launch,” Orjakis said, too agitated to take his cusomary seat. "Whereisit?'

"I see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kangd of Skjonn," Gohliyasaid. "The launch has crashed on the surface,
somewhere within rebel-controlled territory.”

The Kangd strode up to the genera and grabbed him by the front of the tunic. "That is not the answer we
wish, Defense. Where arethey?”

"They are dead, Kangad."

Orjakis struck the older man in the face and turned his back on him. Denying Gohliyathe sight of his
beauty was only aminor punishment, and not avery satisfying one. He would have the decrepit fool
strung up in the courtyard and whipped. He would have him made into abath dave. A toilet dave. A bed
warmer for the garrison—wouldn't the soldiers love that? The possibilitieswere endless. He
summoned adrone to clean off the hand that had struck Gohliya.



"Before the Kanga has me tortured in some cregtive manner,” Gohliyasaid softly, "1 would spesk one
lat time”

"We should have cut out your tongue when our father died." Orjakis waked to the throne and sat down.
He made arega gesture. " Speek, then."

"The League will not hear the news of Colond Stuart's losswith happiness” Gohliyasaid. "If such tidings
are delivered correctly, they will come here. They will look for him. They will see the rebels and how they
have made the innocent below suffer. They will act asour dlies”

"If Stuart was League, which wefind very hard to believe, we do not need his superiorsto control our
planet,” Orjakisreminded the generd. "That isyour job, and you have failed miserably at it.”

"I was hot permitted to send an escort with Stuart,” Gohliya said. "By your orders, he and Aledver went
done”

"Aledver was going to ferret out histrue reason for coming to Akkabarr, and then dit histhroat and leave
him as afeast for the carrion eaters.” Orjakis had never bedded Aledver, either. He had died, ignorant of
the ultimate of dl pleasures.

The achein Orjakiss head made him gesture blindly for an attendant, who approached the throne and
knelt before him. He pointed to histemples, and the fema e went around the throne to stand behind it and
begin agentle massage of his scap and neck.

"The Kanga haslong desired to strengthen tieswith the League,” Gohliya said, histone more consderate
now. "This provides the opportunity for the Kangd to do so, if the Kangd iswilling to invite League
troops to Akkabarr."

"The League does not serve us,”" Orjakis snapped. "They are mongrels and mercenaries, unfit to look
upon us." But they were dso the most powerful dliance in the galaxy, and possibly ruthless enough to
exterminate the Hsktskt. If they did win thiswar of theirs, it would be within their power to outlaw
davery. "Why are we tormented like this? Isit not enough that we must serve the people every moment
of every day, devoting every second of life to maintaining our perfection exclusively for their benefit?”

Gohliyadid the unthinkable. He did not answer.

"We are aware of your fedingsfor us, Generd," Orjakis said, extinguishing thetiny flicker of pity he had
oncefelt for Gohliya. "Someday we will grant your wish and separate that hideous head from your
shoulders. But until that time, you are sworn to serve us. Sworn by the same oath that your father and his
father took."

The generd inclined his head, dmost breaking eye contact. "What does the Kanga order me to do? Shall
| pursue finding the crash with our own resources, or shdl | contact the League and enlist their aid?!

Orjakis gave him hisingtructions, and then |ft the receiving room and walked back to his chambers. His
mind kept returning to theimage of the devoted Aledver accepting his mission to interrogate and kill the
League colond.

I will find out what he conceals from the Kangal . Aledver's eyes had been arare color, dmost as
unusud asthe colond's eyes. The devotion in them had been absolute. He will tell me everything the
Kangal wishesto know.

Now poor Aledver was dead, and his body being torn apart—oh, gods, and eaten—by the animals
bel ow. The obscenity of those thoughts staggered Orjakis. Aledver had been one of hisbest internals, as



well as one of the most beautiful men in Skjonn.
Aledver, forgive us. You above all did not deserve this fate.

Tearswere winding down his cheeks as he closeted himself in his bedchamber. One of the femade
animasthat had been sent to him astithe tribute kndlt in atrembling, submissve pose at the base of his
bed. She was so ignorant of how to behave that she kept her gaze fixed on the floor.

"Look at us," Orjakis heard himsdlf tell her as he drew one of the small ceremonia daggershewore at his
wag.

The woman lifted her eyelids. She must have been the most comely of the tribute women, but the ravages
of cold and work had burnished any hope of beauty from her face. She looked upon him with hope, and
fear, and, yes, longing. He was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen.

He thought of Aledver, who would never see him again, and looked into those dark eyes.

Orjakis waked naked into the bathing chamber thirty minuteslater, his face and hands soaked with
blood. Small bits of flesh and bone fell to the floor as he handed his ruined dagger to the nearest drone.
"It iscontaminated. Destroy it." To hisnotch, he said, "Have our chamber cleaned at once."

Orjakis could not enjoy the same treatment. He would have to wait for the drone to remove the remnants
of the woman from his body before he could sink into histub.

Helooked down at himsdlf, vaguely surprised by the amount of gore. He had never taken one of thelittle
animalsbefore, but it had been a pleasant surprise. He had not gagged her, and yet through al that he
had done to her, she had not made a sound to distract him. Perhaps he need not sell dl the women they
sent him from the surface. The exercise might prove beneficid.

He had been wrong about her potentia, aswell. Her dark, dick blood provided auniquefail for his
smooth, firm skin. On me, she looks quite beautiful .

Chapter Ten

After Hurgot's visit, Resa guessed that someone would be sent to the caves to take her back to the
camp. From ligtening to him talk to Egil, she knew he was going to tell the leader of the people that she
wasdive.

She knew she was supposed to be dead.

Egil had told her himself that as soon as he lft her, that first night, the cats would devour her. He had
suggested she make cutsin her arms o that they would not play with her. It had not happened, even
though these cats were not the same as those Resa had stayed with before she had found the camp.
These strange cats had accepted her just as the others had, treating her asif she were one of their own
kind.



Another way | am not like the people.

She sat by the heatarc she had constructed, and wished she had enough of their words to find out why
the woman wanted her dead. She knew she was different, not like the people in many ways. She knew
some, like Y grelda, could accept this. But the one who wanted her dead the most—the one whose name
everyone whispered—would find another way.

| did nothing to her, and she wishes me dead. Try as she might, Resa could make no sense of it.

Shedid not wish to die. Not alone on theice, and not at the hands of the people. If shewasto die, she
would choose the moment. Perhaps she would walk out onto theicein the night, and |et the one of the
things that prowled the darkness take her. She knew places where they gathered. The jlorrawould not
kill her unlessthey were starved, she thought—the others had dragged her to their cave when they had
found her wandering in the snow—but surely she could sneak out just after they fell adeep.

There was no way to avoid death unless she stayed here, with the cats, but the people would not permit
it. She dso sugpected she might die of londiness, or fear from the dreams she had been having.

The dreams began the same way, each night: She was bleeding on the ice, reaching out to someone
gtanding over her. A woman with long dark hair.

Dahktar, shetold thewoman. | am a dahktar .

Asthewoman bent over her, Resalifted aweapon and shot her in the head. But it was her own head
that exploded with pain, her own face that turned wet with blood. Then light surrounded her, and
wrapped her in chains. A jlorralicked the blood from her face, and the woman was there, holding her
hand, watching her.

Resalooked at her and saw her own face on the woman's. Heard her voice coming from the woman's
mouth.

Dahktar. | am a Dahktar. A Dahktar . The woman produced a chain and bound their wrists together.
So are you. Shelifted adagger over Resa's chest. For that, you must die.

Resawould wake up, covered with sweat and shaking, white-hot pain in her writ.

Egil did not come the next day, but astorm did, and Resawas glad of the food Hurgot had brought her.
Shetried to share some with the cats, but they preferred their food bloody-dead, and refused it. As soon
asthe skies cleared, the entire pack left the caves to hunt, and Resa was once more alone.

| could go and look for other people, Resathought as she busied hersdf stitching together some fur
pieces. Ygrelda said there are many iiskars spread out over the ice. Perhaps another camp would
not have a woman who hates me for no reason.

She used adiver of boneto pierce the edges of the fur scraps and form small holes, through which she
passed |lengths of sinew she had softened in warmed water. When the sinew dried, it tightened alittle,
sedling the seam. Today she was fashioning an undergarment to wear, for the old outfurs she had been
given wereworn in many places and would not keep out al of the cold.

Resa held up the garment against her body to assure she had made it large enough. She used along,
narrow wedge-shaped piece of meta that she had found in the discarded salvage heap and sharpened to
trim some uneven tufts. It would not win admiring looks from anyone, but it would do. She started to
finish the last seams, and felt alittle disappointed that the Strange pleasure in putting together the thing
would soon be over.



What was the word Ygrelda called it? Sewing. Resaliked sewing. Her hands seemed to craveit.

The day drew on, silent and empty. Resatidied the caves, sorted through her stores, and prepared a
stew for her evening medl, but after that, there was nothing else to do. She dressed to go out and look at
the colors of the sky, and watch the sun start to drop. The shift in light made the shadows on theice
move and change shape, and for atime shetried to see things in them. But soon thet, too, grew tedious.

If the cats did not return by sunset, Resa knew that they would take shelter somewhere else and wait for
the sun. Without the warmth of their bodies around her, she would have to deep closer to the heatarc.

Resawalked around the caves, warming her limbs with the exercise. Shetried to make the sweet strings
of soundsthat some of the women in camp did, what Y grelda called singing, but discovered the sounds
that came from her throat were flat and rather unpleasant by comparison. She could not sing, so she
practiced her words out loud, repeating al she had heard, and trying to make sense of the order and
meaning.

"How does shelive?' she muttered under her breath. " She carries no furs, no food, no weapons. The
demons protect her. No. Who are you?"

She understood most of that now. Except for the demons, which she thought might be another word for
thejlorra. She did not know the answer to the last words—Who are you?—but she did not think she
would ever know.

Resatook out the piece of metal she had used to cut things. One side of it was shiny and showed a
dightly distorted image of her face. She remembered thefirst time she had looked into it, when she had
not known her own face. Even now it looked strange to her.

If she had been important, special, beloved, someone would have looked for her. She did not know
exactly how long she had been in this place, but she had not just come here. She had the ditinct feeling
that she had been here for some time before her earliest memory of the cats.

| s there no one who knows who | was?

She did not think of her past as belonging to her anymore. Who she had been was |ost to the darkness
and the pain. In fact, Resawas amogt afraid to remember it, because knowing would mean missing
everything she had loved in her former life. Whether or not she had been loved, she had fdlt lovefor
others, shefdt sure of it. She had begun to love Y grelda, and it had not seemed like a completely new
feding. Nor had the odd affection she felt for Hurgot, athough that puzzled her even more. She did not
fed desrefor him, and knew he did not like her.

Why did she still fed thiskinship with the camp's heder? He was old, and aman, and of adifferent kind.
Shefdt certain that he didn't even like her.

A soft growl made her look over her shoulder. The cats had returned, their claws and muzzles stained
with bits and patches of red ice. Despite their gory appearance, she was happy to see them and went to
greet them with affectionate hands.

"You do well?" Shelooked at the pack and saw the remains of a carcass they had dragged through the
snow. Since the jlorra devoured their kills as soon as they caught them, she knew the meat was meant for
her.

They feed me like a cub too young to make her own kills. "I thank you," shetold the big male, and
started to walk back to the caves with them.



"Bl

The cry made Resastop and look in the direction from which it had come. There was a skimmer down
on theice, perhaps three hundred yards from the caves, and ahunter half on, half off it. Something was
atop him, something twice hissize.

Beside her, the largest maein the pack sniffed the air, catching the scent of fresh blood. Hewaswell fed,
however, so hisinterest was only casud.

"Egjl, help me!*

Resa understood that the hunter had mistaken her for the beast master, but that was not the problem. She
had been given no serrats on her boots, possibly to keep her from attempting to go back to the camp.
The worn soles of her boots made it impossible for her to run to him. They were adso too far from the
camp for the hunter's cries to be heard. She was as usaless as a child, or acub—

The cats think of me as a cub.

"You carry me?" she asked the male, stroking him with reassuring hands as she went around to hisside.
She had never tried to ride one of the cats, but she had seen both male and fema e carrying their cubs on
their backs when the young grew tired—and when they were going on ahunt. If the male objected, she
would get off immediately.

As s00n as she was seated, the big cat started toward the skimmer. Her weight on his back made no
differencein his stride, and he displayed no displeasure when she grabbed on to the thick fur clump
between his shouldersto keep from diding off.

Resalooked ahead. The hunter was now huddled over, hisarms over hishead, crying out each time the
avian's sharp beak struck him from behind.

Thejlorrastopped a safe distance from the skimmer and moved his shoulders, asif to tel Resato climb
down. His narrowed eyes, she saw, were focused on the huge avian ripping and tearing at the hunter's
out-furs, trying to get at the flesh beneeth. The creature had wings twice the length of the skimmer, and
clawsthat were as curved and sharp asits beak. A length of thin, sheared rope hung from its neck.

Share cord, Resathought. She had seen some of the netlike traps that the hunters used. Why didn't he
kill it before he put it on the skimmer? Stupid man.

As soon as Resawas on her feet, the jlorrasnarled and bounded forward, jumping from the ice to knock
the avian from the hunter's back. The two tumbled over and over until the avian landed on theice and the
jlorralunged, mouth open, teeth bared to sink into the avian's thick, corded neck.

The avian struck the big cat directly in the face, nearly taking out one eye. The big cat ingtinctively rolled
off, head down, and the avian used the opportunity to launch itsdf from theiceinto thear.

Resasaw it fly up and then make an abrupt turn, diving back toward theice. It was not coming for the
jlorra; it must have realized that it was no match for the big cat's bulk and power. Insteed, it hurtled down
directly at the skimmer.

The hunter, who had risen from his huddled position, did not see the avian until he pulled the hood back
from hisface.

"Down!" Resa shouted, but the hunter now saw desth coming for him and becamelike apillar of ice,
unableto move.



Resawas not aware of running toward the hunter, but somehow she reached him before the avian did.

Her position put her directly benegath the attacking creature, and she shoved her arm up, driving the blade
in her hand into the center of its neck. Her knuckles dammed into itsleathery hide, and she jerked the
blade to the Side, severing two neck tendons and the gullet.

The avian screamed through its own blood. Its wings swept forward, closing around the hunter and Resa
asit scrambled to thrust away from them with frantic clawing, and then its body went giff. It fell back and
onto the ice, where the waiting jlorra pounced on top of it.

Resawatched as the big cat crushed the avian's gaping throat between its massive jaws, and shook it
fiercely, making the bones snap and crunch. The wings dangled, the killing shake rendering them limp and
motionless. She looked down at her hand, which was il clutching the wedge of metal.

No. She remembered how she had thought of it as she had used it onthe avian. Blade. | used it asa
blade. Resa's sscomach clenched as she saw her face reflected through the blood on the blade's shiny
side. She had never used ablade like this. How could | know how to do this?

"You." The hunter stared a Resawith dmost as much horror as he had the avian. "Y ou are not Egil."

Resa knew him. He was the son of Navn, the rasakt. Y grelda had pointed him out one day. Hewas also
waiting for her to say something, judging by his expression. What would be the safest response? "Egil not
here"

The hunter moved away from her and wandered in acircle for atime, muttering and shaking hishead. He
would stop, stare at the dead avian, then at her, and take up walking nowhere again.

Thejlorra, which was not interested in the avian's carcass, came over to her and nudged her hand. Resa
stroked him, not sure what to do about Navn's son. She did not wish to stay near him, as he was acting
asif hewas angry with her. Y et she could not go back to the caves until hetold her to go. Ygreldasaid
that was one of the most important of the peopl€'srules. to wait for the men to say what to do.

"Why didyoudoit?
Shelooked up into the hunter'sface. "Do?"
Hejerked hishead toward the avian. "Kill the ptar."

"Help man." That was what the people's women were supposed to do, dways. "Woman kill creature. ..
bad luck?'

The hunter's eyes seemed to bulge out of his head, and then he began to make the huh-huh-huh sound
that the women made when they were happy or amused. The sharp sound he made wasn't like theirs.

"Youkilledit," hetold her when he was finished making the sharp sound. "Y ou saved me. | am Aktwar,
the son of Rasakt Navn. Do you know what that means?’

"No." She hoped it did not mean he would kick her and hit her, as Egil had done.

Aktwar put his hands on her wrigts, but he did not hurt her thistime. "It meansthat | owe you my life.
Come." Still holding one of her wrists, he led her to the skimmer. Resalooked back at thejlorra, who
gavethem along look before seizing the ptar's carcass and dragging it off to the caves.

As Resa climbed onto the back of the skimmer, where Aktwar fastened her to the strange chair part of it,



she wondered if thiswould be the last time she saw the big cats. Then the skimmer wasrising, not far
from the ground, but enough to make her clutch at Aktwar's back.

Hying through the air felt exhilarating and frightening at the sametime. Resatried not to cling to the young
hunter, but by the time they landed outside the iiskar she had her fists curled tightly in the shreds of
Aktwar's outfurs. He helped her down, hishands till not harsh or hurtful, and gestured for her to follow
him into camp.

Resafollowed asdowly as she dared. If owing her hislife made Aktwar angry, he could do whatever he
wished to her. She sensed from Y greldals words that he was important, perhaps amost asimportant as
the rasakt. Perhaps that she had saved him from the ptar would make Navn feed more kindly to her. He
might let her live out in the caves, with the cats, and, after atime, perhaps return to the camp to be with

the people.
That possibility quickened her sep alittle.

Aktwar led her to the rasakt's shelter, where he pointed to a spot outside the flap. " Stay here. | must tell
him first." He stepped through the flap.

Resa stayed there for along time. She ducked her head each time aman passed her, but she could fed!
the weight of his eyes. For the first time she realized how much she smelled—she had not been ableto
bathe properly while out in the caves—and now there was ptar blood al over her outfurs.

When the young boys of the camp started |oitering near the rasakt's shelter to stare a her, she pulled her
hood forward, trying to hide her face. She did not have the bit of cloth she had been using as aface wrap
with her.

At last Aktwar came out. He did not ook particularly happy. "My father isnot here,” hetold her. "He
will not return until nightfall.”

Resa brightened. "I go back caves?'

"No. You will stay here, with my mother, until my father returns. Come." He went back through the flap,
and feding helpless, Resafollowed.

Theinterior of the shelter was very warm, and the scent of food tickled Resa's nose. If she were back at
the cave, she would be eating the stew she had made before Aktwar and the ptar: her only med of the
day. There had been no time, however, and now her ssomach felt hollow and was making growling
sounds.

There were two other men inside. Both were older men, hunters whom Resa had glimpsed in the past.
Neither seemed particularly happy to see her. A woman came out of the back room of the shelter
carrying atray with bandages and abowl! containing a pungent mixture.

"That isn't necessary. I'm only bruised. | want you to know..." Aktwar turned to Resa and frowned.
"What isyour name, woman?'

"Resa." Shewatched as the other woman set down the tray and walked toward them, her movements
dow and deliberate. Resa thought of the white snakes she had seen dithering out of vent shafts.

"Mother," Aktwar sad, "thisisResa."

"I know." Sogayi smiled. "Come, sit. Tell me how you saved thelife of my son.”



Navn considered staying the night at liskar Sverrul. The rasakt, Knab Sverrul, was an old friend, and
with the rebellion upon them it might be months, even years, before they saw each other again, if a all.

Knab, who had aready sent his men to serve the Raktar, had been philosophica about hisdecison to
back therebelion. "I do not wish it, but | have little choice. It isnot asif we have never fought before.
Our fathers tribeswent to war, asdid their fathers, and their fathers. Men fight." He shrugged. "It isthe
way of men."

"The tribes before us fought each other over hunting territory. The windlords are our masters. We
displease them, and they withhold our food, and we starve." Navn shook his head. "The rebels arefools.”

Hisold friend's gaze turned shrewd. "How much meat is on your table of late, Deves? How long has it
been since your women baked bread? Do you think the vral will cometo find your iiskar worthy?"

"l donot bdieveinvra."

"Neither do I, but the hunters begin to." Knab rolled hiseyes. "I think the rebellion preys on more than
our stores."

Since the windlords had stopped sending the foods that could not be had on the plangt, dl the iiskars that
had not alied with the rebellion had been gradualy using up their stores. Some said the lideg might adapt
to eating nothing but meat—the beasts thrived on it—and their hunters could provide meat for ahungry
tribe, but only for aslong asthe game held out. Navn knew aswell as Sverrul that there were now too
many tribes competing for the same food. In time, that would dwindle, aswell, and the lideg would turn
on each other or sicken and die. They needed the synthetics and foods the rebels were growing in the
abandoned trenches to survive. Word had been sent that the only tribes permitted to share in the bounty
were those who joined the rebellion.

The Raktar was no better than the windlords.

"Evenif your tribe does not join the rebels," Knab told him, “the windlords will not reward you for it. |
have friendsin the west, and they have attested to the fact that the few loyd tribes have received nothing
from above. The rebelswill not share their food with those againgt the rebellion. Thereisno dternative.”
He gave Navn apained smile. "Y ou must send your men to fight.”

"We trade one cruel master for another,” Navn said bitterly.
Hisold friend gave him a pitying look. "Thet isdso the way of men."

Before heleft theiiskar, Navn embraced Sverrul, and once more refused the gifts his friend wished to
make him. "Y our hunters serve the Raktar now," hetold Knab. " Save your stores, for you will need them
if therebels are defeated. | will look after my own."

"Send word if you decide to move on,” Sverrul asked as he embraced him. "If we survivethis, | want to
know where | can find you."

Navn thought about hisfriend's request as he mounted his skimmer and took to the air. Part of him
vaued Sverrul's counsdl, and part wondered if hisfriend had promised more than men to the rebellion.
Does he wish to know where my iiskar goes for his sake, or so that he may report our movements?
Another reason to despise this Raktar—he made Navn question the word of aworthy ally, aswell asa
friend he had known and trusted since his boyhood.

Navn had goneto Sverrul done, so he was by himsalf when he arrived back at camp. Most of the men
were out hunting, while the rest were at work repairing storm damage to the shelters. He nodded to the



respectful greetings he was given, as aways, but noticed the close looks his men gave him when they
thought he could not see. Also remarkable was the absence of dl the women.

His men might have any reason behind their furtive glances, but there was only one thing that kept dl the
women insde: One of them had done something to earn a severe punishment. Women alway's scattered
and hid liketerrified children when that happened.

Navn fdt the tightness of anger in his head and chest as he entered his shelter. Sogayi would tell him what
it was, as she always did, while she massaged the tiredness from his head and neck. These days, shewas
his heart's only shelter. Why cannot the other women be like mine? No wonder so many men envied
him hiswife

Navn cameto astop just insde theflap. In the center of the shelter, ahalf-naked, limp body hung from a
discipline pole, baring aback covered with lash marks and trickling blood. Two of his strongest hunters
were plying their whips with rhythmic ferocity, adding more ghastly stripes.

"Hold." He strode forward, intent on seeing the woman's face, his rage swelling like a poisoned wound.
Only when he saw that the prisoner was the endeg, not Sogayi, did hefind hisvoice again. "What is

"Punishment, Rasakt,” the oldest hunter said, lowering his gaze and hiswhip. "Thisfemaefashioned a
weapon, and used it."

Sogayi's serene, beautiful face swam before his eyes. "Whom did she kill?*

The two hunters exchanged glances, but before the oldest could speak, Navn'swife rushed to crouch
before him. He was so relieved that he lifted her in hisarms and embraced her tightly. Over her head, he
sad, "Get out."

The two hunters bowed and |eft the shelter. For along time al Navn could do was hold hiswoman, and
stroke her hair, and savor the sound of each breath she took. Only when the endeg stirred did he set

Sogayi & arm'slength.
"Tdl mewhat has happened here.”

Sogayi's cheeks gleamed with tear streams. "1 was s0 afraid, my husband. | prayed you would come, and
you are here. Surdly | am the woman most blessed by the gods." Overcome, she covered her face with
her hands and sobbed.

Such agentle creature, to be subjected to such ugliness. Navn amost drew his blade to dash the endeg's
throat. But the dien female only moaned alittle before her head fell forward again.

It took Navn sometimeto calm hiswife, and what she told him when she could speak made his heart
grow cold. The endeg fema e had come to the shelter, her garments covered in blood. His own son,
Aktwar, had brought her, claiming she had saved him during an attack by awounded cregture.

"l invited her to St with me, and talk with me," Sogayi said, sniffing back new tears. " She told me that she
threw hersdlf at our son when he was fighting the beast. She said she had used.... that she had made for
hersdlf..." Unableto speak, Sogayi lifted ahand and pointed to an object lying at the endeg'sfest.

Navn went to pick up the object, which was avery sharp wedge of metal coated in dried blood. "This?"
Hehdd it up. " She made this? Used this?"

Sogayi nodded.



Navn studied the metdl. It was no more than a sharpened scrap piece, too small to use as anything but a
cutting toal. "What happened then?

Hiswife clagped her hands together. "Two of my husband's men were present when the endeg spoke to
me. I—I summoned them to be here, because | was afraid. She was covered in blood. They saw her
display the weapon and invoked punishment. | did not know what to do but to hide."

Of course, she could not do otherwise. Sogayi was a proper female and knew better than to chdlenge a
man's decision. "What was the punishment?’

"Itiswhat isaways done, for her to be beaten until dead.” She gave him abrief, wretched look. "1 would
have begged them wait for you, but dl lideg, even women, know the law.”

A woman was forbidden from fashioning, touching, or usng weapons. It was one of their more common
laws, but Navn was not sure that the endeg had been made aware of it. She had been here only a short
time; she did not yet speak their language. Thisiswhy you should have had her killed, the first day
she came to camp.

Hiswife glanced at the endeg and shuddered. "'l am glad you are here now, so that you may dispatch
her."

"Father?'
Sogayi's mouth opened and closed as Aktwar entered the shelter.

Navn's son looked pleased to see hisfather until he caught sight of the endeg. "Why isthiswoman being
beaten? She saved my life."

"With this?' Navn showed him the makeshift dagger.

"Yes. She cut the throat of awounded ptar that was trying to eat its way through my back. Who ordered
her to be beaten?' Aktwar went to the discipline post and untied the endeg, lifting her sagging body into
hisarms. "l am taking her to Hurgot."

"No." Navn closed hisfist over the meta piece. Y ou will not."

Aktwar stared at him. "Father, if not for her | would be dead, my body torn, my eyes pecked out of my

"She used thisto kill the ptar?' Navn showed him the dagger, and when Aktwar nodded, he sighed. "She
has violated the law. Y es'—helifted his hand when his son began to protest—"I understand thet it wasto
save you, and for that | will aways be grateful to her. But the law isthe law for areason.”

"Thisisnonsense. | owe my lifeto thiswoman, Father." Aktwar gently lowered the endeg's body to the
furs covering thefloor. " She had no reason to help me. Sheisendeg. It would not have surprised meif
she had stood and watched that ptar kill me."

"My son, she may have meant to hurt you, and killed the ptar through clumsiness,” Sogayi said inalow,
hesitant voice. "Or perhaps she did thisthing to gain your trust, knowing you would bring her back
among thetribe, where she might use her weapon again, but thistime on theliving."

"That isenough.” Hearing such scheming words coming from his beloved's mouth made Navn fed sick.
To hisson, hesaid, "If she saved you by any other means, Aktwar, | could reward her."



His son's brow furrowed. "The only other way she might have saved mewasto give hersdlf up to the ptar
soit would teke her ingtead of me."

Sogayi nodded sadly. "That would have been the proper thing for her to do. There is nothing more
gloriousthan for awoman to give her life so that aman may live."

"If thisthing isto be done," Aktwar said, hisvoice harsher than Navn had ever heard it, "then it will be
merciful, and by my hand." He drew hisblade and crouched by the endeg, lifting her chin.

"No." Navn thought of Sverrul'stales of the vral, and concealed histerror at the prospect of watching his
son dash the endeg'sthroat. If he does so and she will not die... "Thereisthe other punishment.”

Aktwar frowned. "What other?'

"Sogayi, leave us." Navn waited until hiswife was gone before hetold his son, "She will be taken out of
the camp.”

"It isnot more merciful to alow her to dowly freeze to death,” Aktwar snapped.

"Shewill be cast out." Navn turned away so he no longer had to look upon the endeg. " She will be made
kea”

Chapter Eleven

Skjaeeradid not need to deep as the other skeladid, and so she was the firgt to hear the skimmers as
they landed. She recognized the sound of the propulsion devices that made them fly, and heard the heavy
footsteps of the hunters. She did not rouse the head-woman. Hunters who brought the skela's portion of
the meat came only to drop it outside, so the sound was ordinary to her ears. Only when a shout rang out
did it startle her and wake Daneeb.

"What isit?' Daneeb came out of the crawl, aready wearing her day garments.

Skjasera thought for amoment, trying to recapture the memory of the sound. Recently she had begun
remembering things, but only when it served her own purpose. Rardly did anything interest her enough to
trouble hersdlf. Even speaking still seemed unnecessary most of thetime.

The headwoman went to the view hole. "Skimmers," Daneeb said. "Too many. Stay here." She jerked on
her outfurs and hurried out into the bitter cold.

Skjaaera paid no further attention to the matter, and went back to contemplating the amber red light of
the heatarc. The beautiful colors changed constantly, blending and reblending into new shades. She could
see atiny universe of heat and light in the heatarc, and it was seductive. She could not bring hersdlf to go
too near it, not since the explosion, but she could sit and watch it for days. She would have done so,
many times, if the Ssters had |eft her done.

Ontheicel wasborn, and on theice | will die, but this entire world will never be aslovely asthis



small heart of the stars.

Solitude and silence were not to be hers now, it seemed, for Daneeb returned and shouted for al the
sstersto rouse themsalves.

Skjaararoseto retrieve her outfurs.
"No," Daneeb said, and pointed to Skjaeeras crawl. "Y ou have not dept.”
She did not respond, but smply looked at the head-woman and waited for the rest of it.

"I know what you are thinking, and | tell you again: no." Daneeb's face darkened as some of the ssters
stopped dressing to watch them. ™Y ou will obey me here, Skjasera. Y ou will go into your crawl, say
there, and deep. Go now."

Skjaeerathought of walking past Daneeb and outside to see what the hunters wanted. She thought of
climbing into her crawl. Decisons, too, were not an easy matter for her.

Daneeb gave her adifferent ook, the one that begged without words.

Skjaarawent to her crawl, climbed in, and waited in the dark narrow space until she heard Daneeb and
the other sstersleave. When they had gone, she climbed back out and dressed.

Outside it was gtill dark, and the cold had sharp teeth. Skjaeera pulled up her hood to concedl her face
and scanned the front of the skela's caves. A group of men stood before the sisters. A small bundle of
cloth lay in the snow between them.

"If shefails" thelead hunter wastelling Daneeb, "you may do asyou wish with her.”

Skjaeraliked hunters. They did not taunt and curse the skela as the gjenvin often did, perhaps because
they understood that the skela, too, served a purpose on thisworld. Mostly the hunters brought them a
portion of the meat the skela butchered for them and otherwise | eft them aone.

People who |eft her done were dwaysin favor with Skjaaera. She often regretted not living among the
hunters.

"Asyou say, Kheder." Daneeb bowed her head.

The men moved away, mounted their skimmers, and flew up into the sky. Daneeb snapped out orders
for two of the sstersto help her lift and carry the bundieinside.

Skjaserasmelled blood, saw dark stain lines on the cloth, and followed.

The skeladid not carry the bundle to the lidded square pit in the ice where they kept their meat, but
instead carried it into a portion of the cave they rarely used for anything but storage of extrafurs.

The ssters placed the bundle gently on the floor of the cave, and furs were brought even as Daneeb
unwrapped the cloth. Skjaaera frowned as awoman's face appeared uncovered. She knew that face.
She knew... but she did not know. She could not be sure.

It did not seem worth the time or pain to try to remember.

For along time no one said anything. The Ssters stared at the woman, and the woman stared back at
them. The woman was pale and her expression was one of wariness and concedled fear. The Ssters
smply seemed shocked.



"It cannot be her,” Mami whispered, her voice sounding like astring pulled too tightly. "It cannot be,
Skrie. Shewas—"

"Close your mouth,” Daneeb snapped. She turned back to address the strange woman, who was looking
at everyone with visible bewilderment. "Do you know where you are?'

"No."
"What isyour name?"
IIR&II

Daneeb said nothing, and Skjaeera thought she might be shocked now, too. Thetension of her body, the
way her gaze would not settle, the manner in which she bit theinsde of her lip—all sgnsthat the
headwoman felt disturbed, possibly even threatened.

The slence did give Skjaeratime to turn the name over and over in her mind, which sometimes brought
the memories back to her without much pain. Resa. Resa. Resa. She knew no one cdled that name.

"What this place?' the woman asked. She spoke asif unsure of the words.

She does not speak our language. Skjaseraremembered the fair-haired endeg man whose face she had
repaired. Like him.

"Thisisthe dwelling place of the skelawho serve liskar Navn. Y ou have been cast out. Y our once-life
thereisover." Daneeb bent to wrap furs around the woman's shivering form, and then stepped back.
"Y ou must show that you are worthy to join us.”

Malmi surged forward. "No, Skrie, please, do not make her—"

Daneeb dapped the skelds face with her bare hand before she addressed the strange woman again. "Are
you prepared to show your worth?”

Resa struggled to stand, and pulled the furs around her tightly. "Yes."
"Cdlal, Fren, Opdas," Daneeb cdled out. "Bring the choices.

The three skelaleft the area. The remaining women drew back, taking places againgt thewall and leaving
their headwoman and Resa standing facing each other in the center of the floor. Skjaseratook the
opportunity to dip back to the caveto retrieve her pack of medical supplies. As soon as Daneeb finished
tormenting the woman, she would need her wounds attended to. On her way back, Skjesera saw Callai
and Fren dragging a fresh carcassin from the butchering room, while Opaas carried abox from the

sdvagepile

"Put them before her," Danecb said when the three skela returned, and the box and the carcass were set
on the floor before Resa.

Skjaeera checked her pack to seeif she had the proper antiseptic and ointments. From the way the
woman was holding hersdlf, she had back injuries. The bleeding through the cloth did not appear to be
significant, but she would have to examine the wounds. Skjaeerafdt astrong surge of impatience with
whatever game Daneeb was playing with the stranger. She knew the skelahad their ways of deciding
things, but the head-woman had better hurry up with it. Resawasin pain.

"Before you are two choices," Daneeb told Resa, and pointed to the box. "In that are rations from an



endeg vesse. They are seded in things that keep them fresh. Y ou may eat what you like from them.” She
pointed to the carcass, which was far less atractive in gppearance. "Thisisabeast givento usasa
portion for our work. It must be madefit eating." She threw adagger into the carcass. "Y ou may haveall
the meat if you butcher it by yoursdlf. Choose one or the other.”

Resa eyed the box, and then the carcass. She swallowed afew times before she crouched down and
took the blade from the dead animal. She stared at it, and held it out like an offering. "Hunters beat me
for touching, using blade." She produced a strange smile. "I use blade to save hunter life."

Mami turned away and made a strangled sound. Daneeb said nothing.

Resa studied the faces around her for along time before she crouched and began cutting open the belly
of the carcass. Her hands moved easily and with considerable kill.

Skjaeera pushed some of the other skela out of her way to go to Resa. She pulled the woman's hands
away from the carcass and looked up at Daneeb. Skjaseratook the knife from Resaand put it aside, and
then tugged down the furs covering her back.

"Areyou heder?' Resaasked her.

Skjaeerds native language was not lideg, so it had taken her sometimeto learn it after she had cometo
join the skela. She sometimes practiced it when she was done or with the jlorra, mimicking the
intonations of the other women until she could speak asfluently as any of them. She didn't know why, but
it seemed important, asif part of her knew she would have to spesk to them someday.

Perhaps Resa's arrival meant the time for silence had come to an end.

"l am." Skjaeeraturned Resa gently so that her back faced her. "Were you whipped?*
Daneeb gaped at her. "What did you say?"

"l was." Resa, too, stared at her. "How did you know?"

Skjaarawasn't sure, exactly. The blood on the cloth could have come from any part of her body. "I
guessed." She glanced up at the headwoman. "l an aheder.”

"So you are." Daneeb gestured to the other skelawith ahand that shook. " Take away the choices. The
rest of you, go back to the crawls." When everyone had cleared out except the headwoman, Resa, and
Skjaeera, Daneeb came to crouch beside them. "Tell uswhat happened to you.”

"l use blade, kill ptar, save hunter. They beat me, cast me out.” Resa shrugged out of the furs and
unwound the ragged cloth around her body until her back was exposed. "Not beat me much. Cold make
fed better."

"Daneeb, fetch some warm, clean water," Skjaeeratold the headwoman as she gently peeled back the
cloth clinging to the fresh lash marks. "1 will try not to hurt you, but these must be cleaned and sealed, or
they will fester.”

Resa nodded.
Daneeb was staring at Skjaarawith wide eyes. "Y ou are spesking asif—"

"My tongue has dways functioned. | cannot say the samefor your ears.” She noted the depth of the
wesls and which would have to be sutured. "Daneeb, | till need that weter.”



The headwoman rose and went out.

"I smell. No clean mysdlf long time." Resaturned around and touched the edge of Skjaeera's face wrap.
"Why wear? No men here seeyou."

Skjaaradid not show her face before strangers, and she had hidden it for so long that she never felt at
ease with it exposed. Keeping it covered made the Sstersfedl more at ease, too, and she had to wear the
mask when she did the work.

But Resa had pleased Daneeb with her choice, and would be one of the skelanow.

Skjaaera pulled back the wrap and exposed her face. At first Resa's eyes widened, and then she touched
Skjaeeras cheek. "You look like me."

Something happened in that moment. Skjaserawas not sure precisely what, but fedling Resal's hand on
her cheek made her head swim. She looked into the other woman's eyes and saw the same confusion.

"Who are you?' Resaasked softly.

There was an answer to that, but Skjaeera did not want to go into the place in her head where it was
waiting. That place wasfilled with pain, and not just her own. Pain that no one should see, no one should
fed.

Skjaeeraplaced her hand over Resa's and pressed it to her face.
The crash. The cold. The child. The weapon. The light. The pain.

The vagueness that had embraced her for so long abruptly dissolved, and Skjeeera saw Resaclearly. The
eyes, the nose, the mouth—they were all the same. She remembered exactly who Resawas now.

No wonder Daneeb had acted so strangely. She had known this woman for two years. They dl had.
Resaswasthefirgt life Skjaaera had saved since becoming skela. She had operated on her, repairing the
damage from the terrible head wound she had suffered. Resa's body had dowly recovered, but her mind
had not. The wound had induced madness to a degree that Resa had to be restrained. Skjasera had kept
Daneeb from killing Resa, and instead had nursed her for months, trying to bring her back to sanity.
Then, one day, Resa had somehow freed hersalf from her chains and walked out onto the ice.

Sincelosing Resa, Skjasera had cared little for anything but the work of saving others. Now she had
returned, and what did that mean? What do | say to you? Why have you come back to me? Why
don't you recognize any of us? Why did you run away? Why are you still alive?

"Who are you?' Resarepesated, more insistently now.
"Jarn," Daneeb said as she rgjoined them. She set down abasin of mdtwater. "Her nameis Jarn.”
Skjaara glanced at the headwoman. "'l am called Skjaeera”

"You are Jarn, and you will answer to your name," Daneeb said, her tone ominous. "Now that you have
found your tongue, it istime you stopped living asif you occupy another world and the one where the
rest of usdwell doesnot exig.”

"Jarnispretty name," Resasaid politely. Her gaze moved from Daneeb to Skjaaera, unsure.

Sjasera meant "Death Bringer," and she certainly was not that. Now that she remembered everything,
even those things that made her want to scream until her throat swelled shut, she could not return to the



vagueness that had protected her. She understood why Daneeb was so insistent, aswell. If Resawasto
stay with them, and be skela, Skjagerawould have to abandon everything that had kept her insulated and
safe.

It would keep Resa safe, too.
"Turn around,” Jarn told Resa. She hald out a cloth to Daneegb. "Soak thisin the water."

A vibration shimmered acrossthe ice floor of the cave, and the three women went ill. It continued only
for afew minutes beforeit died away, and theice was dtill again.

"Tremors," Daneeb said. "Deep below.”

"Yes." Jarn looked a the ground beneath their feet. "But what is making them?”

The Toskald defense forces expected the rebel s to attack during the hours of darkness. They ill
patrolled the skies during the daylight hours—their |eaders were taking no chances—but the bulk of the
patrol ships came down from the skim cities as soon as the sun set over any territory.

Teulon had expected this, and compensated by moving the last of histroopsinto position only during the
brief periods of time when the patrols were in mid-change, or had dready flown over the battalion's
present position. Otherwise, the rebels stayed under cover and remained where they had been ordered
to camp.

At times it seemed maddening, even to Teulon, but they had to wait. For the attack on the armory
trenches, they were waiting specifically on the perfect conditions under which they could carry out a
successful campaign, and take al the trenches on the same day.

"They will not detect usif we moveat night or day,” Hasal often argued. "Why do you not give the
order?"

Teulon refused to move one unit. "We wait until the planet isready to help us.”

Akkabarr findly obliged him with the storm he had wanted. It rolled in from the eadt, afierce squal that
pulled morewinds and ice into itsaf until it swelled into one of the rare sormsthat covered most of the
inhabited surface. The storm was immeasurable, an enormous blanket that settled over the planet and
expended its violent energy on anything that dared move out of shelter. No ship could fly in such wegther,
and the Toskald retreated to their cities, confident that the rebels would do the same.

That was the moment Teulon gave the order.

The battaions, which he had stationed in key positions, received the order and sent their troops down
into the tunnelsthey had been burning out by redirecting vent shafts under theicefor the last year. Like
the armory trenches, the secret, complex maze, now reinforced to provide safe passage for those who
used it, was carefully mapped and well-known by the rebelswho had built it. The storm kept the
Toskad's subsurface monitors from transmitting any images of activity below, so no onein the skim cities
would know what they were doing or could respond to it. The rebels were free to move through the
tunnelsto the walls of the armory trenches. There the demolition squads began cutting through the
plasted with harmonic cutters salvaged by the lideg and repaired by their Raktar.

One hour after the order went out the first squad signaled that they had cut through.
"Trench F417 has been breached,” Hasa said, breathless from running through the tunnd the troops had



burned out from the communications shelter to the Raktar's HQ. He handed Teulon the datapad, on
which was listed the complete inventory of the trench. "No casudties.”

Teulon skimmed thelig. "Drones?’
"Disabled." Hasd grinned. "The surge torches you designed worked exactly as you said they would.”

Teulon had known that the automated security systems were impervious to cold, pulse wegpon fire, or
any sort of mass reprogramming. He could not use standard demolition ordnance or flamethrowers,
ether, for that would set off the contents of the trenches.

The drone designers, however, had been too confident of the primitive surface conditions. They had
never considered that the lideg might take advantage of the natural bioelectric power present in their
environment. The surface dwellers were never permitted anything but the most basi ¢ technology, and that
was never improved. The designers even consdered the ice that encased the trenchesimpregnable.

In hisformer life, Teulon had been an engineer and a shipbuilder. As experienced salvagers, the lideg had
been hoarding components and dloysfor years, learning dowly through tria and error how to usethe
samplest of them. They did not know how to reactivate the malfunctioning drones that the Toskad hed
replaced and discarded over the years, but they collected and stored them, al the same.

Teulon showed them how to deprogram the drone before reactivating it, which was when they
discovered the drones one vulnerability. He then designed the wegpon to exploit it: the surge torch. With
his knowledge, and the lideg's hoarded tech, they built their own armory.

The wespon gathered biod ectricity from both body friction and the surrounding atmosphere,
concentrated it, and emitted it in afocused stream. The stream was not particularly powerful—it could
inflict only an unpleasant jolt to any living being—but it did not have to beletha to living flesh. The drones
guarding the armory trenches had been designed to withstand only conventional weaponry. By
experimenting on the reprogrammed, reactivated units, Teulon discovered that they were utterly helpless
againg surgetorches streams.

Theinventory list from Trench F417 listed some interesting items, Teulon noted. He indicated on the pad
which onesthe rebelswere to take for themselves, which they were to leave behind, and how he wanted
the trench mined and resealed. What he was interested in was what the squad |eader had reported as
"clear rocks with strange markings.”

Crystals.

"These clear rocks are etched crystals. | want them wrapped, packed, and delivered to the battalion
commanders before the sorm bresks,” Teulon told Hasal, showing him theitem on the inventory list.
"Send asignd to al trench search teams and give them adescription of the crystals. They areto retrieve
any they find within the trenches and also have them ddlivered to their commanders.™

Hasal frowned. "Why must we retrieve rocks? Even if they are decorated, we have no use for such
baubles.”

Teulon handed him the datapad. ™Y ou have your orders.”

"Asyou say, Raktar." His second pocketed the device. "Thereis an emissary who arrived from the east
just before the storm descended. He says heflew around it, but it isunlikely thet istrue.”

Teulon had been expecting another assassination attempt, but not so soon. "What iiskar does he clam?"



"Navn. He says heisthe rasakt'sonly son. Thereis something ese” Hasd shifted hisweight from one
foot to the other. "liskar Navn islocated in the center of the territory beyond the Kuorj and the Pasda.
They, too, were within distance of the endeg launch crash ste”

"Close enough for these vral the Terran saw to have come from their camp?' Hasal nodded. "Why did
you not say before, when we were out there?"

His second flushed miserably. "Truth betold, Raktar, | forgot.”

Teulon consdered this. He counted on HasaAl's excellent command of intelligence, and had never known
him to fail to present the right facts. His second never complained of exhaustion, but the strain was
evident on hisface.

| demand too much of him. "Tdl meof Navn."

Hasdl's expression lightened, and he dmost sumbled over hiswords as he related what he knew about
therasakt. "Navnisatraditiondist. Anisolationist, aswell. He trades outright only with Sverrul. Since he
became headman after hisfather's death in battle, he has been consstent, if somewhat unimaginative, with
histribute to Skjonn. His people are excellent hunters and metalworkers." Hasal thought for amoment.
"Navn'sfather was afierce warrior, and avengeful one. He dew many during the tribd wars, and
became alegend among the eastern tribes. Even if Navn the Y ounger is ot the man hisfather was, he
was likely brought up to follow the oldest ways."

The lideg who followed the ol dest ways were some of the finest warriors Teulon had ever seen.
Unfortunately, they also remained loyd to the Kangd long after other tribes had turned to the rebellion.
Such traditiondists believed that the best endeg was a dead one stripped of itsworgald. Teulon had been
hard-pressed to bring them over to the rebellion. "Is Navn adeclared loydist?!

"l cannot say. With Navn's son hereto petition to join the rebdllion, likely not." A pesk formedin Hasdl's
lip. "Doubtless Navn's people grow hungry. They were some of the firgt to be cut off by Skjonn."

Orjakis. Yes, thismade more sense now. "l will see him shortly. Leave me."

Teulon sat in darknessfor atime, clearing histhoughts and preparing for the meeting with Navn's son. If
the emissary did not try to kill him, Teulon might actudly learn something that could aid Reever infinding
hiswife, and confirm one of his own suspicions—that the Toskald had sent spies down to infiltrate the
rebellion. Thefact that Navn was atraditionaist would hel p—the tribes that followed the old ways were
aso among the most superdtitious—and Navn's son might become worthy of his grandfather's blood.

Oneraid on an unguarded storage depot had yielded some interesting garments, which the battalion
commander had forwarded to Teulon's headquarters. The Raktar reserved severd for his persona use,
and now went and changed hisrobe for one of them. After he had armed himsdlf, he signaled for Navn's
emissay to be sent doneinto his planning room.

The man turned out to be aboy, barely large enough to fill out his hunter's outfurs. "Raktar, | bring
greetings from my father, Deves Navn, rasakt of liskar Navn. | am Aktwar Navn, hisson." Aktwar
bowed, dthough it was obvious that he could not see Teulon.

Teulon stayed in the shadows. "Why do you come here, son of Navn?'

"My father petitions the Raktar and bids him alow the men of Navn to join in defending Akkabarr from
the depravities of the windlords and their endeg dlies.” The boy presented ascroll with adight flourish.

"We do not defend Akkabarr,”" Teulon informed him. "We will attack the windlordsfirst and take their



cities"

"I spokein ignorance, Raktar." The boy went down on his knees and bowed his head. "My father wishes
to support the rebdlion in any manner the Raktar seesfit. Forgive my clumsy tongue for implying
otherwise"

Teulon rose from his chair and walked into the light. "L ook a me."

The boy dowly lifted hishead. His eyes seemed to bulge out of their sockets for amoment. ™Y ou are not
lideg. You aeendeg." He eyed the Toskald uniform Teulon wore. Y ou are awindlord?'

"I wastheir dave. Asyou are now." Teulon crouched down to put himself on eyeleve with the boy.
"Will you and your tribe il fight for me?"

"|—my father—"

"Go back to your iiskar, boy." Teulon rose and stood over him, leaving himsdlf open, waiting for him to
grike. "l have no usefor your kind."

"You endeg are everywhere" Aktwar rose and began to move toward the shelter flap.
Teulon saized his shoulder and spun him around. "What did you say?'

"Nothing." Aktwar cowered.

"Whet other endeg have you seen?”’

"It was no one. Only awoman. My father cast her out." The boy grimaced. "He should have let mekill
her. It would have been better for her to die.”

Teulon grabbed the front of hisfurs and dragged him up onto histoes. "Describe thiswoman to me.”

"Sheisnot likeyou." Aktwar swallowed hard. "Sheishuman, like us. Only sheisnot like us. Sheisnot
like any woman | know. Shekilled a ptar with a piece of metal and one strike.”

Teulon released the boy and turned away. Y our father, he killed her?

"No. Sheisskdanow." Aktwar's gaze shifted, and his voice lowered. "Some of the hunters say she
cannot die”

He looked back at the young hunter. "What?"

"Nothing kills her. Not being aone on theice, not being given to thejlorra, not the ptar, not bestings,
nothing." Aktwar's shoulders moved. "Had she no face, she might be vral, spirit made flesh. They say
they have cometo wak theice daily now."

"She might also be adrone, modified to look and act and smell and bleed like aliving woman,” Teulon
told him.

The younger man gaped. " There are such things?

"Inthe skim cities, there are dl manner of drones." He checked the hour. The largest sorms never lasted
longer than aday and anight, Hasa had told him, and it would take until dawn for the battalionsto
breach the remaining trenches. By the time the Toskald redlized that every weapon on the planet was
now in rebel hands, it would betoo late. In aweek the rebelswould be in position to launch their first



assault on the skim cities.

Teulon could lead the attack on Skjonn from liskar Navn aswell as anywhere. "As soon as the sky
clears, you will take me and my men to see this endeg woman who will not die.”

Chapter Twelve

Rasakt Kuorj would not lend Reever a skimmer, something for which he gpologized.

"My men need them here, to be ready for the time when the summons arrives,” Kuorj explained asthey
walked through the small encampment. " Once the armies are ready to make their attack on the
windlords, an dert will be sent, and dl of my men must take up arms, go, and join them."”

"All of your men?' Reever had counted twenty, if that.

"Only | am permitted to remain behind, with the women and the children,” the headman said. He nodded
to one of the hunters passing by. "It isthe same with every iiskar. | would say this generd of ourswants
no chalengeto hisleadership.”

"If the fighting draws close, you may haveto relocate the camp,” Reever said.

"We have made ready to move at any time." Kuorj made a casua gesture toward the shelters. "The
women can do it by themselves."

lideg women, Reever was learning, could do agreat ded without help from their men. Y et they were
utterly subservient. He looked out at the large patch of darkened ice just beyond the camp, where the
hunters game was butchered. While teling Reever about lideg customs, Kuorj had given him scant
information about the outcast women.

Reever had the distinct impression that there was more to the skela than he was being told. "When you
relocate, what happens to the skela? Do they accompany you?"

"No." A flicker of distaste crossed Kuorj'sface. "They are Navn's concern, not mine. He has the largest
liskar inthisterritory.” He followed Reever's gaze. "Y ou show peculiar curiogty about them, and you
should not. We have no contact with the unclean, endeg. They are asthe dead are to us."

They were dso the only lideg permitted to remove bodies from crash sitesin thisterritory. One of them
had to have seen Cherijo. "If thisistrue, why do you alow them to make your gamefit for your
consumption?"

"They handle the dead. | do not know how it isfor endeg, but we cannot." Kuorj glanced at his
wristcom. "Y ou have eight hours before the light isgone. It will take you three to trek to your destination,
four or fiveif youtireessly."

"l have not said where | intend to go.”



Kuorj glanced at the stained ice. "From this place, there are few degtinations.” He called to one of the
hunters, and asked for his bow, which he handed, dong with an e ongated pouch of bolts, to Reever.
"Endeg weapons do not alwayswork out on theice," hetold him. "Best to carry this, in the event that
yoursfail you."

Reever dung the pouch and bow across his back, hunter fashion. "I thank you."

"Therewill be other hunters out on theice today,” the headman said. "They will not cross your path if you
keep yoursdf out of theirs"" He sighed. "1 begin to sound like my father in hisfina years. Next you will
hear me cdll for more fursand alarger hegtarc.”

"| gppreciate your concern.” And Reever did. The old rasakt had taught him agreat deal about the lideg,
and had the sort of wisdom that came only after many years of leading other men.

Kuorj clasped the top of Reever's forearm with his hand. "May the vral's work not be made wasted
today."

"Farewd|." Reever inclined his head and started out on theice.

The sky was a hard, glassy dome of white that settled without seams over the polished bone plate of the
world. Had there not been patches of the dense blue ice showing through the surface snow, Reever might
not have been ableto tell up from down. Even Kevarzangia Two, with its emerald skies echoing the lush
verdancy of its surface, had not been so monochromatic.

The magnetic fields on the planet rendered directional -guidance equipment usdless, and theice fidds
offered little in the way of landmarks. Reever reserved histhermal scanner and used the lideg's method
of navigating, shadow shifting, which he had learned during hislast visit to Akkabarr.

Reever had not taken twenty paces on the ice before the imperative began burrowing in hismind again.
Go. Find her. Hurry.

He cleared his thoughts and concentrated on theice. It wasn't enough to watch hisfooting and keep a
steady pace; he also had to ook for the discolorations and cracks that heralded crevasses and hidden
vent shafts. Heregularly came to narrow chasmsin theice that were barely two or three meters wide but
appeared to be bottomless and hundreds of metersin length. Probably created by earth tremors and
submantle magma shifts, the gaps sometimes sported snow bridges and inner walls lined with innumerable
icicleswaiting to tear into any flesh falling into or past them. So far none of the gaps had proved to be too
wide to jump across, but Reever tested the other side of each gap before he leaped, to assure it would
hold. He had ice stakes and safety linesin hissurviva gear for the chasms he could not go around or
Cross.

Did she walk this way? Reever scanned the vistafrom right to left, trying to imagine hiswife following
the same path, and her reaction to such aplace. It wouldn't have been a happy response; Cherijo didn't
like extremes in temperatures. She had been kept in near-totd isolation by her creator for most of her
life, but asfar as he knew, never in such afrigid climate. After living happily on Kevarzangia Two, the
garden of border territory planets, and being exposed to the outrageous dien beauty of Joren, the home
of her adopted people, Cherijo would hate this place. Thereis no color, no life here except where it
can cluster and hide from the wind.

How long has she been here? Reever wasn't sure. The reports were vague; she might have been
trapped on Akkabarr anywhere from sx monthsto two years. How long was it before they found her ?

Reever knew Cherijo had survived. Because his wife had been bioengineered to be virtudly



indestructible, it would take much more than a crashed ship to kill her. He saw her clawing her way out
of awreck, and walking acrosstheice aone. No protective clothing, no surviva gear. No knowledge of
where she was. No hope of escape. No means with which to contact him.

She doesn't even know Marel and | are till alive. Therage, waysthere, burned deeper, until the
imperative swept over it, asit did everything.

Go. Find her. Hurry.

Reever stopped at Akkabarran noon, as the sun overhead erased the shadows and created visud
whiteout, making it impossible to continue on without becoming disoriented. He ate some of the
preserved food Kuorj had given him, and walked in acircle to kegp warm until the shadows shifted into
view once more.

Kuorj had told him that the skelawho served hisiiskar lived in shelters built of ice blocks that adjoined
the natural cavesinhabited by their pack beasts, and after two and a half hours, Reever saw color
interrupt the line of the horizon. As he drew closer, he identified the color as awide patch of stained
ice—black instead of dark red and brown, asit had been outside the camp—and severa collected
salvage hegps and asingle pile of bones. Behind the debris stood two large ice caves and the skelas
built-on shelters.

Reever waited and watched the open entrance to the caves aswell as the narrow space between theice
blocks that made up the shelters. There was no movement, light, or sound, and no sign of heat being used
within. He breathed in and smelled cooked food, damp anima fur, and cured hide. People occupied the
place.

Snow crunched behind him, but he turned a moment too late. Thetip of ablade pierced his clothing and
stopped short of inserting itself between the second and third ribs on hisright side.

A woman dressed like ahunter but wearing amodified face wrap stared up a him. " Drop the bow."
Reever dlowed the weapon to dide from his shoulder. The woman kicked it out of the way but kept her
knifein place. "To the crawl. Sowly."

Reever could have disabled her with one sweep of hisarm, but decided to humor her and began walking
toward the crawl. "I thought you respected men on thisworld.”

The knife jabbed him, drawing blood. "Y ou are not aman. Y ou are stupid. Men never travel alone.”

The narrow opening in the ice blocks was actualy a hatch that had been recovered from atroop
freighter. It did indde, and afamiliar form appeared.

"Mami, what—" Daneeb peered a Reever and took a step back when she recognized him. "Y ou.”
"Me." He glanced down. "Would you ask thiswoman to remove her knife from my abdomen?’

"Mami, leave him." Daneeb pulled the hood of her parka over her head before stepping outside. "Go
inddeand wait."

Mami removed her face shidld, revedling her features. Her skin had the bloom of a young woman, but
milky cataracts covered one of her eyes. She turned her head dightly, looking at Daneeb out of the clear
cornea. "Skrie, heis endeg.”

"Go." Daneeb waited until the door to the crawls closed again before she spoke to Reever. "We meet
agan. Why isthat?'



Because you lied to me. "I need your help.”

"Agan?' Daneeb glanced a him. "We tended your wounds and kept the hunters from killing you. Isthat
not enough?"

"I will explain, but | am not as accustomed asyou to thisclimate," Reever said, and gestured toward the
sdvage piles. "Will you wak with mewhilewetak, so that | may keep from freezing?"

"Skelado not have conversations with endeg,” she pointed out.

Reever saw her mitt dip into aside seam of her parka. "No, | believe you only remove the faces from
their dead bodies. | am 4till dive, fortunately.”

She gave him adisgruntled look. "Fortunate for whom?'

Daneeb did walk with him out to the salvage piles, which were an interesting jumble of usaless
components, scorched scraps of dloy, and melted lumps of plas. Reever stopped to pluck alength of
frozen wire protruding from one-third of a stripped communications panel.

"How isyour friend?' He inspected the pile of bones, but they al appeared to be from small to large
animas, not humans. "The other woman who posesasvra ?!

Daneeb shrugged. "Sheis as she dways has been.”

"She cannot speak, can she?' Reever waited for an answer, and when he didn't get one, he added, "I got
the sense that something iswrong with her mind.”

"She can speek. Sheisquigt, that isal.” Her tone changed. "What of it?"

Now, why would she lie about the other woman's disability? Was it some sort of taboo? Or—"Thereis
something wrong with many of you, isn't there?"

Daneeb took in asharp, quick breath. "Wrong, you say. Isit wrong to be born blind in one eye, as
Malmi was? Or to lose ahand to flesh rot, as old Ganna did? Not pretty, perhaps, not womanly, but

wrong?'

Reever could fed the tension vibrating from her, and quickly wrapped one end of the component wire
around hisleft hand. "I had not realized."

"Y ou are endeg. Why would you?' She stared out at theice. "Y ou had better leave now. It will take you
the rest of the light to make it to acamp.”

"I have one more question for you," he said. "When you cameto help me, the last time we met, why did
you not tell methat you and Jarn are skela?'

Daneeb snorted. "Why would I?Y ou are endeg. Y ou know nothing about us.”

"Kuorj told me about you and the skela. How you are the only people on thisworld permitted to handle
the dead. How you are sent to search every crash site for the dead.” Reever saw thetiny flinch she gave.
"If anyone had found the woman for whom | am searching, it would have been one of you." Hewaited a
beat. "Wasit you, Daneeb? Did you find her in the wreckage, dtill dive?"

"I do not know of what you speak, endeg. | am going back; | have work to do." Daneeb started back
for the shelter.



He caught up to her. "You did, didn't you? Y ou found her, and shewas dtill dive.”
"No." Daneeb turned away and dipped one shoulder.

Reever caught her by the throat and wrist, using the loop of component wire to hold the dagger in her fist
away from hisface. "Whereis she?'

"Sheisdead." Daneeb made a strangled sound as his hand tightened. "Dead."

Rage became asilent roar in his head as Reever wrenched the knife from her, threw it away, and
dragged her close. "Y ou will tell me." If he had to besat it out of her.

Daneeb's gaze shifted, and Reever heard awhistling sound just before something collided with the side of
his head.

The white of the world turned black.

"Genera Gohliya," one of the subordinate officers said from the strategy chamber's entryway. "The
Kangd dgnds”

It was the Kangdl's seventeenth sgnd of the morning. Hislast sixteen had comein &t ten- and
fifteen-minute intervas, with unceasing demands for reports on why the surface defense grid was ill
off-line from the sorm.

Gohliyalooked up from the latest recon scans. I am not here.”
The young officer paed. "God be, Generd, | am not ableto lie to the Kangd.."

Gohliyaturned to one of his senior staff, alieutenant who was not a native of Skjonn. "Areyou abletolie
to the Kanga?' The man nodded once. "Go and tell him | am not here."

The lieutenant saluted and |eft, the anxious younger officer following and protesting in hiswake. Oncethe
door pandl closed, another staffer secured it.

"Orjakisisgoing to betrouble," Lopaul, asenior commander and Gohliyas second, said. "Even if wedo
get the drone communiceation grid back online today.”

Gohliyagrunted and changed the survelllance scansto view the next in the series. "He cannot be anything
d"

Gohliya had considered killing the Kangd, and had goaded him to the point of committing suicide himself,
for over ayear. Frudtration had run high among the Defense troops, and Gohliya knew precisdly who
was responsible for it—the Kangal, who knew as much about running a defense force as he did manual
labor. Hewould have nated their fool ruler along time ago, using the men loya to himto sagea
coup and take over the skim city. It had been his father's deathbed request, in fact, that Gohliyado
exactly that.

"Y ou can defend the city againgt the others,” General Qohudit had told his son, severd times. "They have
become weak and sdlf-indulgent above dl else. Y ou could take over the world."

The problem was the means with which to do it. The Kangal had severely restricted accessto the
skim-city armories, cleverly using drone guards as he did with the armory trenches on the surface. Patrol
shipswere dlocated only enough fuel to perform their scheduled flights, wegponry was kept under strict



count, and no more than two units could be armed smultaneoudly.

Then there were the command override crysta's, which the Kanga kept to himself. He had one for every
Taoskad ship, and could use them to take control of those ships anytime he wished.

Just as he could use the crystals kept on the planet to summon an army to defend histhrone.

The Kanga were more than rulers. They werein complete control of Akkabarr, and al itstreasures.
Only Orjakis knew how to disarm the drones guarding both the skim city and the surface armory
trenchesthat belonged to Skjonn. Even if Gohliya could take over the city, accessto the offworlders
crystas, kept below on the surface, would be lost to him the moment he cut the Kangal's perfumed
throat. Asinsurance, it was enough to stay Gohliya's blade and keep the generd on hiskneesin front of a
man whom he'd considered awaste of breathable atmosphere dl hisadult life.

Gohliyafocused on the scans. " There has been no movement for forty-nine hours. Y ou are quite sure
about this."

"All of our orbitd scannersarefunctiona, Genera. We have run diagnostics to be certain of it." Lopaul
brought up a comparison screen and looped it to show progressive scans. "None of the scanners
detected any new heat Sgnatures or topographical changes. It isasif they have disappeared off the face
of the planet.”

There was something very wrong with that, particularly when it coincided with the first massive failure of
the surface defense grid.

They are animals. They have no technology, and none of the equipment they would need to dig
down to the trenches. And how would they disable the drones before they sent out an alert?

Gohliyafelt better for thinking it through. "What about the camps?' His patrol ships had been menacing
the surface for weeks now. The rebels had likely run back to their iiskars to hide behind their cringing
women.

"None have rdocated,” his second said, displaying severa scans of theiiskars. "We have seen no
increasein thermd activity.”

"No." Gohliya struck the screen with hisfigt, splintering the plas. "Fifty thousand rebels do not disappear
into thewind.”

"Commander?' One of the junior staffers came forward.

"Leaveus," Lopaul said. When the rest of the men had |eft the room, he brought out the first aid pack.
"They may havetried to move during the sorm." Carefully he removed the shards of plas embedded in
the sde of the genera's hand. "It was one of the largest and worst of the year. If the Raktar was so
foolish asto send hismen out into it—"

"Hewould not do that." Gohliyafelt ridiculousfor having lost histemper. "Whatever this Raktar is, heis
not afoal.”

"Neither isthe Kangd."

Gohliya understood the bitterness in Lopaul's tone. Like the generd, his second's father had been one of
Orjakiss advisers. He had been killed down on the surface after being sent there to monitor the tribal
wars. A short time later, Lopaul's devastated, lovely young mother was summoned to the Kanga so that
he could comfort her. She never |eft the palace again, and L opaul was sent to the youth academy.



A signa chimed on Gohliyas private console, and after anod from the general, Lopaul went to answer it.
The encoded message was brief and to the point.

Lopaul acknowledged it before destroying the relay and hisown reply.

"Our League contact reports that the body of Colonel Stuart was found three days ago, hidden in acargo
hold of atroop freighter,” Lopaul said. "DNA was verified. He was not missed because he was on
officia leave just before his body was discovered.”

"Was he murdered?"

"No, hedied of disease six weeks ago," Lopaul told him. "The leave Stuart took was medical, and he
died while undergoing treatment. His body was taken from thefacility by amae Terran clamingtobea
family member. The death record was del eted from the hospital's database before its routine upload.”

"So the Terran is not Stuart, but stole hisbody, erased his death record, and took his place. | knew
something was wrong with his story. Get me adrink, 'Paul." Gohliya sat down and stared at the scans of
the lideg camps. "L eague, then?’

"Our contact would have indicated that, if it was s0," his second said as he made the drink at the prep
unit. "Hisloydties are to those who pay him, and we pay him very well."

"This Terran comes here looking for awoman,” Gohliyasaid, thinking out loud. "He petitionsthe
Kanga—knowing that isrisky, but willing to gamble—and is granted permission for a search. He agrees
to permit Orjakiss man to pilot him to the surface. He hijacks the launch, crashesit ddliberately, kills
Aledver, and disappears. The only DNA from the recovered remains belonged to Aledver—isthat ill
Sofe

"Yes, Generd. We dso have received areport from the surface that the Raktar is now searching for a
pair of femaleswho may beworking as spiesagaingt him." Lopaul brought him aglass of firewine. "That
story was hot planted, and as we do not use women..." Helifted his shoulder.

"A third party has becomeinvolved. Y es, that israther obvious at this point.” Gohliya swallowed some of
the wine and savored the way it burned down histhroat. "Now our task isto identify thisthird party.”

"It would not be the League. They are entering into negotiations with the Kangd, and they would not risk
those," Lopaul said.

"Y es, they do adhereto their tiresome diplomacy with fanatica devotion of late. Gohliya considered
other powerswithin the region. "It would not be the Faction; they won't use warm bloods. That, and it is
moretheir style to conquer the planet than spy oniit.”

"Mercenaries," Lopaul suggested. "Working for non-League, non-Faction worlds. Thereisagrowing
codition of them, some say."

The genera shook his head. "Mercenaries are limited in what they can do. If they could get to Akkabarr,
they would not spy while they were here. No matter who paid them to come, they'd be a the dave pits
or attempt to abduct the Kangd."

"l can't think of anyoneelse."

Gohliyaconsdered the smal amount of wineleft in hisserver. "L et usimagine that the Terran isan
independent. He came here for the woman for persona reasons.”



"Heisinsang, then," his second said.

"l have an easier time believing that than him coming to spy. There was something about him that made
me very uneasy. Do you recall? The way he moved, the set of hisface. Those strange eyes of his, as
well. He looked out of them asif he were more drone than man.” Gohliya knocked back the rest of the
wine, rose, and went to another scanner table with an intact view screen. " Show me the site where the
Terran's ship crashed.”

Lopaul brought up theimage. "We bdlieveit was here" He pointed to asmall discoloration in the largely
whiteimage.

"'Zoom out and show me the surrounding camps and any history of rebel movement.” Gohliyawatched as
his second adjusted the display. "Six camps. Navn the largest settlement. Navn.” Although he had little
use for the surface natives, he recognized that name.

"I show no tracked rebel activity for thisarea, Generd," Lopaul said.

"None?' Gohliyaknew the rebels changed |ocations congtantly, and guessed that they had been doing so
for much longer than anyone had suspected. Since creating his useless army, the Raktar had kept it on
the move. It was one of the reasons the Toskald had been unable to capture him; any intelligence on his
whereabouts was good only for a matter of hours.

"The arealieswithin the eastern part of the inhabited territories.” His second adjusted the digplay to show
al known lideg settlements and average climatic conditions. "It is colder, and the indigenous food supply
smaller, so the population of the eastern tribes has not shown significant growth since settlement of the
surfacewasinitiated.”

Since the Toskald had abandoned their former daves, was what Lopaul meant. Gohliya had no love for
the conquered or captured, but like many of his generation, he saw the loss of revenue astragic. The
daves had been well in hand when they had finished digging out the ice for the armory trenches. Whoever
had ruled at the time should have rounded them up, taken them off the planet, and sold thelot of them.

So much nonsense might have been avoided, had the lideg's ancestors been removed from Akkabarr.
The Kangd might never, have developed their hystericd vanity, apractice originaly begun toindill avein
lideg tithe daves, to keep them docile and cooperative. No, selling off those abducted Terrans certainly
would have saved Gohliya a consderable amount of grief now.

"L et ussay that the Terran isafied agent for our unknown third-party interest,” Gohliyasaid. "He
crasheshisvess in an areawherethereisno rebd activity. Ddliberately?”

Lopaul raised hiseyebrows. "Perhaps. But if heisto spy on the rebels, why? Would it not make more
senseto jointherebdlion, infiltrate it?"

"We cannot know the thoughts within such an dien mind." Gohliyafroze. "That isit." He uttered asharp
laugh. "All thistime before me, 'Paul, and | did not seeit.”

Hislieutenant gave him ablank look. "I don't follow, Generd."

"The Terran." Gohliyatapped hischinwith hisfinger. "I have long suspected something very odd about
our rebel general below. He does not seek security, only conceal ment. Only predators do that. He does
not attack directly, but he persuades these squabbling tribesmen to stop sending tithe to the Kangd. Thus
he srikesablow directly at the vain heart of the Toskald. The lideg know the result of thiswill be
garvation, and yet they obey. Do you know what it takesto inspire that sort of alegiance? To make men



risk dying adow and debilitating death for you?"

"They think they will win," Lopaul said, still puzzled. "He has convinced them to believe so. Some leaders
possess that kind of power."

"My father was one. | would have died for that man, gladly.” The genera examined the scan again. "He
was not like other men. He left our world and traveled to others. He learned many things from other
generas and other militaries. He returned a changed man. Had he not becomeiill, | believe he would have
taken over this planet.”

"| don't understand, Generd ."

"| could never predict what my father would do, because his education was largely conducted off-world,"
Gohliyasaid. "It isthe same with this Terran. We can't explain his behavior, see apatterniniit, or even
fathom why heishere. And it isthe same with the rebel generd.”

"Y ou think the Raktar isan dien? But—"

"Think, Commander. We would know if hewas lideg. Their ways are familiar to us. We have observed
their tribal squabblesfor decades. The only thing the Raktar doeslike an lideg isto live on the surface.
Gohliyamet his second's astonished gaze. "No, this Terran shows uswhy the rebel generd isnot lideg."

"If thisis s0, how did he reach the surface?' L opaul asked.

"He was brought here asadave, | imagine." Gohliyathought for amoment. " Somehow he escaped the
skim city and made hisway down to the planet.”

"That isnot possible," his second protested. "We have never had an endeg dave escapethecities.”

"Not dive." Gohliyaremembered marching a prisoner to the edge of an abandoned dock. He had
wanted to execute the man cleanly, but the dave had insulted the Kanga, who had ingsted he be thrown
off the platform to be torn gpart by the kvinka. "1 will need the records on all daves brought to Skjonn
and put into the service of the Kangal two years ago."

Lopaul frowned. "That could be as many as three thousand records.”

Gohliya had forgotten the dave's name and number, but he remembered that face. "1 want only to seethe
records for humanoid maeswith blue skinsand white eyes.”

"l will retrieve them from the database. What of this Terran?”

"He would not have had time to leave the eastern territory before the storm hit." Gohliyawould have
preferred to capture the man, but he had other priorities. " Send down an attack unit and kill anything that
moves."

"Yes, Generd." Lopaul glanced at the door. "And the Kangd?'

"Say that | have gone to personally inspect the city security hub in order to get him the answershe
requires.” Gohliyarefilled his server with firewine. "Then dissble hisrdlay.”

"Hewill take your head for that,” Lopaul warned.

Gohliyalooked through the view panel down at the blue-white blur of the surface. "Not if | bring him the
Rektar'sfirg."



Chapter Thirteen

Resa dropped the femur she had taken from the bone pile to use as a makeshift club, stepped over the
unconscious man, and helped Daneeb up fromtheice. "Y ou hurt?’

"No." Daneeb rubbed the front of her neck. "Bruised. For amoment there | thought he would snap my
neck." Shelooked into Resas eyes. "Y ou could bekilled for what you just did, if another man had seen
it

"No man here but him." Resaregarded the body. The endeg male was dressed oddly, and hisface
appeared very pale. She bent to check his pulse, which was till strong. "What do with him?”

Danecb retrieved a knife from the show and stood over the unconscious male. "Go back to the crawls,
Resa. Kegp Jarninsde.”

"Too latefor that."

Resalooked over at the hedler, who was standing a short distance away. "Man hurt Daneeb neck," she
told her, hoping it would not result in another beating. "I hit manin head.”

"Yes, | saw." Jarn did not look at her; she was busy staring at the man. "Put away your blade, Daneeb.
Y ou are nat skinning him.”

"Y ou don't know who heis, Jarn—"
"Hewas at the crash site. | remember.” Jarn opened her pack. "Y ou are not ruining aface | fixed."

Resawatched the exchange with intense curiosity. She regretted having to hit the man, but he was bigger
than she and looked much stronger, and she couldn't think of another way to get him off Daneeb.

She understood why Daneeb wanted to kill the man. He had been trying to strangle her, and would
probably try again as soon as he woke up. She understood why Jarn wished to prevent his desth, too. It
was Jarn'swork to heal the wounded and keep people from dying.

Healers make a vow not to harm people. Resas vision wavered, and pain began pounding above her
ears. | know this. | know.

"1 will need help to carry himinside," Jarn was saying.
"Let him freeze. Thejlorrawill enjoy the meat more." Daneeb sheathed the knife, stood, and strode off.
Jarn looked at Resa. "Are you well enough to help me?!

Resamoved her shoulders. Whatever Jarn had done to her back last night had taken away dl the
sorenessand ache. "Yes. | help carry?”

"Takehisfeet." Jarn went to dide her hands under the man's shoulders, and when Resahad agrip on



both of hisankles, shelifted him. "Heis heavier than helooks" she muttered.
Resa helped Jarn carry the unconscious man ingde. ™Y ou know thisman?"

From the way she was holding her head, Jarn was staring at hisface. "Daneeb and | found him when his
ship crashed here. Heisan endeg.”

"Likeme"
Jarn's head lifted. After amoment, shesaid, "We are al the same under our skins."

Someone opened the door to the crawls, but Jarn told Resato carry the man into the jlorracaves. There
she discovered that Jarn had set up a place with things that she had once sorted in the salvage sheds.

"It will be better to keep him here, with the catsto guard him," Jarn said.

After they had put the man on the board Jarn had wedged between two square blocks of shiny metd,
Resa stepped back.

"l get your pack from crawls?' she asked Jarn.

"| keep another one here." The healer went to anatural shelf intheice and took down afur pack. "Can
you take off hisjacket?"

Resa examined the strange garment with some doubt. It was made, not of fur, but of aglossy materia
that was dark bluein color. "Cut off?"

"No, there are fasteners down the front.” Jarn pointed to it. "Lift the flap of cloth there."

As soon as she studied the fasteners, Resa could see how to release them. While she dedt with the
jacket, Jarn brought a humming device over to the man, and passed it over him before looking at it.

Resa put the jacket aside and cameto look at it, too. The squarein the device had tiny marks on it, and
seemed very familiar. "What isthat?"

"Thistdlsmeif heisbleeding insde hishead, which heisnot." Jarn made the marks go away and put the
device asde and turned the man's face to study the bloody place on the side of hishead. "Y ou struck in
theideal spot, Resa. If you had hit him that hard at the back of the skull, he would be dead now."

"Hewant to kill Daneeb." Resastudied hisface. It was obviousthat he wasn't lideg—his skin and hair
were the wrong color—but he looked dmost familiar. "Kill woman he look for?"

"Perhaps.” Jarn, too, studied hisfeatures. "He may be one of the daversfrom thewindlord city.”
"Butyouhdphim."
"For now." Jarn bent close and held the scanner over the wound.

Resalooked around the room, went over to abox, and selected a container, which she brought to Jarn.
"Use thisman's head?'

Jarn checked the markings on the bottle. "Thisis antiseptic.” Resanodded. " Can you read thislabel ?'
She showed her the markings on the bottle.

Resa peered at them, but they were not like the few of the markings the people made that she had



learned. "No read.”
"Y et you knew what it was." Jarn studied her face. "Y ou've had some sort of training asa heder.”
Resafrowned. "1 not remember.”

Two maejlorracameinto Jarn's room and sniffed at the endeg'sfeet. Thelarger mae yawned, flashing
his lethal teeth before he nudged Jarn's hand.

"No," the hedler said absently as she used the antiseptic to clean the man's head wound. ™Y ou can't have
him."

Resa smiled at the cats and went down on her haunches. Both cats ambled over and sniffed her
thoroughly before rubbing their heads against her knees and arms. She gave both agood scratching
around the ears and muzzle, smiling asthey closed their eyesin slent enjoyment.

"Y ou have an afinity with the cats" Jarn said.
Resa stood. "Sigters say cats like you. Why people fear cats?"

"Thejlorraare not particularly fond of people. They treat most of them like waking food." Jarn lifted the
man's head to wrap a bandage around the back of it. "1 don't know why the cats like me. | have done
nothing to deserve their affection.”

"Catsjudge smdl," Resasad. "We not lideg. Maybe we not smell like food. We maybe smdll likelittle
cats."

Jarn secured the bandage. "That is an interesting theory. They do treat melike acub.” She glanced up.
"How did you know | am not lideg?"

Resa pointed to her face. ™Y ou look more like me, not them. Cats bring you food?' When Jarn nodded,
Resa chuckled. "Me, too."

Resanoticed the larger cat sniffing the man'sleg and inspected the area. Therewasaholein the materia
covering hisflesh and flecks of blood. "Man hurt here, Jarn.”

"Jarn!" Daneeb's shout echoed in the cave.

"I must settle thiswith her,” the hedler said. "Seeif you can remove his pants so we cantend to hisleg. I'll
be back in afew minutes"

Resafound the fastener for the man's pants at hiswaist and had no trouble with it. The endeg's clothing
was bizarre; tieswere so much easier than the complicated things holding histogether. Y et it seemed
familiar, too, asif once she had worn such garments.

| amendeg. Of course| did.

She worked the trousers down to his knees, exposing awound on the side of hisleft thigh, fromwhich a
piece of blackened metal protruded. After aglance at the empty cave entrance, she pulled his trousers off
and put them with hisjacket.

The metal would have to come out; it waslodged deep in hisflesh and would poison it if eft there. She
went to Jarn's pack and found a probe, a pair of hand coverings, clear wash solution, and a suture |aser.
She dso took a square transparent container and placed it between hislegs, and folded alength of

bandaging.



She probed the wound and felt around it with her fingers. The shrapnd wasrdatively smal, but it had
gone deep into hisleg. If sheremoved it, there was arisk of more bleeding, but the edges of the wound
were dready an angry red. Carefully shetested the metd, wiggling it and tugging on it gently before
stopping to observe. Theflow of blood was minimal; it did not fed asif the shrapnd had twisted itself
into hisflesh. With the bandage ready in one hand, she quickly jerked out the metal and pressed the
bandage down hard over the wound.

Thewound bled fredly, but not dangeroudly, and aquick wash showed minimal tissue damage. She used
the suture laser to cauterize two bleeders, and examined the depth of the wound. He was very lucky;
another two centimeters and the metal would have cut into the man'sfemord artery.

The rest took afew minutes. Shewas careful to repair the tear in the thigh muscle before closing the
edges of the wound. He would need medicine to prevent infection and keep any fever from escalaing.

Resa cleaned the leg and used another bandage to dress the wound, and then dumped the bloodied
instruments and bandage into the container, which she set aside. Covering hislegswith his jacket to keep
them warm, she looked around the room for some water to use to clean her hands.

Jarn stood at the entry, watching her.
Resasuddenly felt uneasy and not alittle confused. "I fix leg."
"Yes, | saw you operate on him."

"You angry?' Resacouldn't see her face, and Jarn's voice gave nothing away. Shefelt supid for doing
something like this without permission, but it had seemed so necessary when she saw the wound.

"No." Jarn came over and checked the man'sleg. "Very good work. How long have you been aheder?!
Resafrowned. "I am aheder?' Jarn nodded. "I not remember.”

"Y et you remembered how to perform minor surgery on thisman," Jarn said, in alanguage that was not
lideg.

Y et Resaunderstood her perfectly. It was the same language she hersdf had been thinking in while
working to repair the man'sleg.
Terran.

Confusion became awhirlwind spinning through Resa's head. Surely she could not be ahedler. But she
had known what to do; she had felt utterly confident while doing it. She could not tell Jarn what she had
done; shedidn't have enough words, but even if she had, it would be difficult. There were no lideg words
for some of the things shedid.

And she had doneit al whilethinking in Terran.

Resalooked down at her hands. Her right wrist throbbed now, as hard and as painfully as her head.
"You be heder, Jarn," she said, groping for the words. "Not me. 1. should not."

"No, Resa." Jarn came to her and placed her hands over Resa's. "Y ou don't have to be afraid. You are
among friends here.”

"Friends." Theword felt uncomfortable on her tongue, asif she was not accustomed to using it. "You and
17"



"We spesk the same language.” Jarn smiled alittle. "The language of thisworld, and that of the
homeworld. Itisal right for the two of usto speak Terran when we are done. No one has to know."

"Terran. Terra" Thewordsfet strange on her tongue. "Our homeworld.”

"Yes, for what it'sworth. Daneeb will be grateful,”" the heder told her, speaking in Terran again. "She has
never liked the work. She does not know how to do anything but kill them, and she refusesto learn.”

The work? Them? What was she talking about?

"War iscoming.” Jarn's voice went low. "There will be many like him, many who wish to kill each other.
Many will perish, but there will be somewho may be saved. Saving people is more important than killing
them; do you agree?’

Thethrobbing eased allittle. "Yes."

Jarn went to the pack and took out agtiff circle of materia. After afew moments, it seemed to melt into
her hands. "Daneeb was the one who actudly found this. It wasin thewreck of a... aship. Itisdive. |
think it knows what we think, because it makesitsaf into what | wish."

It was ablob, and yet she spoke of it asif it were some magical thing. Resa's ssomach clenched as she
regarded it. It was flowing over Jarn's hands now, as if made of some thick water that would not drip. It
changed shape as muscles did when they moved, only more so. "What isit?!

"l don't know." Jarn placed the thing in one hand, and removed her head wrap with the other. Then she
placed the thing on her face.

"Jarn," Resa shrieked as the thing stretched out and completely covered Jarn's face from scal p to neck.
Sheranto pry it away, to keep the hedler from smothering.

Jarn lifted one hand. "No, don't be darmed,” she said in a perfectly audible voice. "I can till bresthe, and
see, and spesk. It does no harm.” The thing on her face did not move. "When we go outside into the
cold, it does grow 4tiff, but | can do the same out there.”

Although she knew it was amask, Resafdt her somach churn. "Why put on face?"

"It makesthe lideg believe | am an instrument of the gods." Jarn held her hand in front of her face, and
the blob came off onto it. "To help them, we must firgt terrify them.” She looked at Resa. "Could you do
that, to save alife?'

Before Resa could answer, ahuge, explosive sound shook the caves, causing ashower of ice crystas
from the upper roof to pet the two women and the unconscious man.

Jarn and Resa both went to the endeg and shielded him with their own bodies as a second, more
powerful burst rumbled through the ice beneath their feet.

"Personally gone to inspect the hub?' Orjakis opened his eyes, disturbing the eyelash trestment the face
drone was applying. He swatted the hover unit away and removed the delicately petaled mash from his
brow, cheeks, and nose. He left the depilatory treatment on his chin and jaws, for the solution might
create arashiif it had to be applied a second timein one day. " This takes precedence over answering our
sgnd?'

"I see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kangd of Skjonn." The notch, who had lately taken to standing near or
behind solid objects, looked around the trestment room'’s doorframe. " The generd's second said he had



goneto inspect the hub. It could never, not even in the imagination, take precedence over the Kangd's
sgnd.”

"Y ou offend our nostrils and our ears, notch.” Orjakiswaved ahand. "Go away."

"I see and obey Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kangd of Skjonn," the notch said, "and before | am delighted to
follow the Kangd's orders, | mugt inform the Kangd that the League liaison has arrived and isawaiting
the Kangd's pleasure in the Kangd's receiving room." The notch waited for the final dismissve hand
gesture, which Orjakis gave him, and then scurried away.

Orjakiswould have stayed in his dressng room and contemplated the magnificence of hisvisagewhile
deciding how to disassemble Gohliyawith ablunt blade, but the L eague liaison had traveled severd
dozen light-yearsto attend him. He would have to be alowed a glimpse and amoment of Orjakiss
attention. After the depilatory wasfinished removing the stubble from the three disgusting hairs that had
resisted stim treatment and kept growing back on hisface, naturaly.

Orjakis chose glorious gold and severe black as his color theme and, once properly adorned, permitted a
half-ceremonial presentation. Full would have been more appropriate, of course, but he wanted time to
deal with Gohliya, and so enjoyed only the partial deference due him as he was escorted by his
attendants into the receiving room.

The humanoid male waiting for him did not look anything like Colone Andrew Robert Stuart, that lying,
murderous walking refuse heap of abeing. No, this mae was much worse; unsightly with age and
overweight, he wore the same drab brown uniform, but the fit wasill to the extreme. He dso reeked of
misplaced authority; he was not even making amotion to go to hisknees.

Orjakis nearly withdrew to change his garments to a thunderous crimson purple of offended sensibilities,
but his ears were aready being assaulted by the League maéesvoice.

"I have been waiting here for three hours," the officer said, without the dightest note of respect in histone.
"I'm Captain Hark Deyin. Who are you?'

Orjakis had never actualy fainted, so he had no basis of comparison, but felt what he suspected might be
very closetoit. "Clear theroom," he said in atrembling voice.

The drones and his attendants disappeared. It was left to Orjakisto sea the doors himsdlf. Hedid so to
give himself the chance to compose his outraged senses. There was no question that Captain Deyin
would die before the sun moved another inch through the heavens. But how he would die—now, that
required careful consideration, even more so than the matter of Gohliya. Orjakis thought he might haveto
spend severd daysthinking it over.

Deyin would smply haveto wait in the death pit until he had settled on something.

"Isthisthing not working?" Captain Deyin muttered, checking the trandation device on hiswrist. "Who
aeyou?'

"We are Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kanga of Skjonn." Orjakis realized he had never had to tell anyone his
name. Not once since the day of hishirth. Deyin'stongue would be the first thing he would pry out of his
head. "We areruler here”

"Y ou signaled L eague Headquartersto inform us that a'—Deyin looked away from him to Sudy a
datgpad—"Colond Stuart, Andrew R., waskilled on thisworld by rebels.” He finaly made eye contact.
"Isthis correct?'



"Y ou know nothing about Toskald protocol.” Orjakis circled around him, oddly fascinated by the man's
fearlessness. "Not how to behave, or speak, or look upon us? Do you?"

"I am not adiplomatic liaison." The League officer actualy waved ahand in front of his bulbous noseto
digperse Orjakiss mood scent. "We assumed thiswas a civilized, progressive world. If you want some
sort of honorific, I'll need to talk with your chief protocol officer, but I'd rather hear more about what
happened to Stuart.”

Orjakis considered the fact that this ugly, ignorant, abusive, offensve, fecd-brained endeg had no idea
whatsoever that he was a dead man for hiswords done. He represented the L eague, however, and
Orjakis wanted them to avenge Aledver more than he wanted the man's death.

Just a beating, perhaps. Something to cripple and disfigure himfor life.

"Such protocoal ishardly necessary, under the circumstances,” Orjakislied. "This Colond Stuart came
asking permission to search for awoman whose ship crashed on the surface two years ago. We granted
it, but sent one of our men with him. Hekilled—"

"Hold on." Deyin was not looking at him again; he wasfiddling with his pad. Suddenly he looked up.
"Andrew Robert Stuart died weeks ago, two systems away from here. His body was stolen from a
morgue and his death records erased. He's never been to this planet.”

"That ishow the man identified himsdlf to us”
"Do you have vids of the man?' Deyin squinted a him. ™Y our kind do know what vids are, | hope?’

Deyin would lose his eyes, long before he died, for that remark. "Y es, but then we Toskald are adightly
progressive, civilized people. Over here.”

Captain Deyin followed him to the room console that Orjakis had never actudly touched. Pulling up the
security dillstaken of Stuart during hisvisit to Skjonn did not present a problem, however, as Orjakis
frequently used the consolein his privacy chamber to access the security system.

A pity Gohliya does not realize that. "The man,” Orjakis said, indicating each scan, "hisvessd, and the
identification he presented to us.”

"Brilliant forgeries. He must have paid heavy credsfor these." The captain peered at the screen. "You
said hewas herelooking for awoman?' He jerked back from the console and stared at Orjakis. "Wasit
aTerran woman?' he asked, his voice shaking with some sort of strong emation. " A Terran woman
physcan?'

Orjakiswas fascinated by the complete change in the man's behavior. Excited and fearful, over adave.
This obscene lack of respect had gone so far beyond any realm of Orjakissimagination that he was
mesmerized.

"Y es, we believe that was how he referred to her. Y ou may listen for yourself.” He replayed the audio
recording of the reception.

Stuart's voice came out of the pand. This slave female has knowledge of certain events which, if
manipulated by our enemies, could prove damaging to League treaties... | have been ordered to
find her and bring her to Intelligence Headquarters for interrogation and detainment...

Orjakis cut off the audio. "He spoke of the Jado Massacre.”



"There was no massacre." Deyin scowled for amoment before he recovered his exhilaration. "I need to
send a priority message over this pand. Did he find her, do you know?"

"We don't know." Orjakis cameto stand behind him and watched as he typed furioudy on the keys.
Deyin might be the ugliest mae that had ever offended the Kangal's eyes, but his hands were tractivein
their competence. | will have them cured and made into ring holders. "Shal we summon one of our
dronesto assst you in encrypting this message”?’

"No, it'saready coded." He finished the transmission and enabled the transponder. "They find her down
there, they'll give me ameda or something, you know that?"

"Weknew how vita and sengitive the matter with the woman was,” Orjakis said, memorizing the code
and the relay frequency and channel Deyin used. "Under the circumstances, we felt we had to contact the

Lesgue”

"Everything they say about her. | dwayswondered if it wastrue." Deyin shook hishead. "I've seen some
of the records—QI keeps the good ones classified, of course—but they distributed the generd-info file
to every security detachment in the League.”

"Do you have that file on record in your database?" Orjakis asked.

"On my ship, yeah, but it's League business." The captain looked up from the console briefly. "Sorry, |
can't give you access."

No offering of crystd. That made things smple. "Never worry, Captain.” Orjakis used one of the floor
tapsto sgna hispersona drone guards. ™Y ou may yet change your mind.”

Deyin, who wasn' listening to him, stood up and turned around. "I'll need to set up a security command
post somewherein thisplace." Helooked around asif seeing the room for thefirst time. "If you have
some men you can spare to help me, I'll need them, too, and some dignitary accommodations for when
the old men arrive.”

"Theold men?'

"The big brass, our quadrant commanders. | wouldn't be surprised if QI sends every ship they'vegot in
the quadrant here within the next saventy-two hours." Deyin gestured toward the view panel. "Y ou'd
better have your people prepared to receive them."

Orjakis released the door pand to admit his guards. "Escort Captain Deyin to the Preparation chamber.”

Deyin stopped on hisway out and seized Orjakiss hand. "How do | thank you? What you've doneis
going to change everything for me."

"No need.” Orjakis amiled. "There are more changes to come for you."

Chapter Fourteen



Hasa had recommended killing Aktwar Navn, but Teulon was satisfied with having the boy kept & the
front of the detachment escorting them to liskar Navn.

"Y ou could bewaking into atrap,” his second protested when Teulon ordered preparations be made for
the journey. "Navn haswaited avery long timeto declare hisloyalty to the rebelion.”

"Navn's people are starving,” Teulon said. "I trust their hunger, not their declarations.”

Hasa stayed behind at the main encampment to finish coordinating the second phase of the attack, but
vowed to fly out to join the Raktar as soon asdl of the battalion commanders had their troopsin place.
He handpicked the men to accompany Teulon and had them arm themsalves to the teeth.

Teulon preferred to travel light, and knew most tech weaponry was useless on theice, so he brought only
his sword and his blades. The skimmers the detachment used were modified with scan scramblersto
prevent patrols from tracking their movements, and had been outfitted with white shielding as aerid
camouflage. The Raktar's own skimmer was modified to accommodate Bsak's bulk.

Thefact that ajlorrawould voluntarily fly on a skimmer awaysimpressed the men, but Aktwar Navn
wasterrorized by the sght of the big cat climbing on behind Teulon. Only when Bsak settled into a
crouch behind the Raktar did the boy shut his mouth and climb onto the back of one of the escort
skimmers.

Thebig cat rested his chin on Teulon's shoulder so it could watch the way ahead of them. Behind them,
five guards brought up the rear.

Teulon rarely indulged in any flying himsdlf, so thelong, chilly trip to the eastern territory was something
of anovety. It dso gave him the chance to oversee the different territories from which they would launch
their attack against the Toskald cities.

His gaze shifted. Skjonn hovered above them, adark smear on the pristine white of the sky. It had been
two years since the Toskald had taken him from the death pits and marched him to an abandoned
transport dock. The generd of Defense himsalf had been sent to perform the execution, probably asa
punishment.

On that day, Gohliya had sent the guards away. You tried to kill him.
Teulon hed. | failed.

I will not, Jorenian. He had drawn a pulse weapon. Thisis no death for a warrior. | will make it
swift.

That is not necessary, General . Teulon had stepped to the edge of the platform hatch, and glanced
down. Thekvinkawasariver of ar, furiousand unforgiving. | am already dead.

"Raktar," one of hismen trangmitted. "There is something ahead.”

Teulon and dl the pilots wore short-range headgear, salvaged from a Hsktskt wreck, which alowed
them to communicate effectively during skimmer flights. Because the tech was designed not to be
detected by League monitoring devices, they could use it without risking aerting the Toskad patrols.

Bsak lifted his head.

"l seeit," Teulon said.



On the horizon the air was changing color; bursts of yellow brightened, then faded.
Patrol ships, firing on the surface.

Teulon'stroops had aready raided the trenchesin this region and left, but that made no difference. The
Toskad had found something to attack. "Assume strike formation. Edin, take Navn's son to theiiskar,
and have hismen comein over theice"

The patrol, awell-organized unit of somethirty ships, wasflying attack patterns above alarge hunting
party pinned down on theice. Theflat plain had forced the lideg to use their skimmers as cover and
there was no sign that they werereturning fire.

Bodies of men and gamelay in pools of frozen red dush.

Teulon waited to see the skimmer carrying Navn's son break off before he moved up to take point. The
patrol ships had not yet detected their gpproach. " Seek out the navigationa cluster before you attempt
anything ese. Don't ram the engine cowlings; they've been reinforced. Bring them down intact if you can.”

Bsak crouched low in the skimmer, muscles coiling against Teulon's back.

The skimmers spread out, each acquiring a ship and breaking out of formation to movein. Teulon flew
under three skimmers to emerge just benegth the lead vessdl. All Toskad patrol ships possessed
standard hullsinsulated against temperature and atmospheric debris. Y et because the ships were used
exclusively on the planet, and the lideg were not permitted any weaponry, the builders had not bothered
with protecting certain vulnerable points.

Teulon moved into position and extended modified docking clampsto fix his skimmer to the hull. Once
he had a stable platform, he shut down the skimmer's engine and drew his sword. The centra processing
unit for the patrol ship's navigationd system lay behind an access pand, which he pried open with his
claws. A singlethrust of his sword into the aperture destroyed the ship's primary and secondary guidance
and maneuvering systems. He dropped down onto the skimmer and immediately disengaged the clamps;
the patrol ship's pilot had aready lost hishelm controls.

Teulon flew straight down, crouching low to avoid the jetting debris as the ship he had sabotaged collided
with another and exploded in midair. He circled up and went to the next ship.

The Toskad, now only too aware that they were under attack, redirected their weapons and opened fire
on Teulon and the rebels. Their tracking systems could not lock on to the skimmers, however, asthe
camouflage shielding a so absorbed the reflective scans, and the barrage was dmost completely
ineffective. Three patrol ships crashed on the surface, while five more made fairly successful emergency
landings. Ten were destroyed in flight, as were four skimmers.

Theremaining patrol ships suddenly retreated, flying up into the higher aamosphere where the skimmers
could not follow. After firing afew more useless valleys, they flew off on course for Skjonn.

Teulon scanned the ice below. More skimmers were coming from the south, along with men on foot.
Toskad infantry poured out of the shipsthat had landed safely, and began firing pulse weapons at the
skimmersaswell asthe lideg till trapped on theice.

"Land beside the patral ships,” Teulon told hismen. "Engagetheinfantry.”

For two years Teulon had awaited this moment. He had counted the hours and, at times, in the darkness,
the minutes. He had remembered every face, every decision, every moment, that had brought him to this
place.



The first had been Teuton's own decision. He had decided to travel to the Liacos Quadrant with his
HouseClan, and stop awar that was devouring systems and destroying millions of lives. Asashow of
trust, he had also agreed to jaunt over to the League flagship by himsalf to meet with their commander
and arrange thetime, place, and gods of theinitiad talks.

Those were the last free choices Teulon would make for sometime.

"I know you came here to negotiate peace between the League and the Faction," the League
general said after his guards seized Teulon. "But that is not why we brought you here. There will
be never be peace, and it istime that your people learned that.”

"Think carefully, Shropana,” Teulon warned. " You know Jorenian law. If you kill me, my
HouseClan will not rest until you are dead."

"That is easily remedied.”

Now, at long last, he had the army, and the crystal's, and the meansto avenge himself. The timeto fulfill
his promise to his dead kin had arrived.

Helanded by the nearest vessel and jumped from his skimmer. Bsak, at hisside, hissed. Three soldiers
rushed at them from opposite directions, firing their weapons.

The seven-bladed sword blazed through the air as Teulon decapitated the soldier in front of him, and
turned to skewer the one behind him. Bsak permitted the third a short scream before biting hisskull in
two. Teulon shook the blood from his blades and strode out onto theice.

Shropana, standing at the console, had issued the order personally. "Sgnal the Cloudwalk. Tell
them that we are sending some Jorenian passengers over to dock with them. Then launch the
drone ship." He turned to smile at Teulon. " Something the Bartermen bought for us from the
Hsktskt. It will make it appear asif the stardrive malfunctioned.” He nodded to the guards. "Take
him to interrogation.”

In the corridor, being dragged by the guards. Killing them. Finding a com panel. Sending the final
signal to his brother on the CloudWalk. "Fire on all League vessels within the vicinity of the ship
and destroy them—"'

At last. Releasing the beast ingde him to run with Bsak was dmost painful; it had been tethered for so
long. Asasoldier charged a him, Teulon snapped hisforearm dagger into hisleft hand, pivoted, and dit
the Toskald'sthroat. Hot blood spattered his chest and face. At last.

The guards who had recaptured Teulon shot himin the chest, arms, and legs. He had been barely
conscious when they dragged him to the view panel, where Shropana's voice, an oiled snake, sank
its fangs into him.

"Congratulations, ClanLeader. You'll be happy to know that your signal—which | recorded—did
get through to the CloudWalk. Your people successfully destroyed the drone launch before it
docked with your ship. Unfortunately, they also fired on three scout ships of ours that were sent to
investigate. | have so notified command, and | have been given the order to defend the fleet and
returnfire.

The pain of his body had been nothing then. The House was greater than any one of its Clan, and
for his House, Teulon would beg. "There are women and children on board the ship. My
bondmate, our ClanSon. He has only three years." He fell to his knees. "Be merciful. Spare them.”



" Spare women and children who would pursue me to the ends of the universe for killing you?
Permit a three-year-old to live who will grow up wanting nothing more than to dig out my guts
with his claws? | think not."

"I will shield you and you can kill me without fear." Teulon bowed his head. " Spare them, | beg
you, and | will do anything you wish."

"Yes, I'm sure you would." Shropana gestured to the guards. "Hold him up."

Pulse fire became sporadic as the patrol's weapons reacted to the temperature. Men cursed and flung
pistols and riflesinto the snow asthey ran for cover. The lideg hunters who had been trapped there now
stood and fired their crosshows. The hail of bolts was like a scythe. Men stopped and fell into the snow,
cut down as precisaly as yborra grass beneath a honed blade. Bsak became a darting streak of wet
crimson fur and flashing teeth.

The guards had difficulty holding Teuton, flesh and garments slick with his own blood.

"Hold on to him. No, keep himright where heis,” Shropana told his guards. "I want him to
watch. | want him to remember what happens to those who threaten the League.”

Teulon felt the life pulsing out of him from his wounds. He could not take his eyes from the sight
of the CloudWalk, surrounded and outnumbered. The Jado's ship was badly damaged, yet still
returning fire.

Shropana sighed. "Valiant to the end.”

Teulon felt the madness roaring ingde him as he cut hisway through the Toskad troopsto join the
hunters, now fanning out onto theice. He kept in front of them, leading them againgt the frantic patrol
troops, severing heads and hands and limbs. Bolts whistled through the air past him, reaching some of the
Toskad before his blades did. Mouths sagged. Bodies jerked, spun, tumbled.

The CloudWalk, and every member of HouseClan Jado save one on it, swallowed by brilliant
white light as the ship exploded.

Teulon killed every Toskdd in his path.

Fewer screams punctured the air now. The sun poured mercilesslight over the battlefield, illuminating the
faces of theliving and dying. The snow turned pink and then red before it froze into agory dush. Bsak

walked from body to body, ingpecting, nudging, gnawing.
That find conversation, before he was taken away.

"You cannot declare me ClanKill, Teulon Jado." Shropana appeared serene, even complacent.
"You need kin present to do so, and | have just obliterated all of yours."

Teulon was the ClanSon of a shipbuilder. As a student, he had studied and followed the path of
Tarek Varena. He had trained as a warrior, as did every foreman, but had vowed never to use a
weapon against another living being unless to defend his kin. He had told his HouseClan that
there were better paths to be found. He had dedicated hislife to making a path of peace.

That path, that life, had ended. He met Shropana’'s amused gaze, and uttered the three words.
Words that meant he would not rest until each and every member of his HouseClan was avenged.
Words that made a monster out of an honorable warrior. No foreman since Tarek Varena, who
had witnessed the slaughter of most of his kin, had spoken these words. No foreman had ever lost



all of hisfamily, as Teuton had. "I Choose Death."
"You no longer have the privilege of choice, dave."

Some of the Toskald survivorstried to retreat back to their ships, but Teulon saw that Navn's men had
arrived and taken up positionsthere, waiting for them. Crossbows twanged, and the sound of balts hitting
flesh peppered the air, while ghosts whispered behind Teulon's eyes.

"foreman male, sold to Trader Ivicis for one thousand credits.”
When the last death cry faded, more than two hundred Toskald lay dead in the snow.
"Gift to the Kangal of Sjonn, foreman slave, male, from Trader Ivicis."

Teulon came back to himsdlf dowly. He found he was standing over the headless body of a Toskad
officer, sprawled on the ship ramp up which he had tried to run before meeting the Raktar's sword. In his
hand was atimed explosive device that had been activated.

"Presentation of prospect nine-two-one."

The Toskad knew what the lideg would do to their ships, and preferred to destroy them before they
could.

"Do not clean him. We like how the blood and the sweat make his skin gleam."”

Teulon kndlt to disarm the handheld bomb, and set it aside. He sensed the hunters drawing close,
gathering around him. Many were hurt, bleeding, exhausted. All were sllent as they watched him stand
and face them.

Bsak padded over to Sit at Teulon'sside.
"Hetried to kill us. Look, we are bleeding! Give himto the kvinka."

A few moments before Teulon had boarded the launch to fly to Shropana’s ship and begin the peace
negotiations, Teulon's bondmate, Akara, had suddenly flung hersdlf a him and embraced him. It was not
unusua for bondmates to show strong emotion at being separated even for short periods of time, but this
was different. Akarawas senditive to many things, and for some unknown reason, she had been
frightened.

Shehad, in fact, been terrified.

Standing in the light now, blood dripping from his sword, Teulon again heard the last words Akarawould
ever say to him. She had whispered them againgt his skin. She had burned them forever into his soul.

Do not go, my heart. | fear for you.
She had beenright to fear.

"It begins now," Teulon told them. "What is done here can never be undone. Thereis no apology that can
be made. No tithewill pay for this. No Toskald will ever forgive usthis. They will know we are no longer
their daves”

Teulon knelt beside the body, and used his clawsto tear open the man's uniform. With a second swipe of
his hand, he did the same to his belly. He buried his hand inside, digging deep, and wrenched out a
steaming mound. He lifted the man'sintestines up over his head, displaying them for hismen, and for the



dead who were dl around him now.

"Now." Helooked at the pale, bloodied faces, saw the reflection of histrophy in their eyes. "Wefight, or
wede"

Resa reached up to touch the smooth mask the blob had formed over her face. Just as Jarn had said, she
could see, breathe, and speak throughit.

"It will not hurt you," Jarn promised as she tested the depth of the snow with her walking staff.

"It growshard." It had asmell to it, aswell, sharp like cold air was to breathe, but Resawas growing
used toit. Still, shewould rather have covered her face with awrap. "Must wear?'

"Yes. Cloth fdls away when you are bending over someone.” Her tone changed. "There will be many,
from the sound of it."

Theterrible noises, Jarn had told her, were from shipsfiring at the surface. The hedler had little moreto
say than that as she prepared her medical packs.

Daneeb had arrived after the worst of the noise died away, and had immediately raised strong objections
to Jarn'staking Resawith her to see to the wounded.

"At least | know how to put on the charade,” the headwoman had argued. " She can barely speak
coherently, and you only began talking again last night.”

"We both speak fluent Terran, so we can communicate easily,” Jarn had said, "and we do not haveto
talk to the wounded. Stop your worrying, Daneeb. | will not let anything stray from usagain.”

Resa had not been with the skelalong enough to judge, but she wondered at timesif the heder
deliberately meant to provoke the headwoman. Their conversations were never very quiet, at lesst, not
on Daneeb's side. Jarn always seemed alittle odd whenever she spoke about Resa. Asif she was angry
with Daneeb over her.

Before they had |eft, the worst argument of all happened.
"What about him?' Daneeb jerked her chin toward the unconscious endeg.

"The catswill guard him." Jarn hel ped Resainto the strange clothing that she said she had to wear to go
with her,

Daneeb seized Jarn by the arm and turned her around. "Hetried to kill me. | have theright.”
A blink of the lashes and Jarn had Daneeb pinned against the ice wall, ablade poised at her throat.

"Not one hair on hishead will be out of placewhen | return,” the hedler said. "Not one drop of his blood
will stain your hands. | will have your word on this.”

Daneeb eyed the blade. "Y ou cannot kill me, Jarn.”

"I don't haveto kill you, Skrie. | only have to hobble you." She moved the blade down, down, leaning
sdeways until she dipped it behind Daneeb's knee. Y our word."

The headwoman considered this, and nodded sowly.



Jarn called out a strange word and two cats appeared. "We will be gonefor along time. If we are caught
inthe dark, wewill find shdlter."

"No onewill takeyou in," Daneeb said, wiping adrop of blood from thetiny cut Jarn's blade had made
in her flesh. "One day you will walk out there and not return. Y ou know thisaswell as1." She regarded
Resa. "Have you nothing to say? Do you wish to follow her into death?"

"I help," Resasaid softly. " Jarn need help. So do men.”
"So doweadl." With adisgusted sound, Daneeb | ft.

Thetrek to the place where the ships had fired on the surface took less time than Resa had thought. Jarn
hitched three of the jlorrato a pack ded, and had Resaride on the back of it with her.

"We must be able to trangport the wounded,” Jarn said, "and leave quickly. The rebelswill return for the
dhips”
Atfirgt it confused Resa, to see the dark, looming silhouettes of the ships on theice, instead of properly

intheair, where they belonged. Then she saw what the ships had been firing on, what they had left on the
Sow.

More men than Resa could recall ever seeing divelay dead dl around them. Hunters, men in bleached
furs, and other men in strange garments.

"Soit hasbegun,” Jarn said, her voice very low. "Again.”
Resa stared at the dead. "' So many.”

"Yes. Don't release the cats.” Jarn tethered the ded to a stake and looked out carefully over theicefield.
No one had been left standing, but there were sounds. Groans. Snow shifting. Muttering. "The onesin the
white outfurs are rebels. The others are soldiers of windlords.” She paused. "The soldierswill likely al be
dead."

So many bodies, and only she and Jarn to tend to them? "How do we do thiswork?"

"Standard triage," Jarn told her before they went to thefirst lideg hunter lying ontheice. "Check for a
pulsefirst. Clear airways, dow bleeding; dress burns. Pack open wounds and exposed bone. Say
nothing unlessyou mug.”

The hunter, ayoung man with aghastly head wound, was aready dead. So, too, was the headless body
closest to him. Jarn stepped over him to see the third.

This hunter was older, and not as grievoudy wounded. His outfurs were scorched in severa places, and
he had aterrible energy burn to the side of his head and neck. But he opened hisfrost-crusted eyesthe
moment Jarn touched him.

"Vrd," hewhispered. "Find meworthy."

Jarn took a syrinpressin awarming deeve from her pack and infused the man's neck, rendering him
unconscious within seconds. " Scan for interna injuries before you dress hisburns” she said to Resaiin
Terran. "Usethe ded to carry him over to one of the ships, and put him inside where he can be made
warm.” She moved on to the next casualty.

Resa hesitated before reaching into her own pack. She couldn't remember being ahedler, and for a



moment she resented the way Jarn had ordered her to act as one. What if she made amistake? She
would not know if she did; only Jarn would—and Jarn was ten yards away, her hands busy probing the
chest of afdlenrebd.

Fear faded and was replaced by another, more powerful emotion. | ama healer. Like Jarn. Thisismy
work.

Resatook the burn medicines and bandages from her pack and went to work on the hunter.

The sun moved over the two hedlers, shifting the shadows around them. Resa soon discovered that the
mgority of the men left abandoned on the ice were dready dead. The few who had survived werein
shock, most suffering from injuries that could not be healed. M ore than one died as she worked on him.

With so many dead around them, Resa expected the jlorrato be restless, but they merdly stood and
watched until they were needed to haul men over to the ship Jarn wanted to use as shelter. One man who
had been brought to consciousness and needed only a broken arm bound began helping them load the
others onto the ded.

"I will take them," the rebel said, and drove the ded for Jarn and Resa on the second trip from theiceto
the ship.

Daylight was an hour from fading when they had finished the work. The survivors, sheltered now in the
ship, were as comfortable as they could be made. The dead were left where they lay. The hunter who
could walk recovered an abandoned skimmer and told Jarn he would go to liskar Navn to summon help
to trangport the men from the ship to the camp.

He hesitated before climbing onto the skimmer, and looked back at Jarn and Resa. "I thank you for
finding meworthy, vrd."

Poor Hurgot, Resathought as she watched the hunter fly away. You will be busy tonight. She noticed
that Jarn was taring at one of the other nearby ships. "What iswrong?"

Jarn seized her arm. "Run to the ded. Quickly."

"But we cannot leave—" Resa stopped as she saw rebelsin bleached outfurs running from the other ship
toward them.

"Now, run." Jarn dragged her down the ramp.

They didn't make it to the ded. Rebels surrounded them on al sdes and trained their crossbows on them.
They moved only to make way for avery tall mae accompanied by a scar-faced jlorra covered in blood.
Thisman's face was shielded, but he wasfar too largeto be lideg.

"Vral?' the man said to one of the rebels, who nodded. "Take them to the ship.”

Chapter Fifteen



Teulon listened to Navn'stale of the endeg Resa. He refused food and drink offered by the headman's
kedera, Sogayi, who said nothing but managed to project silent displeasure at hisrefusal, just the same.

"Why did you not kill her when she violated your law?" Teulon asked when the rasakt had finished the
convoluted story.

"I had... thought to be merciful,” Navn said, dmost sammering. " She did save thelife of Aktwar, my
son. It seemed appropriate to alow her life."

"Asit seemed appropriate to allow her into the camp.”
"y es"

"To work among your own women."

"To earn her place here, yes."

"That isnot the truth.” Teulon rose. ™Y ou follow the oldest ways, Navn. Y our own son told me how you
despise the freedoms given to women in the western tribes. Y et you alow an aien woman into your
liskar?'Y ou permit her to contaminate your women with her off-world ways? And when she makes and
uses aweapon, an offense for which you would kill any lideg female, you spare her?!

"l was confused.” Navn's expression turned resentful. "I have never had to ded with endeg.”

"Youlieagain. You did al of these things because you feared her." Teulon loomed over him. "Wasit
because you feared that she could not die?’

"No." Navn looked sick as heturned to hiswife. "Go, fetch fresh water for the basins.” When Sogayi had
|eft the shdlter, the headman dumped back in hischair. Y ou areright. | was afraid of her. Of what sheis.
Sheisvery like... but it can't be the same woman. The one who was brought here was too badly
wounded. It wastoo long ago.”

Teulon paced thewideinterior. "How long?'

"Eight seasons. Perhgps nine." The headman covered his eyes with one shaking hand. "1 have not dept
well since the day they brought her back to show me. That one, not even the skelacould kill."

The endeg that would not die had arrived on Akkabarr at the sametime Teulon had. "Tell me about her.”

Navn composed himself, and tucked his handsin the ends of his deeves. "We saw the ship go down. The
gjenvin went to work the wreck, asaways. A League transport vessd, it was. A small one. There were
two on board. The male was dead when the skelarecovered his body. The female had survived. Some
of the skela committed a sacrilege and were put to theice for it. The gjenvin master told me the Skjaeera
shot her with a pulse wegpon, but that did not kill her."

"What isthe Skjaaera?"

"A skelawho putsthe dying out of their misery." Navn'svoice grew rich with disgust. "lideg warriors do
not day the helpless.”

"Goon."

The headman made an empty gesture. "That isdl. The gjenvin brought the endeg femae here, to show
me. The woman barely breathed, but they were afraid. Sowas|. | was about to take her head when the
jlorrabroke from their harnesses and took her. They dragged her out of the camp. It istheir way to



attack the wounded and devour them. | swear to you, that iswhat happened.”

This Resawas not Cherijo Torin, Teulon decided. No living being, no matter how enhanced her
physiology was, could survive under such conditions.

"If that female who would not die was adrone, no beast on this planet could have eaten her.” Teulon
pulled on hisoutfurs. ™Y our heder is attending the wounded that were brought here?"

"Y es, but there are so many, and heisold and only one man." A crafty look came into the headman's
eyes. "Thesevrd, if you permit them to live, they may prove of more useto us. They saved many of your
men, did they not?"

They had, and that was the only reason Teulon had alowed them to live. If they were drones, perhaps he
would even reprogram them. "Prepare your men to leave camp.”

Navn was taken aback by thisorder. "Y ou are taking my men?"

"Y ou pledged them to me when you joined the rebdllion.” Teulon put on hisface shield and Ieft the
rasakt's shelter.

The guards waiting for him outside escorted him from the camp to the temporary command post they had
congtructed just outside the battlefield, where the dead were being dragged by ded to be thrown into a
nearby crevasse. Teulon had given orders that the skela not be summoned and worgad not be taken
from any of the bodies.

"Neither of the females will speak, Raktar," Edin, who had been posted outside the makeshift detainment
unit, said. "The packsthey carried have endeg medicines and such in them. No weapons except for this,
which the smaller one carried.” He showed it to the Raktar.

Teulon examined the weapon. It wasadim, narrow siletto afingertip in width and two hand spansin
length. "Isthisthe sort of blade used by the Degath Bringer?”'

Edin looked uncomfortable. "I believe so, Raktar."
Teulon nodded and did the blade into hisdeeve. "'l will question them.”

Inside the temporary shelter, both women were Sitting together in acorner, their backsto the walls. Both
were conscious and showed no signs of abuse. Teulon knew the only reason for thiswas that most of his
men remained convinced that they were vral and would not go near them.

He performed athermal and bio scan of both females. They were not camouflaged drones, and they
carried no subdermal devices or implants. Both were approximately the same age.

"l am the Raktar of therebel forces," Teulon said, setting aside the device. "Who sent you here?”
Neither woman responded.

"I know you are not vra, or spirits, or sent by the lideg God.” Teulon saw no reaction, but they were
both till veiled. " Show me your faces.

When the women did not remove their head wraps, he strode over and tore them off, one in each hand.
The masks beneath startled him, but only for amoment.

"I can removethose, aswell," he advised them, showing hisclaws.



One of them reached up and held her hand in front of her face. The mask oozed from her head into her
hand, where it became adowly undulating blob. It had concealed asmdl, narrow human face with high
cheekbones, a prominent nose, and tilted dark eyes. Her sheared hair was dark with a prominent streak
of white,

The other woman removed her mask in the same fashion, but kept her face averted. Her long dark hair
hel ped by acting as a shroud.

"Show meyour face," Teulon said to the second femae.
"Show yours," thefirst onesaid.

Perhaps frightening them would provoke more of aresponse. Teulon reached up and removed hisface
shidd.

Thefirst femde frowned, but the second glanced and then stared through the curtain of her hair. He
crouched in front of her, reaching to move the hair from her face.

The long-haired woman bolted, running for the entry. Teulon caught her by the back of her robe and
dragged her around. Her face was exposed now, the bright emitter overhead showing every detail of her
features.

Shelooked enough like the other woman to be asibling.

"No," shesaid, twisting to try to free hersalf with hysterical fervor. She snatched the blade from his
forearm sheath and held it between them. "Let go. Let go."

Teulon seized the knife and flung her away from him. She landed in ahegp and did not move again. Ashe
turned to drag her to her feet, the other woman barreled into him, knocking him off-balance and falling
with him to the floor. She pounced on top of him and pressed something sharp againgt the sde of his
throat.

"l use blade, kill ptar," shewarned him. "1 do samething to you."
"Isthat why you were sent? To nate me?"'
"We came, help hurt men." She looked disgusted. "Would like kill you for hurting Jarn.”

Teulon rolled, didodging the wedge of meta she had at histhroat, and pinned her beneath him. "Never
make threats you cannot carry out. Drop it.”

She struggled for amoment, and then released the makeshift blade.
Helooked over a the long-haired woman. "Her nameis Jarn?"

"Don't hurt her," she spit in hisface, spesking now not in lideg, but in Terran. "Sit my throat if you wish,
but she's done nothing.” She glanced over at the dark-haired woman, who was unconscious. " She came
hereto hep your men.”

Teulon rested the blade againgt her throat. "Why are you here? Who sent you?'
"We came on our own." Shelifted her chin. "Go on. It'sdl you know how to do, isn't it? Kill me."

The shift of her face made something glimmer, and Teulon used the blade to ferret it out. It wasa
vocollar, alinguigtic trandation device made and used by Jorenians. He had not seen one since the



daversripped hisfrom hisneck. "Where did you get this?'
She covered it with her hand. "It ismine.”

Teulon lowered hisblade. Two years ago. A Jorenian vocollar. An endeg femae who would not die. He
reached farther back, recaling theimage of a Terran femae physician on hisdisplay. Therelay had been
distorted dightly by the dissmilaritiesin their com equipment, but she, too, had had dark hair withasingle
white stregk. At the time, he had known of her—everyone had—but that had been his only contact with
her. He could even remember some of that one, brief conversation they had shared.

Your kin have arrived, and we will keep them safe.
May the Mother watch over you all.

"What isyour name?" he asked the woman under him.
"Resa"

Resa, the newly arrived ensleg who Navn claims does not remember who sheis. The one he fears
came here two years ago. Teulon stood, and held out hishand. "Come. Stand. | will not hurt you.”

Shelet him help her up, and yet watched him with wary eyes. "Why not?"

He considered telling her exactly that. "Y ou say you are hereto help us. Y ou have saved many lives. You
did not try to kill me when you held the blade a my throat." He gestured to Jarn. "I believe you are what
you say you are.”

"No, wearenot,” Resaadmitted. "But it isthe only way we can help the wounded." She frowned. ™Y ou
speak Terran, like we do, but you are not Terran.”

"I had dedlings with Terrans once." Teulon saw Jarn's head lift and her hand sweep the long dark hair
from her face. "Isshe Terran, like you?"

Resanodded. "How did you come here? Asadave?'
"l was sold in Skjonn." He went over and helped Jarn to her feet. "1 escaped two years ago.”
There was no change in Resa's expression. "'From the skim city? How?"

"| was sentenced to death and walked off the edge of an open platform. Only | caught an edge as | went
over, climbed under it, and hid. Later, | stowed away on asupply ship. It brought me here." Hefelt Jarn
trembling, and to her said, "1 will not hurt you."

"Y ou say onething and do another,” Jarn said. "'l do not trust you."

She was unsteady on her feet, so Teulon held on to her. There was something very strange about the
lideg woman. She seemed not of thisworld. She reminded him of other, equaly insubstantia
things—things that soothed him with sorrow, and burned him with shame—

Like the spirit of the cave. Teulon closed hiseyes. Holding Jarn in her vra garmentswas asif he were
back in the smdl cave, trying to embrace a column of air. Helooked down at her. "Do you know me?"

"No." She backed away from him. "Perhaps | will after you wash off the blood from your last victim.”

Teulon studied his hands as she did, and saw the dark red stains. "1 fought men who would have killed



me had | not. They were opponents, combatants, not victims.”

"They log, did they not? These men who follow you into battle'—Jarn gestured toward the entry—"do
they know you are endeg?'

"The ones| trust do. Hedler, being that you and your friend are Terran, | do not think you areina
position to criticize me for my lack of veracity." There was something that bothered him about Jarn, as
well, but Teulon couldn't placeit. "Do you intend to keep searching for wounded and treating those you
find?'

"Itisour work," Jarn said. "We are hedes."

"Y ou will be dead hedlersif you continue to wander the ice without protection.” Teulon couldn't et them
go, especialy not Resa, not now that he knew who she was. She might prove to be more valuable than
the crystal. And in some strange fashion, Jarn shared a connection to the otherworldly creature from the
smdl cave.

Was it her ? He had dways thought the ghost he had encountered there atrue spirit. Spirit made flesh.
The long-haired heder gave him aleve look. "What do you want, Raktar?"

He had aready planned to keep Duncan Reever on the planet. No one on Joren could know that Teulon
was dive. One of these women was Reever'swife. The solution wasasmple one. Y ou may join us and
fight for therebdlion.”

"Oh, yes, that iswhat | wish. Arm me. Let me shoot the men | have hedled." Jarn made a disgusted
sound and turned her back on him.

"We cannot fight," Resareminded him softly. "We are hedlers™”

"Y ou came closer to killing me today than any assassin the Toskald have sent after mefor thelast year,”
Teulon told her. "1 would not ask you to fight. Y ou can follow the army and treat the wounded.” While he
kept Reever busy e sawhere, away from Resaand Jarn.

It was a crudty, perhaps, but not a permanent one. Teulon could also safeguard both women until it was
safe to permit Reever to leave Akkabarr.

"Just likethat?' Jarn asked. "While you keep us wdll supplied with patients? Permit me to express my
lack of gratitude now."

"War isupon us, Heder. Men will die whether you wish it or not." He saw something dark movein her
eyes. "You will go on healing whether you are with the army or not. With us, you will be protected.”

"While we watch you butcher them. | thank you, no." Jarn covered her face. " Are we permitted to go
now?' She walked to the entry and waited there.

"Before the patrol came here, they fired on aniiskar to the north. Sverrul, it was." Teulon saw her back
tense. "Do you know the camp?"

"I know the Sverrul, yes." Jarn turned around. "What happened?”

"What usualy happenswhen afully armed Toskald patrol decidesto punish the lideg. The rasakt and
every woman and child in the camp were incinerated.” Teulon glanced at Resa. "They were not armed.
Their men had |€ft to join the rebellion. | doubt the women even came out of their shelterswhen they



heard the ships.”
Jarn was snaking her head dowly.

"If we went with you, your men will not permit usto treat them." Resa picked up the blob that had
rendered her faceless. "That iswhy we use these. So that they will think wearevrd."

Something el se that Teulon now found very convenient. "Y ou will have to maintain the vrd illusion except
when you are done or with me. Would it be so difficult?’

Resaturned to Jarn. "Heisright."

"Heisakiller." Jarn went to Teulon. "What do you want from us?' she demanded. "Y ou areaman. Y ou
would not be this generous without a reason.”

"A generd who commandstwo vra will encounter very little resstance from the loydist tribes,” Teulon
sad. "Youwill givemethefina sanction | need: the sanction of the lideg God."

The two women |looked at each other.
"I cannot decidethis" Resatold Jarn. "Thisisyour work. | follow you."
"They will discover what we are—who we are," Jarn protested.

Resa thought for amoment. "Not if we are careful. We must have our own shelter. We cannot share it
with anyonedse.”

"Youwill haveit," Teulon sad.

"I don't have enough medica supplies.” Jarn rubbed her eyes. "I have used here today most of what |
have been able to salvage.”

Teulon nodded. "1 will obtain that which you need.”

"Wewill aso need sheltersthat we can set up near the battlefields, so that the men can be treated under
cover," Resa suggested. " Someone to help us with moving and treating the wounded.”

"The skela," Teulon said. "No onewould question their presence, asthey are death handlers. The skela
aready know what you are.”

"Theendeg," Resasaid suddenly. "We cannot leave him." To Teulon, she said, "An endeg cameto the
crawlslooking for us. He believes we know where hiswoman is. She was lost here, on Akkabarr. Heis
Terran, and wounded.”

Teulon wondered how Reever could have found both women and not realized one of them was Cherijo.
Hewould haveto lie now, something that disgusted him, but could not be helped. "Terrais part of the
League. The Toskdd are forging an dliance with the League. Whatever reason he has come here, it is
not to look for awoman. That isonly an excuse.”

The two women fell silent. Jarn's expression was not visible, but Resa's was troubled.

"There may be more that we require,” Jarn said to Teulon at last. "It will not be asimple thing to concedl
l'sll

"No path worth traveling issmple.” Or entirely revealed to the traveler, but Teulon kept that portion of



the Jorenian adage to himself. "We seem to follow the same direction.”

"No, wedo not." Jarn pulled the wrap from her face and looked into Teulon'seyes. "I will not kill, endeg.
Not for you. Not for anyone.”

She seemed to believe the words she spoke, and yet she carried the blade of a Desth Bringer. "Agreed.”
Jarn closed her eyes. "Wewill join your rebellion.”

Chapter Sixteen

"Y ou fight well, for an endeg,” the rebel in the abandoned trench said to Reever as he offered him some
of the dried meat from his pack.

The skirmish Reever and the rebd had survived had been intense and bloody. There were till men
graggling in from theice, wet and exhausted.

"No, | thank you." Reever took some emergency rations he had salvaged from a patrol ship the week
before and put aliquid pack to thaw by the heatarc. "How long have you fought for the rebel s?*

"Two seasons, since the beginning of the war." The rebel was an older man with the dark skin and
calused hands of abuilder. "Y ou?’

"The same." Reever had woken up in liskar Kuorj to find he had been knocked out and operated on by
one of the skela. Kuorj knew nothing of how he had been brought to the camp, only that he had been
found by one of the renser women going to gather clean snow for meltwater. Reever had gone back to
the crawls as soon as he was well enough to travel, but found them abandoned. Stories of the vra on the
battlefiel ds had aready begun to circulate by then, and when Kuorj's men had been summoned to fight,
he had gone with them. "Have you seen the vral? Have you seen a Terran woman with them?" he asked
the rebel, as he asked every lideg he met.

"Once, yes." The hunter shuddered. "1 fought beside them. They make aman fed like awoman. What is
aTeran?'



Reever leaned back, resting his head againgt the trench wall. "An endeg, | meant. It doesn't matter.”

"Therearemore vra than rebels on theice now," another man listening to the conversation put in. " They
appear on every battlefield to kill our enemies before they hed those lideg found worthy."

"Not every battlefield." Reever had yet to encounter the faceless hedlers, of which there were stories that
numbered them in the hundreds.

"They only fight with the Raktar'sarmy,” the hunter beside him said. "Mind your pack before it melts,
endeg.”

Reever plucked the liquid pack from the trench floor and held it between his fur mitts. It had grown too
hot to open, so hewaited for it to cool and studied the faces around him. They were thin, dirty, and tired,
but so was every face on Akkabarr.

Victory was near, but whose it would be was still undecided.

The Toskad began attacking as soon as they had learned that the Raktar had emptied their armory
trenches, evidently overnight, during the worst of the seasonal storms. How the rebd genera had
accessed the heavily guarded bunkers, let alone moved the massive amounts of ordnance out of them,
remained amystery. Reever had seen some of the tunnels the rebel s had burned through theice by
redirecting vent shafts. The process of tunneling had not been easy, for the water from the melted ice had
to be relocated. Reever estimated it had taken the Raktar's forces close to ayear to tunnel their way to
the trenches.

No one knew where the weapons had gone, and those who did would not speak of it. It was, as every
rebel said, the Raktar'swill.

Reever wasfar more interested in the vral. Since the beginning of the war, they had been sighted
regularly, and then constantly, wherever the fighting wasworst. They cameto hed at firgt, and then they
were seen fighting alongside the rebels. They were aways accompanied by specia detachments of
heavily armed rebe s who flanked them on either Sde. Reever had never heard of avrd who had fdlenin
combat.

Somehow thetwo vra had multiplied. Reever had verified from other rebels who had survived
large-scde engagements dl over the inhabited territories that the vra now numbered in the hundreds.

"They kill thewindlords, and save us," one rebel who had survived an enormous skirmish in thewest told
Reever. "That ishow | know our causeisjudt. If it ‘were not, they would kill everyone.

"Hundreds of them," one wide-eyed rebel whispered to Reever in the dark of anice cave they had
shared astemporary shdlter. "They drift over the red snow, but it never touchesthem. They kill faster
than anything | have ever seen. Then they lower their cradlesfor our worthy, and carry them away.” He
swallowed. "Some of our men are seen again. Some are not."

Reever understood that the rebel generd was using the vral both as his field medics and an attack force;
that much was obvious. But how he had managed to turn two into hundreds, and make them kill aswell
ashed, remained amysery.

A trio of pilots climbed out of the tunnel into the trench. "We need men to defend liskar Bjola," one
cdled out. "All who are able, comewith us.”

Reever was conscious and not wounded, which counted as able, so he rose with the others and went out
onto theice. The transport waiting for them was arefitted Toskald scout ship, captured and reconfigured



asamini-troop-carrier and skimmer launch platform.

"Patrols attacking from the north, forty ships," the pilot shouted over the sound of the engines. "Ground
forces have surrounded the camp and are returning fire, but they are outnumbered. Y our skimmers carry
two plate charges. Land when you have planted them and support the ground defense.”

Reever had never attached the explosive devices on the Toskad ship, so he mounted behind arebel who
had, to provide cover. The crossbows the rebels used were usdlessin the air, but he could man the pilot
controlswhile the rebel planted the charges.

The sun wasjust beginning to rise, showing afiery horizon line where the Toskad patrol wasfiring on the
encampment.

"Stay low," wasthe carrier pilot'sfina ingtructions. " They have improved their targeting devices. Theice
and God protect you."

The misson wasasmple one. Reever and the other rebelswould fly in under the patrol ships, mine them,
andland to join theinfantry. The Toskad il had difficulty tracking the skimmersin theair, but
equipment modifications alowed them to lock on for short periods of time. The skimmer pilots, who
were accustomed to flying in linear formation, had to compensate by resorting to degrouping and flying in
erdtic, zigzag s0lo patterns.

Reever looked down to see the rebe forces encircling the defensd essiiskar. Bjola had been evacuated
some weeks ago, as had many other large camps. The women and children were now kept safely hidden
in empty trenches far outside the battle zones. The rebd s till used the shelters|eft behind, however, and
if there were enough warm bodies, their thermd signatures would attract a Toskad patrol.

"Ready?' Reever's pilot shouted.

Reever dapped hisright shoulder, and the pilot engaged the engine. The skimmer launched from the open
sdeof the carrier into theicy air, and dropped immediately and changed course to prevent attracting
attention to the larger ship.

The Toskad's forty-ship patrol was now only some thirty in number, with adozen ships grounded or
smashed into debris. On theice below, four clusters of rebelswith antiaircraft cannon werefiring up at
the patrol. Inthe air, skimmers darted around the attack vessdl's, weaving between pulse blasts until they
could maneuver beneath a ship. The reinforced lower hulls had defeated the rebels attempts at sabotage
for atime, until commanders began issuing explosive charges that would blast through the dloy.

Reever's pilot found aholein the cross fire and shot through it, coming up beneath aship aready partidly
crippled by ground fire. "Take over," he called to Reever as he engaged the stabilizer clamps and
throttled back on the engine before standing up.

Reever did forward, taking hold of the controls and watching for spot gunners. The Toskald had
mounted pulse turrets on the back of every patrol ship, with gunners whose sole duty was to spot, target,
and destroy rebel skimmersand their pilots.

The plate charge clanked asit adhered to the hull of the patrol ship, and the pilot grinned down at
Reever. "Disengage the—" Therest of what he said was lost as adrone arm seized him and dragged him
off the skimmer.

Reever snatched at the pilot's leg, but the hull drone, a spiderish, former maintenance device that crawled
along the outside of the ship, dragged the pilot out of reach. Reever drew his pistol and aimed for the



drone's drive center, but abright bolt of cannon fire struck it, blasting it and the pilot's body to pieces.

Half-blinded and deafened by the blast, Reever disengaged from the patrol vessal and dropped down.
Hewasn't injured, but he couldn't see well enough to fly to the next target. He rolled the skimmer out
from under the ship and made for the surface.

Thelanding was rough, but the skimmer stayed intact. A man rushed up to help him off, while another
checked the skimmer. "How many?"'

"Ong" Reever told him. Theice dl around him was dark with scorch marks, debris dust, and old blood.
"We have the other.” The two men mounted the skimmer and took off, leaving him where he stood.

The patrol was still hammering the surface with abarrage of pulse, deton, and incendiary blasts. A huge
blast went off near Reever, deafening him and throwing him to the ground. He tried to wipe the blood
and swesat from his eyes as he crawled for cover. Most of theiiskar's shelters had been razed, but the
debris hegps dtill afforded asmall amount of protection. He discovered agash on hisforehead was
respons ble for the blood that kept running into his eyes, and pressed his pam againgt it hard, hoping to
ganch the flow.

Hisvision blurred, sharpened, and then blacked out.

The stench of blood, carbon, and cooked flesh pressed in around him. Somewhere alatrine pit had been
uncovered or overflowed, and was burning. The wind cut through his threadbare furs, but it blew much of
the odor away from hisface. The noise was not so bad, either, but Reever could not hear anything
clearly.

Hewasblind, and amost desf.
"Wounded?' someone asked him, voice muffled asif by aheavy cloth.

Reever shook his head. He didn't have to see to know that there would be far worse casuaties than he
here.

A hand touched his shoulder, squeezed it. A heavier fur dropped on top of him, covering historso and
the upper part of hislegs. "Stay here and re<t, brother."

Brother. That was how dl the rebels referred to each other. Asif the war had made them al onelarge,
affectionate family. In away, Reever supposed it had. There were no ranks in the trenches, or out on the
ice. The battle cry of the rebels was one of union, too. A union upon death.

Wefight, or we die.

Time passed. The blood coagulated on Reever's scalp and stopped seeping into his eyes. He dozed, but
he couldn't deep, not with the noise, which was growing louder by the moment. The patrol was throwing
everything it had a the cannon, but they were firing off twice as many blasts. Theice shook and trembled
benesth Reever as ships crashed. There were shouts from the rebels, and screams from the Toskald.
Both sounded desperate and furious. Together they cleared the last of the ringing from hisears.

"They're coming from the north fields."

"Over there—rdease the cats.”



"Target acquired. Firel”

More shouts. Growls. Voicesin anger, cries of pain. The business of killing was not aquiet one. The
arena had been slent only when the last davefdl.

Reever had never fdlen. He would have crawled through hdll for hiswife, but this hell would not end. He
had told her he would wait, and he had. Almost three years now. He had promised her.

It had been the last thing he had said to her. I'll be waiting for you, Waenara.
And she had made her promise aswell. Not for long, Osepeke.

Cherijo wouldn't have lied to him. She loved him. She had given him achild. She had saved him. She
would never have made him wait like this. She would have run naked into hell after him.

Go. Find her. Hurry.

Silence setled dl around him, as degp and il asthe thought crystalizing in hismind. What if he never
found her? He hadn't found her. Had he failed? Was this the moment he had dreaded since the
CloudWalk?

"Open your eyes, endeg.”

Reever obeyed the low, feminine voice speaking lideg. A shape hovered in front of him, a shape without
acongtant form, athing of light. He wanted to tell it to go away, that it had no business here. It would end
up smeared on theice, like everything else that lived and spoke and cared.

"Head injury. Reactsto sound.” The weight of the extrafur went away, and small hands searched him.
"Manourished. Lacerations. This one can go to the unit. Whereisthe next?"

Reever knew that voice. Knew it as he knew hisown. "Waenara?'
"I need transport over here," hiswife said.

No, it could not be her. He was hallucinating. He seized one of the hands and dragged it to hisface. On
the fingerswas her scent. "Cherijo."

"Ddirious." The hand tugged gently, trying to freeitsdf. "Y ou will bewdl, soldier.”
"Cherijo." Reever clamped his hand around her wrigt. "I can't seeyou. Cherijo."
"Y ou can't see anything. Y ou're battle-blind." The hand twisted, alittle more insstent now. "Infuser.”

Someone e se was there with her. Reever squinted, trying to make out her face. But there was no face.
There was nothing but a smooth paich of ivory. Then hefelt theinstrument at histhroat, and fell back
againg therubble. "Cherijo?’

"Rest now." Thefur covered him. "All will bewdll."

Of course it will, Reever thought as the drugs dragged him down into the dark. The imperative driving
him mad was now silenced forever.

Reever had found her.



Orjakis paced the length of his balcony, not bothering with privacy screens. These days few people had
time to walk the streets of Skjonn, and those who hurried aong below did not spare the time to look up
anymore. The Kangal stunned himsdlf by how little he cared about the lack of homage. How could aruler
pay attention to the proper prioritieswhen haf of hisarmy was dead and the other half waslosing awar
they should have won the second day it was declared?

Losing to daves. To dave animals, | eft to breed unchecked. How wasthis possible?

All the mirrorsin the palace had been smashed by Orjakis and the pieces removed, and the Kangal had
not bothered with afull-body treatment in weeks. He did not dare look upon hisimage now. The strain
aone had been enough, he was convinced, to have turned him into Gohliyastwin.

"l see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kanga of Skjonn," aprotocol drone said from the arch leading into Orjakiss
bedchamber. "Representatives from the Allied League of Worlds have arrived to offer crystal and
assistance to the great Kangal and his cherished kindred.”

"They were supposed to come here last season,” Orjakis snapped at the drone.
"The Hsktskt blockade prevented that—"

"They aretoo late.” The Kangd gave addlicate sniff. "We do not have time for them now." Heflicked his
hand. " Send them away."

"Generd Gohliya suggests—"

The Kangd wrenched adat from the ddlicately carved mock palisade. "We ordered you never to utter
hisnamein our presence." He struck the drone with al hismight, knocking its cranid casefromits
chasss.

"l see Janzil Ches Orjakis, and so can the citizens of Skjonn," Gohliya said, stepping out onto the
ba cony.

He caught the dat before the Kanga could club him over the head with it, and tossed it over the Side.
"Y ouwill haveto improve your timing, Kangd, or you will never kill me."

"Kill you?" Orjakis was s0 angry he could only whisper the words. "No, our dear inept fool. You areto
be kept alivefor years. Decades. We are planning every moment of them.”

"Wewill al dievery quickly if you do not convince the Leagueto help uswin thiswar," the generd said.
"They havefindly broken through the Hsktskt blockade and have their shipsin orbit. They have brought
the crystal you demanded in payment. Where isthat liaison officer they sent here, just before the war
garted? Deyin, wasn't that his name?”’

"Yes, Deyin." Orjakistook a moment to savor the memory of what he had done to the L eague captain. It
had been one of the last pleasures he had enjoyed. "Which portion of him do you want?Y ou should be

very specific; there are many.”
Gohliyashook his head. "I will have to do something about this"

"Do you threaten us?' Orjakis had tolerated an exorbitant amount of disrespect from the general sincethe
trenches had been taken, but Gohliya had never crossed thisline. It isthe final one. | don't care how
important he isto the army, or who will run it in his stead. He dies today.

"I mean Deyin," the general said. Heglared at Orjakis. "They are expecting him to debrief them on the



gtuaion.”
Orjakiswaved ahand. "Wewill say that the animaskilled him."

"That isanother thing, Kanga. Y ou must stop calling them animals.” Gohliyaturned hisback on Orjakis
and waked into the chamber. "They arerebels. That is how the League refersto them. They will not
know who you are speaking of if you do not cal them that."

Orjakis considered wrenching off another dat, but his hands hurt and his head pounded. He pressed his
hand over his heart—he was too young for it to fall, surely—and took severa deep breaths, caming
himsalf before he walked into his chamber. He did not summon the detainment drones. It was a bitter
thing, but he needed Gohliyadive until the end of thiswar.

"We cannot see them until we have had atreatment.” Orjakis felt alittle better, hearing the calmness of
his own voice. He did have avery melodic voice, much better than Stagon's had been. "Tell them to
come back in aweek."

"In aweek there will be nothing for them to return to. | had thought we made progress at Bjola, but—"

"You logt fifty ships at Bjola, and athousand men." Orjakis waved away the dressage drones and
selected hisown garments. "Fifty crystals. How isthis progress?”

Gohliyagave him anarrow look. "1 did not know you were aware of the losses.”

Orjakiswent to view himself, curang under his breath when he remembered how he had taken gpart a
drone with his bare hands and smashed dl the mirrors.

"Kangd, who reported the casualties at Bjolato you?' The genera sounded different now.
"What you mean is, how did we discover your latest ineptitude?’ Orjakis sprayed himsalf with scent.
"We are aware of everything that has happened in thiswar, General. Never forget that."

"Thepoint is, the rebels were not prepared for the secondary attack. They have no intelligence on our
movements, and their ability to communicate between battalionsis severely limited. Five hundred lideg
died a Bjola. The Raktar's resources grow thin. We have eradicated most of his underground
hydroponics labs, so they are entirely dependent on synthetics for food. He cannot synthesize new
troops. We have the League, ready to help us."

"Only because they beievethe trenchesare il intact.” The Kangd made abitter sound. "When they
discover that we no longer hold the fate of ten thousand armiesin our hands, do you think they will be
quite as accommodating?"

"That iswhy you must handle these men," Gohliya said, hisvoice oddly urgent. "Not in the usud manner,
but as commander of the Toskald armies. Y ou have proven yourself aworthy leader, Janzil. The other
Kangal would never have given control of their troopsto you, had you not. Forget your vanity for once
and be the ruler we need now."

"We need amanicure," Orjakis murmured, studying his hands. " Perhaps the treatment unit can be
persuaded not to tint our nails so pink thistime. Do you have a spare pistol we may take with us?’

Gohliya sighed and rubbed his eyes. ™Y ou destroyed the last of the functioning trestment unitsthree
weeks ago."



"Oh." He frowned, not remembering the particular incident. "Wasthat before or after | ordered al the
anima—r ebel —d aves executed?!

"After. Y ou wanted to watch."

"Come here and help uswith this," Orjakis said, taking down his heaviest ceremoniad cloak. "What do we
wish to obtain from the League?’

Gohliyahelped to drape the weighted, padded shoulders of the cloak over the Kangd's. "Crystd, of
course" hesaid. "The loan of five hundred scout/ strike vessals and one hundred troop carriers. We will
aso need infantry.”

"Allowing League troops on Akkabarr is dangerous.”

"Wewill not permit any of their troopsto leaveit. Lift your chin." When Orjakis did, Gohliyafastened the
jewe-encrusted collar. "There is something el se. Asthey came through the blockade, thefirst sgnd the
League sent uswas to inquire about a Terran clone. The same one the man posing as Stuart mentioned to
you."

"Deyin was very excited about her. We found nothing of importance in his database, however." Orjakis
applied athin layer of sparkling tint to hislips. "She was cooked up in alab by someinsane Terran
genius, now dead. We cannot understand why anyone would want that female. Sheisonly asurgeon,
and not even an interesting one.”

"Deyin would not have had the interesting files on his database," Gohliya said as he took the headdress
that matched the cloak from its storage case and set it carefully on the Kangd's head.

"True." Orjakis pursed hislips as soon asthetint had set. " So they came for her, aswell."

He had meant to interrogate Deyin about the female, but once he had entered the Preparation chamber,
where his guards had chained the L eague officer next to the open display case with dl of Orjakiss
favoriteimplements, such thoughts had rather dipped hismind.

"Wewill need to accommodate the ships and troopsthey give usat once," Orjakistold Gohliya. "Make
ready for them. We want the city prepared for the attack.”

"What attack?"

Poor Gohliya. His spieswere so much less efficient than Orjakiss. "Even aswe speak, therebelsare
preparing to launch their find attack. They are coming for the cities now, Generd. Y ou had better make
your men reedy to defend us."

Gohliya came around to face him. "From where are you getting your information? How? Thisisnot the
firgt time you've anticipated something the rebel sintended to do.”

"Why would we give you one of the two things that keep you from nating us, Generd?' Orjakis
swept out of the room.

The League contingent wasasmall army of officers, diplomats, and representatives from adozen League
worlds. Orjakis had to ingtruct the dronesto herd them dl into his ballroom; they wouldn't fit into the
recelving chamber.

Orjakisingsted on full protocol presentation, which took another hour. The League were marvelousy
courteous and carried out their part in the ceremonia introductions with few errors.



"l see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kangd of Skjonn," the senior ranking officer said once he had offered crystal
and had been invited to speak. "I am Allied League of Worlds Genera Patril Shropana, Kangal. | sent
Captain Deyin to respond to your request for assistance. Could he be brought to debrief us on the
present Situation?”’

"We would be happy to summon him, Generd. Unfortunately, Captain Deyin waskilled by rebesjust as
war broke out.” Orjakis produced a sad sound. "He died saving our life, asit happens. He was given an
appropriate memoria service, onefit for who hewas.”

"l see." Shropanas expression tightened. "We must then petition the Kanga for permission to search the
surface of the planet for our missing property.”

"The Terran clone physician for whom you have haf the gdlaxy searching, we presume?’ Shropana
nodded once. And you hate her, Orjakisthought, seeing it in the other man's eyes. More than you love
your life. "The rebels have her now. Many of our brave men have died trying to retrieve her."

"So have mine." Shropana broke eye contact to murmur to one of hisades. " Perhaps the League can be
of assstanceto the Toskald peoplein this conflict.”

Orjakis smiled. "Perhapsyou can.”

Chapter Seventeen

"How isthat chest wound that camein?" Jarn asked Resa as she washed the blood of adying rebd from
her handsin the basin.

"Holding steady. I've put Mami to watch him. Shewill comeif thereisany change." Resapulled the
disposable surgica shroud away from her robe. The shrouds had come from a supply ship that had run
afoul of the surface blockade and crashed mostly intact, which had aso provided their fidld hospita with
badly needed medicines. "These are convenient, but | wish there was some way we could recycle them.”
She dropped the stained overgarment in the refuse bag. ™Y our patient?”

"I waswrong; the liver was destroyed. He wontt live past dawn. | gave him thelast of the vdlumineto
keep him adeep.” Jarn pressed her hands to the dull ache throbbing at the small of her back. "We should
do rounds before the senior caregivers come on for the night. The three we had brought over from Bjola
are here”

Resanodded and pulled on fresh gloves. "Any change?’

"The snowbite will have to have that foot amputated. I'll talk to him now. The othersfrom Bjolaare till
sedated but stable.” Jarn picked up the datapads they had converted for use as patient charts and led the
way from surgery into the ward.

The field hospital was arranged as atreatment center, not atrue hospital. They moved too often to keep
any sort of a permanent ward. Y et while they were at a battle site, Jarn and Resainsisted on providing as



many beds asthey could for the surgical patients who had agood chance of survival, aswell asthose
who could not tend to themselves adone.

Mami, who was with the patient Resa had operated on, stood as soon as she saw the two women enter
the ward area. She had been the skelawho had taken to nursing with the most ease, and was now their
caregiver supervisor in the unit.

When they were on the ice, she was one of their deadliest killers.
"The drainage continues, Heder," Mami told Resa. "It is streaked with blood, but not agreat amount.”

"Good." Resawent over to check the patient's vitals and ingpect the surgica site. " Send someone for me
if thereisany change.”

Jarn went to the young rebd with the gangrenous foot. He had been caught in ashelter collgpseand lain
there three days before someone found him, and only then by seeing atwitch in the blackened foot
gticking out of the rubble. He was awake and lucid now. "Areyou in any pain?'

"No." He looked around him with large eyes and shivered with awe and fear. "Am | with God? Did the
vra bring meto the otherworld?'

"You areinahospitd," Jarn told him, tucking the furs up around him. "We are heders.”
Hefrowned at her. "Healersare men."

"Men are soldiers. For now, women are hedlers.” She didn't think he would give her trouble, as some of
the older men did. Much had changed between the men and women of Akkabarr since the beginning of
thewar. "Do you remember about your foot?"'

"Itisblack.” He stared at it. "That means| will loseit and be acripple. | should keep it so | may walk
when | givemysdf totheice”

"Y ou were found worthy by the vral, were you not?' Jarn watched the doubt fill his eyes. "We need men
to protect the women and the children in the trenches. These men need not walk, only monitor the
defense systems and activate them if thereisathreat. Could you do that for your Raktar?!

The young man nodded eagerly.
"Good. Then rest, so you will beready for the morning.” She moved on to the next bed.

When Jarn and Resa had finished rounds, they stepped into a curtained corner where they donned their
vra masks and robes. They wore the disguises whenever they went beyond the walls of thefield
hospitd's shelter. The few timesthat there were enough sheltersfor them to deep outside the unit, they
left the masks off there, but otherwise never revealed their identities to the men.

Resafdt it was becoming unnecessary. The faceessvrd fought dongside the rebels now, and they were
respected as soldiers. Most of the men had their suspicions, athough they never voiced them. Jarn was
the one who had insisted on maintaining the illusion. When they were vrd, they were untouchable.

Without their masks, they were women. Worse, they were skela. The men would not fight with them if
their suspicions became known facts.

Therebe encampment was small and well concealed benesth an enormous portable canopy of reflective
material that mimicked the surface crust in appearance and when scanned by the Toskad patrols.



Sometimes the canopy was taken down to be carried to their next location; sometimes the camp moved
only with the canopy, propped on pack deds, gill shrouding them.

"Vra." Theword chased the wind whenever Resa and Jarn walked under the sky. Rebelswho carried
the blood of the dozen men they had dain that day would draw back in fear. Other, more knowledgesgble
soulswould bow. Everyone knew they bel onged to the Raktar now, and saved the men who fought for
him because he was worthy. The Raktar had become more than aleader; he was agod among men, for
he commanded thevrd.

"Hold." Hasal came out of ashelter flgp and intercepted the two women. He treated them with a
combination of suspicion and mild contempt, but the genera's second seemed to regard everyone save
Teulon asapotential threat. "1sthe work finished for the day?'

Jarninclined her head.

"The Raktar would see you in the training shelter." Hasal walked ahead of them, glaring at anyone who
stepped into his path.

"l didn't know he had returned,” Resamurmured. "Usualy he comesto the unit first."

The Battle of Bjolahad been adifficult campaign for the rebels. They had ddliberately repopulated the
iiskar, hoping to lure patrol shipswithin range of their cannon, at first concealed by flimsy tentsthat only
imitated lideg structures. Theinitid phase had been successful, and they had brought down ten ships. It
had been while they were salvaging the crash Sites a dawn that the second wave of forty ships had
converged on the rebels. Half of the men were killed before they could crosstheice and take cover.
Those who stayed inside the wrecks were not spared, elther; the Toskald now destroyed all of their
grounded ships.

As soon asword filtered back to the generd's encampment, Teulon had sent up hisreserves, but it had
not been soon enough, and three companies of rebelswerelost.

Hasal stopped outside the training shelter and waited for the two women to go insgde. He permitted Resa
to pass, but held Jarn back with one raised hand.

"What iswrong?' she asked him.

"This" Hasd handed her one of the mouth strapsthe rebelsal carried. This one was bitten through and
stained green. "It isthe tenth he has discarded this moon.”

Jarn hated the silencer; the men used it when they were wounded to keep from screaming. She adso
knew Teulon was not wounded, at least, not where anyone could see, or anywhere she or Resa could
fix. "Thiswould be the Raktar's private concern, not mine."

"The men are concerned. They have heard him now, severd times." Hasal looked around before adding,
"He needs ret, but he hardly deeps now. Battle does not tire him. Neither does walking theice, or
vigting that empty cave hefavors.”

Jarn knew what the Raktar's second was asking. "We are not here to play ahayag.”

"Y ou deep with the wounded.” Hasal gestured abruptly toward the unit. "Would you deny him the
comfort you giveto theinfantry, or the pilots, or the other women?"

"I would deny him nothing." Jarn meant that, too. She had not trusted the Raktar when she and Resahad
joined the rebel army, but asthe war raged she had grown to know him. He led countless chargesinto



battle. He fought through until the last of the enemy fell. He never asked any of the troopsto do that
which he would not do himsdlf. "But he has never asked—"

"He cannot. He believes hisheart isdead.” Hasa placed the strap in her hand and closed her fingers over
it. "It lives & night, Jarn. It screemsin the night.”

She tucked the strap into her robe and went into the shelter.
"Follow my movements,” the Raktar was saying out loud. "Up, then down. Sideto side. Slowly, now."

Resa and the generd were standing bes de each other. Both were armed with Toskald ceremonidl
swords, which they were moving in tandem. Behind them, forty newly arrived skelawere following their
movements.

Theintegration of the skelainto the army had been inevitable, had anyone truly thought about it. At first
Jarn and Resa had used their skela sisters only to trangport the wounded and, once they had discovered
that the blobs they used for their vral masks were replicating themselves, made them into asmall army of
vral. Everyone on the battlefield was at risk, however, and the skelaturned vral had been repeatedly
forced to defend themsalves. That was when Teulon saw, as every man did, that the dead handlers were
faster and more experienced with hand blades than most men.

Teulon ordered the vral armed. Jarn and Resa had argued againgt it, of course.

"They were not brought here to engage in combat,” Resa had told him when he proposed enabling the
skelato fight aswell as carry out the wounded. "They cameto help us, not to kill for you."

"Only the Death Bringers can do that," Jarn added, "and only when commanded to do so."

"Skelaknow how to kill game that are brought to them till dive.” Teulon looked at both of them. ™Y ou
command thevrd.”

"No." Jarn had walked out, and after amoment, Resa had followed her.

It had been Daneeb who had settled the matter. She had engaged the first Toskald in battle when an
infantryman ran at one of the wounded she had been carrying off theice. She had killed him with her first
blow. That night she had come to the Raktar and asked that the skela be issued long blades. When Jarn
and Resa had opposed it, she had turned on them.

"They attack us asif we wererebds" the head-woman told Resa. "We must defend the injured.”
"Y ou are talking about killing, not saving.”

"Thisisour world, too. Wewish to fight for it." Daneeb turned to Teulon. "We can be held in reserve.
We can continue to mask oursaves asvra. Only arm us."

Now Jarn waited, not understanding why she had been summoned to the training session, but sensing it
would be severa minutes before it was complete and the Raktar dismissed the skela. She found acurious
joy in observing, aswell. Watching Resaand Teulon practice together was like seeing jlorramove.

"Halt and lower blades. Jarn." Teulon gestured for her to come forward, and took another sword from
the pile that had been cleaned and repaired by one of the armorers. "Takeit."

Jarn folded her arms. On this subject she had been adamant. "I will not use wegpons.”

"I have need of the men who have been guarding you on the battlefields.” He extended the sword to her.



"Tekeit."

"Am | to understand,” she said, making no move to touch the weapon, "that you have acquired a case of
amnesia? Perhapsthat iswhy you forget what | told you when | joined thisrebellion.”

"l do not expect you to kill for me. | expect you to live." He did not lower the sword. "The Toskald are
learning to leave their energy weapons on their ships. At Bjolathey carried nothing but swords. Y ou can
no longer go onto the ice unarmed, Jarn.”

Hewasright. He was right and she hated him for it. Jarn heaved out some air and took the weapon. "I
will likdly stab mysdlf with thisthing rather than defend mysdlf.”

Teulon gave her ashrewd look. "Y ou have better defenses than half my battalions.”

Hewas obvioudy in the grip of some bizarre whim, so Jarn indulged it and practiced the sword
movements with him and Resa and the other skela. The weapon was heavier than it looked, and
reproducing the smple stirokes he showed them more difficult than sheimagined.

"Y ou should spar with Resa," Teulon said after dismissing the other women. "Sheisyour match with a
blade."

Jarn was sweseting and her am felt asif it were made of stone. "It isonething to wave abladeintheair,”
shesad, feding guilty for enjoying it as she had. " Another to skewer someone's body with it."

"When someonetriesto skewer you," the Raktar said mildly, "1 hope you will not waveyoursintheair.”
He shrugged into his outfurs. "We are prepared to move into the third phase. It isonly amatter of days
now. | thought you should both know, sincewe will be leaving you here"

"The rumors aretrue, then,” Jarn said. ™Y ou have found away to reach the skim cities.”
He did not respond, but covered hisface and |eft the shelter.

At firgt everyone thought the Raktar meant to deplete the Toskald troops by battling them on the surface.
But two battalions of rebels had been sent to places unknown to the rest of the army, and it was
presumed the wegponry liberated from the armory trenches had gone with them.

Jarn did not see how they could fly to the skim cities. The few operationa ships and pilots capable of
traversing the kvinka could gtill not carry enough troopsto take over one of the flying cities. Skimmers
could, but they weretoo flimsy and their engines salled if they flew too high. They could never crossthe
zone of violent wind keeping the surface dwellers from their former masters.

"I need to bathe, and deep,” Resacomplained. "So do you. Let usworry about ourselves tonight.”

"We cannot.” Jarn took out the sillencer strap, holding it tightly in her hand for amoment before offering it
to Resa. "We must decide what to do about this."

"Y ou have not eaten thisday," Hasal said as Teulon stripped out of his sparring garments.
"l had asesson with thevra," Teulon said.

"That should not have taken long." His second brought him abowl! of stew and a server of water. Teulon
had issued the last of the teato be distributed among the men. "They saved the men at Bjola, itissaid.”

"Jarn took up the blade tonight." Teulon drank some of the watery stew. "I gave her no choice, |



suppose.”

"That onewill not suffer,” Hasal told him. "Her tongue aone could dice through a hull. She should spar
with her twin. Thereis no one faster with ablade.”

Hasd dwaysreferred to Jarn and Resa astwins. There was something faintly eerie about how dike they
were, too. They moved like mirrors of each other, or parts of the same person. They finished each
other's sentences. They were rarely seen apart.

Teulon saw thelr differences more clearly. Resa gave him companionship, loydty, and understanding, and
she did so without reserve. Jarn did the same, but there was awall between her and the rest of the world,
and she would not permit him to see over it. Sometimes she would not alow him within Sght of it.

Jarn, he suspected, knew who Resawas. Just as he did.
"Do you have any find ordersfor me?' Hasd asked after Teulon had finished hismed.

"See the stores master and have enough synthetics set aside for seventy thousand women and children,”
Teulon said. "If wefail to take the cities, it will be up to you and the reserve troops to keep them dive
until the planet recovers.”

Thewar had destroyed much of Akkabarr's aready limited resources; the holdout tribes had adso
decimated what game had escaped it. Teulon had no doubt he would be victorious, but he would not
leave the helpless behind to starve on the barren ice if he had misca culated.

He noticed his second was scowling. "What isit?!

"Y ou have told me nothing of this attack, so | do not know of what you speak." Hasal removed the
dishes and dumped them into awashbasin. "I am usdesswith women and children. Let Edin seeto the
people, and take me with you."

"You aretheonel trust to see the lideg through thisif wefail." Teulon looked up as someone stepped
through the flap. He did not put his knife away when he saw it was one of his guards. The men knew
better than to intrude without invitation. "What isit?"

"An urgent matter, Raktar. Aktwar Navn has returned from Bjola," the guard retorted. "He has brought a
windlord prisoner and wishesto relay vitd information.”

Navn's son, Teulon recalled, had been assigned to ordnance and recovery after proving himself acoward
by running from bettle. "Send him."

Navn's son entered afew moments later. "Raktar." He gave the diagona saute of lideg respect and
pulled back his shoulders. "'l have news of the windlords that you must hear. It may well turn the tide of
thewar."

Teulon waited for Hasdl to make one of hisusua caustic comments, but his second had vanished.
"Speak, son of Navn."

Aktwar took out what appeared to be the collar from a Toskald uniform. "I found one of the enemy
cowering ingdeaprivy hole" he said, showing Teulon theinsgniaon the collar. "A Tos commander who
begged for hislife. He offered information if | would spareit.”

"What did he say?'



"The commander told me that there are five hundred L eague ships orbiting the planet, and that Orjakisis
preparing to make pact with them." Aktwar gestured toward the roof of the shelter. "They will re-supply
the windlords with ships and fresh troopsif the windlords give them the endeg female. From how he
described her, it isthe woman Resawho saved my life”

Teulon had been counting on the Hsktskt blockade to hold alittle longer. "When will the League troops
arive?'

"The commander does not know." Aktwar made a casua gesture. "If he had, he would have told me.”
Teulon had blades in both hands now. "I gave orders that no prisoner was to be tortured.”

Navn's son didn't have the senseto cringe. "It was necessary, Raktar. The man commanded the patrol.
He had much knowledge to impart to me, once | began cracking his bones.”

He would have to summon Jarn and Resafrom their beds. "Take him to the hedlers shelter.”
"l cannot," Aktwar admitted. "He escaped.”
Or was permitted to. Teulon tightened hisgrip on his blades. "Can you do nothing right?"

A woman rushed into the shelter and threw hersalf at Aktwar's feet. "Forgive my son, | beg you, Raktar."
Shetore her face wrap away, displaying a pretty, plump face painted with lideg cosmetics. She looked
beyond his shoulder. "He only wished to contribute something of importance to the Raktar's glorious
coming victory."

Teulon vaguely recdled the woman as Navn's kedera. Whoever she was, she had no businessbeingin
the camp. "Why are you not in the trenches with the other women and children?’

"My son permits me to travel with him, so that | may care for his needs, Raktar.” Tears spilled down her
face. "Hisfather waskilled during the avdlanche at Elsil. | havenoonedse. If hedies sodol."

Teulon saw the only solution. "Navn, take your mother to Mnomo trench. Stay there with her and help
guard the others.™

Aktwar'sjaw sagged. "But, Raktar, the information | brought you—surely this proves | am worthy of
joining your persond staff—"

Greed and ambition. That was dl the boy had in him. Today five hundred men had died on theice, and
Aktwar Navn had tortured an enemy for information, let him escape, and was now worried only about
securing his promotion to theinner circle,

Navn had even brought his mother to take the blame for his mistakes.

Heistoo stupid to be a spy. "Get out." When neither the boy nor the woman moved, Teulon shouted it.
"Get out "

Bsak, who was recovering from a bolt wound he had received during the last battle, rose and padded
forward into the light. The sight of him released Navn and his mother from their shock, and they stumbled
over each other running from the shelter.

The League's arrival was a disaster. Teulon had to take the Toskad cities before the League sent
reinforcements to the Kangd. Which meant launching the final phase before schedule.

The next day could well decidethewar.



Teulon pulled on his outfurs and armed himsdlf. He could not spend another minute sitting in this shelter.
Bsak came to stand before him. The cat gave him astrange look, asif he intended to stop Teulon from
leaving.

"I need air." When the cat didn't move, he crouched down to put them on eye level. "Y ou cannot come
with me. Seep. | will need you when we go to Skjonn."

Bsak nuzzled his face once before dowly walking back to the pile of furs where he dept.

Outsde, the night air rushed into Teuton's lungs and tried to freeze them. The men had gathered around
an open-air heatarc propped over avent shaft, and were quietly talking while sharing some rations. They
dl fdl slent when they caught sight of the Raktar, sanding outside his shelter. A moment later they had
their wegpons dung asif ready to escort him.

"No. | go done." Teulon walked off.

Hewastoo far from the small cave now to trek to it, so he made acircuit of the camp. Most of his
exhausted troops were adeep. The only light came from the hedlers shelter. He was tempted to go and
seek out Jarn and Resa, but they would know he was troubled. They always did.

Hewould go back. He would deep tonight, so he would not be weary when the dawn came. It might
wedl behislagt.

When he returned to the shelter and secured it for the night, Teulon stretched out on the mound of furs
opposite Bsak. He did not think he would deep, but he il tied the sllencer over his mouth and closed
his eyes. He hated the dreams, but he hoped this night they would come for him. It might well be the last
time he shared with Akara, their son, and the HouseClan that had been their lives.

Jado, come to me, he thought, opening his heart to the darkness. Stay with me, this last walk on the
path.

Sowly hedrifted into the twilight world, but no dreams came. Perversdly, they were going to leave himin
the dark, and that, more than anything, convinced Teulon that the rebellion would fail. Hope wastruly
done when not even the ghosts of the past would come to haunt his soul.

Or it has come to the moment when | no longer have a soul.

Weight settled near him. Bsak often climbed onto the furs beside him to keep him warm. Teulon reached
out from his deep and stroked silky hair. Akara had possessed the most beautiful hair. Black asthe night,
faling like dark silk to her hips, and as soft astheir infant son's shorter, unruly locks. Teulon had spent
hours brushing and braiding hiswifes hair.

How | honored you, my heart. How | failed you.

Akaracameto him. She did not look frightened thistime, as she dways had. She seemed only sad. | am
where | amto be, and you have your path. Follow it.

He reached out to her, and she cameinto hisarms.
Only know the price, she whispered.

There she began to burn, silent, looking up a him through the flames, her cerulean skin darkening to
black, pedling away, her bones charring. In her arms, their son huddled as he, too, burned to ash.



Thisis how | honored them.

His muffled scream jerked him out of the dark, and he sat up, the swest pouring down his body, his
frame shaking. Something was making a soft sound. There were hands stroking him, arms embracing him.

Helifted his hand to untie the strap, but smdler fingers were aready at the knot. Another hand brushed
the hair back from hiseyes. A third hand rubbed a soothing circle over his chest.

"Y ou were dreaming,” Resawhispered in the dark to hisright, where shelay againgt him. She turned only
for amoment, to throw away the shredded strap.

Teulon felt long hair stream across his chest as Jarn, on his|eft, wiped the blood from his mouth with her
hand.

Chapter Eighteen

"Will I beblind?" Reever asked the woman tending to him.

"No." Hands adjusted the furs keegping him warm. "The blindnessis only temporary, from the flash of the
blast. The hedler has checked the insides of your eyes and they are till functioning. She saysit will takea
few days before you may seeagain.”

He had woken up in some sort of primitive hospitd, dive, but with most of his head swathed in
bandages. There were seven other men around him, survivors of Bjola, he presumed, and two women
moving around the ward who were tending to them.

All werelideg.
"Areyou thirgty?" the woman was asking him. "The hedler said you may have water, or some soup.”
The healer.

"There was aheder who found me, a Bjola," he said, choosing hiswords so as not to darm the nurse.
"If sheishere, | must speek to her immediatdy.”

"l do not know who found you, but Jarn and Resaled the vra to rescue the wounded. It waslikely one
of them, but | will ask. No." Her hand kept him from sitting up. "Stay asyou are. Y ou are ill weak from
the bleeding, and you cannot see to move around, remember?

Reever took the time the nurse was gone to check the rest of his body. He was battered and bruised all
over, and he had aferocious headache, but he was able to move without impairment. He considered
tearing off the bandage, but he didn't need his eyesto recognize hiswife.

It was enough to know that he had found her.

An hour passed before she came. "Y ou asked for me?”



"Yes" Heturned hisface toward the sound of hiswife'svoice. She said nothing more, and he
remembered the bandages. "Do you know who | am?"

"I know you are an endeg, and you do not have enough sense to take adequate cover during a patrol
barrage.” Cherijo's cool hands touched the exposed part of hisface. "Y our fever isgone. I'm very
pleased with you. Once your eyes hed, you may reoin your unit.”

She didn't know him. Reever was stunned into silence. She didn't know him.

There were athousand possible reasons asto why, but that didn't matter. All Reever had to do waslink
with her, and show her the memories of their life together. That would erase whatever had been doneto
her mind.

"Give meyour hand," he said, reaching out.
"Here." She placed her hand in his. "Don't be afraid. Y our vison will return, I promise you.”

As Reever hdd hiswifée's hand, he hesitated. He was not a physician, but he knew that amnesiawas not
aways attributed to physica injury. Sometimes the victim forgot the past to protect the mind. Then there
was Cherijo's unique physiology, which wasfar different from anorma Terran's.

What did this to her? Why doesn't she know me?

He couldn't risk alink until he knew what had happened to her. For that, he needed to see her. Helifted
his hands to the bandages.

"No." She drew his hands back. "I know your eyes areitching; it isfrom the medicinethat | put into
them. Y ou must not rub or scratch at them.”

"l haveto seeyou.”

"l am flattered, endeg, but you can see me tomorrow. L eave the bandage aone until then, and try to
deep whileyou can." She moved away to check the patient in the berth beside him.

Reever tracked her movements through the ward, and listened to her voice. She spoke flawless lideg,
and used their idioms, yet dso used League medicd terms. She would not have been ableto recall them
had she not remembered something of her past.

Squilyp will know what to do. The Omorr Senior Healer on board the Torin's ship knew a great ded
about Cherijo's condition. In the past he had operated on her hands and treated her for amental
aberration that had amost got her killed. He was a skilled surgeon and doctor; he would have an answer
tothis.

For now, Reever had to get her out of thiswar and off the world.

As soon as Reever was sure there was no one in close proximity to him, he checked hiswrist. Because
he was an endeg, they had |eft hiswristcom in place and activated to trandate hisvoice. Carefully he
deactivated it, removed it, and inverted it, and then concedled it in the furs by his head.

The message was prerecorded, so he did not have to speak into the unit before tranamitting. There had
been only one message that he had ever intended sending. All he had to do was press aswitch, and the
tiny, powerful trangponder inside his wristcom was activated.

It sent acoded signal on a secured channd with an encryption that no one but Xonea Torin could read,



50 it would make no sense to anyone else who picked it up on relay. The message was very brief.
| have found her.

Reever pressed a second switch. It removed the message and cycled the signal tone only, making it into a
beacon. The repeated tone was aso something Xoneawould understand. It meant that Reever needed
assistance getting off Akkabarr.

Now, Xonea, Reever thought as he began working the bandages |oose, show me how much you honor
my wife.

As soon as Resa and Teulon were adeep, Jarn dipped out of the shelter and walked through the bitter
cold to thefield hospital. The ward nurses were busy inventorying supplies and indicated there were no
problems with the patients, who were all adeep.

All but the Terran, Jarn discovered as she went out onto the ward. He was trying to work the bandage
from hiseyes.

"You must not removethis" shetold him as she sat down beside him and removed his hands from his
face. "'l will put you into restraintsif | must.”

"I would not recommend you do." He turned his head toward her. ™Y ou sound tired."
"I could not deep.” Jarn tucked in aloosefold of linen. "My thoughts are the wind tonight.”

"So aremine." Hismouth curled on one side. "Tel me about yoursdlf, Hedler. How did you cometo join
therebdlion?'

She could blame Teulon for persuading her, but in truth what she had done was her own fault. "It seemed
anintelligent thing to do at thetime. Now | have my doubts. What isa Terran doing fighting on
Akkabarr?'

"I cameto find my wife."

She remembered how he had spoken of her, the first time they had met at the Site of the wreck, when she
hed repaired hisfacia wound. "Fighting awar isnot finding awoman."

"| found her." Hetook her hand in his. "On a battlefidd.”
Jarn frowned. "Y ou left her there?'

"In amanner of gpeaking. Shedid not recognize me." Hisfingersfelt very warm on hers. "'l think sheis
safer not knowing yet. Y ou are involved with the Raktar.”

Jarn thought of Resaand Teulon, deeping peacefully in each other's arms. Seeing how they looked
together had made her fed like an intruder. "In amanner of speaking.”

"Do you and the other heder love him?"

What an odd question. "Resaand | areloya to him. Heisagreat leader." She ingpected hisfeatures.
"War isnot atimefor lovers, endeg.”

"When thewar isover?'



Jarn sighed. "I cannot say. Now, will you deep, or must | club you over the head? | cannot spare the
seddtives.”

The Terran sat up and brought her hand to hisface. "Take off the bandage and check my eyes."

"Or youwill rip it off yoursdlf during the night, | suppose?' He nodded. She began unwinding the
bandage. "Y our eyes have not had timeto heal. Y ou will not be able to see anything. Keep them closed
until 1 switch off theselights™

Once the bandage was off, she darkened the emitters near him and returned to hisside. "Now, look at
rre.ll

The Terran opened his eyes, which were till milky with the medication drops she had put in them to tregt
the damage. "1 can see alittle now.”

"Good. You hed quickly, Terran." She bent over to replace the dressing. "If you do not acquire an
infection from fiddling with your bandages, your full vison should return in another two or three days.”

He caught her wristswith hishands. Y ou are certain of this?"

"It could take alittle lesstime, or alittle more.”

Jarn wondered if she should use the scarce sedatives on him anyway. "All will bewdll again, endeg.”
"Yes" Hereleased her. "It will be, soon.”

Resamet Jarn outside surgery the next morning, and took the bin with the blackened, amputated foot
from her. "How ishe?"

"Stable. | was hesitant to use alocal, but he was cam enough once we put acurtain in place.” After they
returned to the hospital, Jarn stripped off her gloves and plunged her handsinto the heated weter in the
washbasin to warm them. The heatarcs were needed for the comfort of the patients, so surgery was
aways chilly. "How was the Raktar when he woke?'

"Reged." Resagmiled alittle. "Grateful."

"When thewar isover, he will need someone at hisside." Jarn gave her aleve look. "It will not be me,
Resa. It will beyou."

"Who can say what will be?' Resa shrugged. "Teulon left to go to the northern territories. He said it was
timeto lead the reserves against Skjonn and the other skim cities.”

Jarn shook the water from her hands. "It istoo soon for that. The third phase was not to be initiated for
severd days”

"I heard him and Hasal speaking of it earlier,” Resasaid. "The Kangd isforming an dliance with the
League. That will supply the Kangd with al the ships and soldiers he needs, and the war will be over.
Teulon mugt teke the citiestoday.”

Men shouting from outside the shelter made Jarn tense. Both women listened as furious protests clashed
with one adamant voice.

"That isHasd." Jarn pulled on her robe and threw one to Resa before running out.



Resalooked down and saw the vral masks sitting where she and Jarn had left them. "Jarn, no." She
grabbed them and ran out after her friend.

The Raktar's second was standing in the center of the men, arguing with half a dozen of them.

"No, | have my orders. The Raktar dways anticipated this." To another man, Hasal said, "It hasbeen a
danger since he cameto us. We must continue as he has bidden.”

Jarn shoved the men out of her way. "Hasa. What has happened?’

The sight of her made Hasdl close his eyesfor amoment. "The Raktar's company was on their way to
meet with the reserves. They were ambushed.” Hasd spit on theice. "The survivors we found say the
only man they took onto the ship wasthe Raktar. They took him to Skjonn.”

"Someone has betrayed us," Resa said as she joined Jarn and Hasal. She looked around the circle.
"Who?'

Hasd pulled hisknife. "Navn's son. He came last night with tales of League aliances. Hetold the Raktar
that Orjakiswas going to get ships and troops from them. He set the plan into motion too soon. He must
have done so in order to ambush the genera.” To one of the rebds, he said, "Fetch him.”

Jarn frowned. "Resa, did the Raktar tell Hasal about Aktwar thismorning?' She noticed the men staring
at her, and reached up to touch her exposed face.

"| tried to stop you." Resa handed her one of the vral masks. "Too late for these, | think.”

"Y ou are women," one of the men murmured, his gaze moving from the blob masksto their faces. "Only
women."

"It was not me!" Aktwar Navn, struggling between two hunters, was dragged into the circle. "It was
them!" He twisted loose and rushed a Jarn, who pulled her blade. He cameto acomicd hdt and spit at
the feet of the two women. "Filth, to accuse me of betrayal .

"Actudly," Hasa said from behind Aktwar, "it was | who accused you. | heard what you said to the
Rektar last night. Y ou lied to send him out into atrap.”

"Jarn," Resamurmured, drawing her back. "Teulon's decision to go was based on what this boy told
him."

Hasal gave them aquick, hard ook, but Navn's son was too busy shouting at the other men to hear what
Resahad said. "Y ou see? Thisendeg was cast out of my father'siiskar to become skela, like this one.
They arefilth, and filth dways betrays the worthy."

Resawaked up to him. "I saved your life, boy, when you were too afraid to defend it."

Helunged at her and wrapped his hands around her throat. Y ou will die aproper degth thistime,
endeg." He stiffened amoment later and collgpsed againgt her.

Behind him, Hasal lowered his crossbow.

Resalowered the boy to the ground and checked him, but the bolt had penetrated the back of his neck.
"Heisdead."

"Aktwar!" A woman dressed in afine robe fought her way to the dead boy's body, and threw hersdlf on
top of it. "My son, my son.” She sobbed uncontrollably.



One of the hunters said, "Y ou are women. Skelawomen.”

Resa stood and looked at the faces around them. "Y es, we are women. We were skela before we joined
therebellion. So were dl the other vrd."

"Thereisnot aman herewho can say that the vra have not fought aslong or as hard or asfiercely as
you," Jarn told them. She pulled her hood back so that her long dark hair was exposed, aswell.

"No," Hasal said, hisvoice oddly gentle. "No one can say that."
"Itisforbidden..." one of the older men began to say, but glares from the others silenced him.

Resatouched her face. ™Y ou could fight with us when you could not seethis. | am asking only that you
fight with usagain, and save our generd.”

"No," Hasd said. "The Raktar |eft orders. If the assault on the skim city failed, the remaining troops were
to remain on-planet.”

Resafdt like wrenching the bolt out of Aktwar and driving it through Hasdl's heart. "The assault hasntt
falled yet. Edin." The Raktar's commander stepped forward. "Y our crossbow.” She held out her hand.
He placed it in her hands, and she checked it to make sure a bolt was |oaded before she leveled it at the
woman crouched over Aktwar's body. " Get up, Sogayi."

The Raktar's second stiffened. "What are you doing?'
Sogayi lifted her tearstained face. "Y ou kill my son, and now you would kill me?’

"I will if I am right. How long have you been feeding information to the Tos, Sogayi?' Resa demanded.
"Since Navn joined the rebellion? Before?!

Jarn put ahand on Resa'sforearm. "Resa, wait."
"No." Resasghted the bolt. "How did you get word to the Toskad?'

"There have been enough killingsthisday,” Hasd said, hisvoice harsh. He turned to the men. "Remove
the boy's body. | will dert the troops.”

Jarn shot abolt into theice in front of Hasal's boots, preventing him from taking another step. Thecircle
around them widened. "No, you will not."

"Stop interfering, you idiot female," Hasal shouted.
"While you play with that wegpon, our generd isdying.”
"Dying?' Sogayi gave Resaalook of loathing. "No. Heis aready dead.”

She leaped to her feet and tried to run, but Jarn and Resa had her on the ground before she went a
hundred yards. | ce chipsflew as the three tumbled over and over.

Resalanded on top and put her blade to Sogayi's throat. "How could you do this? Y ou are lideg. These
areyour people.”

"My people.” Sogayi spit in her face. "My people made me awhore."

Resa jerked the woman to her feet and turned her to face Aktwar's body. ™Y ou killed your own son,



Sogayi. For the Tos."

"My son." Sogayi wrenched free and staggered forward, reaching for the body. "I was sent astitheto
Skjonn. It was better than being camp filth forever, wasn't it? The old rasakt told me that the windlords
would bekind. That they would pamper me like apet.”

"Isthere anyone el se here from liskar Navn?' Resa asked.
A hunter stepped forward. "I was born to Navn."
"Does she speak the truth?”

The man nodded. " She was one of the camp whores. She was sent to Skjonn astithe. The Kangal sent
her back as unacceptable.”

"How long was shein the skim city?' Hasa asked the hunter.
"Avyea."
Silence settled over thecircle.

"Thisisthe day when al the pretense ends." Sogayi |ooked past them at theice. "l was sent by my
mother to old Navn, who made me awhore. It was he who sent me to the Kangal. My mother
persuaded him to do it. She said it would be better than being made skelafor what | had done.”

"What was your crime?’ Resa asked.

"| fought back when aman beat mefor not pleasing him." Sogayi's smile turned ironic. "1 did not likeit as
much as my mother.”

"And for this, you betrayed us?' Jarn demanded.

"l didn't,” Sogayi said. "l Only betrayed Navn. | helped kill the old one. And the young one. And now
our son."

Resd's eyes narrowed. "Thet isthe same thing—"

"They have my firgt child, my daughter. Her nameis Poma." Sogayi looked up at the dark blur of Skjonn
floating high overhead. "The Kanga told me | would do thisor hewould kill her. So| said | would. | let
him put mein one of hismachines. It put thingsin my flesh. Thingsthat told him everything my ears heard,
and told my earswhat he wanted. | asked Navn about the generd. | gave Aktwar the story. | did
everything he asked.”

Jarn ran ascanner over the woman. " Transponder implants.”
Resawanted nothing more than to kill Sogayi, but that would not save Teulon. "What will happen now?"

"The Kangd will do something terribleto him. Heisvery creative. It will take along time. Perhaps he will
doitinfront of hisnew League allies" Sogayi gave Resaastrange look. "He wants you, too. | wasto
have you captured the next time you went on theice.”

Resafrowned. "Why me?'

"The League has come for you. Y ou belong to them. That isdl | know." The lideg woman's voice grew
dull. "1 don't care what you do to me. Y ou have killed my son, but | have saved the life of my daughter.



At least onewill live
"No." Jarn grabbed Sogayi by the front of the robe. "There is another life you will save.

The Sunlace was on full battle dert asit trangtioned into normal space, and turned on adirect heading
for planet Akkabarr. On board the Jorenian vessdl, every member of HouseClan Torin was preparing for
alarge-scae assault on the ice world.

"Captain Torin."

Xonea Torin stopped in the corridor and turned to see his Senior Healer hopping out of the medical bay.
"Heder Squilyp, thereis—"

"—no time | eft to debate the matter, | know.” The Omorr caught up with him. "Our sojourn teams are
ready to report to the launch bay on your orders. Medica has prepared to receive mass casualties, as
have the Senior Healers on the other shipsin the fleet. We have replenished dl depleted suppliesand
tripled our replacement organ stocks.”

Xonearelaxed adegree. "l am grateful for your attention to detail "
"Itisnothing.” Squilyp nodded toward the corridor ahead of them. "May | walk with you to Command?’

The Jorenian captain and the Omorr healer had never considered each other friends, but since Squilyp
had taken over as Senior Hedler they had cometo rely on each other's opinion. Xoneafound the
Omorr'smind meticulous and efficient, while Squilyp appreciated the Jorenian's uncompromising integrity.
They als0 respected each other's responsibilities, diverse asthey were.

"Reever hasfound her, but he cannot |eave the planet,” Squilyp said. "The League has most of the
Seventh FHeet surrounding Akkabarr. They will not let us take them without afight.”

Xonea stopped to approve arequisition from one of the engineers. When the man strode off, he said, "l
know it will not be an easy retrieva..”

"Not when the Faction is probably at this moment sending every raider they have within range to attack
thisworld," Squilyp said.

"Wewill reach Akkabarr before the beasts do." X onea stopped and faced the Omorr. "1 know what you
mean to say, Senior Heder. But Cherijo ismore than this House. Sheisamember of the Ruling Council
of Joren."

"Captain, if she verifiesthat the League were at fault for the Jado Massacre—"

"The child istoo young." Xonegls expression turned to stone. "Thuswe will avenge the Jado asthe
council hasruled.”

No HouseClan on Joren had ever been exterminated before the Jado. The unprecedented daughter had
provoked the Ruling Council to make ahorrific decision. If it was ever determined that the Jado had
been deliberately butchered, Joren would defend its dead by hunting down every League officer present
at the time of the massacre: some forty thousand souls from hundreds of different worlds.

The League had been notified of the council's decision, and returned one of their own. If Joren ever
sought such retribution, the League would consider it as an act of war.

"Other worldswill join Joren." Squilyp's voice went lifeless. "Whole systemswill be destroyed. Billions



will die. Captain, thisis not about honor anymore.”

"No, not when saving asinglelife may cost so many." Xoneashook his head. " Sometimes when | cannot
deep, | wonder how many millions of future lives ceased to exist when the Jado were exterminated. We
will never know."

"Teulon Jado wanted peace. Hedied for it." Squilyp rubbed ahand over hisface. "Can the child shield
the League?'

Xoneds voice grew tight. "Children cannot defend, so they cannot shigld. It must be amember of
HouseClan Jado, of mgority age. They dl died on the CloudwWalk."

"Youaresure." ,

"Think you | have not checked athousand times?* X onea shouted. Immediately he made a gesture of
regret. "Y our pardon, Senior Hedler. | am warrior-trained, and yet | never thought to face something like
this. It makes me fed acoward. It makes mefed trapped.”

"What | ask you now isnot adeclaration of athreet or an intention, only ahypothetica inquiry,” Squilyp
said. "If someonekilled Cherijo Torin before she verified what happened to the Jado, what would be the
result?'

Xoneacursed. "Y ou cannot ask me—"
"Captain," Squilyp said very gently. "Please answer my inquiry."

"That person would be declared ClanKill." Xoneadisplayed his claws. "1 would hunt that person down,
and eviscerate that person before the entire HouseClan."

"That would put an end of it. There would be no war between Joren and the League.”

"Yes." The words came reluctantly, but Xoneawas clear. "That would put an end to it. | do not wish to
divert your path, Senior Hedler."

"Thank you, Captain. | will not give you any reason to do so." The Omorr turned and hopped away.

Chapter Nineteen

"Raktar of therebd army,” Generd Gohliya said ashewaked in front of the man chained to the wall of
the interrogation room. "I had not thought | would meet you dive. Especidly not when | discovered who
you were before you disrupted our lives, aroused the lideg, and tried to take over our world.”

Teulon watched him through the damp, knotted curtain of hair veiling his eyes and said nothing.

The old man cocked his head. "It was two years ago, but | am certain that | threw you off that platform
mysdf." Hewaited for aresponse before he continued. "Well, dave, you have certainly taken your
revenge on your masters. Half my troops are dead; my fleet isvirtualy crippled. | will yet have my



measure, | think. Certainly the lideg will beleft to sarvein the snow.”

A younger man entered the room and spoke in hushed tones to Gohliya, who nodded and sent him back
out.

"A pity you did not achieve acomplete victory," the general said. "It would have made you a hero to the
League, who despise usfor being daverslikether other enemies, thelizards. Still, only onecanwinin
any conflict, and thistime, it was not you."

Teulon knew of two ways he could kill himsdlf while hanging in the chains, but was not sure how quickly
the general might try to prevent it. Hewould attempt it only if they resorted to drugs.

The generd sat at the interrogator's console and toyed with the ornate cuff of his deeve. At hishand were
controlsthat could inflict ten thousand varieties of pain. "1 would give you asoldier'sdeethif | could, but
our ruler has decided differently. Y ou will be displayed during his banquet tonight, while he and his new
League friends celebrate the Toskald victory. Then you will spend avery uncomfortable month learning
just how our beloved ruler obtains hisred pleasures." Gohliyalooked up. "Unlessyou would liketo tell
me what your men did with the contents of the armory trenches?”’

Teulon thought of the five reserve battalion commanders, each of whom had specific orders. If the Raktar
was captured or killed, each would take command of the third phase. Only one of thefive had to be
successful. The Toskald did not know that the rebel Raktar had stopped being necessary from the
moment the trenches were breached.

"Y our men will only waste the wegpons,” Gohliyasaid, Stting back in the chair. "Mogt of them have no
ideawhat adisrupter rifleis, much lesshow to use one."

The generd Igpsed into alonger slence, staring at Teulon, waiting for some sign. Asthe empty room
became avacuum, Teulon turned his thoughtsinward. The Kanga's promised execution would cal on
thelast of hisreserves, but he would embrace the stars with the dignity and silence that his ClanFather
hed.

"Very well." Gohliyastood. "We are going down to take over the surface. It will only be amatter of
time." Hewalked to the door pand.

"l jumped,” Teulon said.
Gohliya glanced back. "What did you say?'
"At the platform, two years ago. Y ou did not throw me off. | jumped.”

The genera smiled alittle. "Yes. | believeyou did. A pity you landed whereyou did." Heinclined his
head and |eft the room.

"Y ou did not look to seewhere | landed,” Teulon murmured. "That isthe pity."

Resa did not want to take Sogayi with them to Skjonn, but there was no one else who knew the Toskald
city aswell as she. She dso claimed to know a place to dock and away into the palace.

"Trangport won't let you dock without authorization," Hasal had warned them after agreeing to use
Sogayi's knowledge to retrieve the Raktar from Skjonn. "Even if you destroy the ship's trangponder,
they'll scanit for ID. They'll know it waslost on the planet, and they'll open fire.”



"l know whereto put the ship,” Sogayi indsted. "Thereis aplace the Kangd uses. It is not known to the
amy."

"If she'slying,” Resamurmured later, as she and Jarn walked up the ramp into the cabin of the patrol
ship, "we'redl going to die with the Raktar.”

"l don't trust her any more than you do," Jarn said as she selected seets close to the helm and sat down.
She gathered her dark hair in her hands and began swiftly braiding it. "But if she does not keep her
bargain, we have our secondary plan." She glanced at the pilot, then at Resa. "I checked him twice. He
can seewell enough.”

"How isit you dways know what | think?' Resa asked, turning the palm blade over in her hand.

"We're both Terran. Too suspicious for our own good." Jarn secured her braid, covering her head with
the soft, shimmering hood of her cloak before shrugging into her harness. "Also, your thoughts show on
your face"

"Yoursdo not." Resaclipped her harnessinto place asthe patrol ship's engines engaged. "It isasif you
awayswear two masks, Jarn."

"Shewill need both today." Daneeb came out of the lower cargo hold and sat down on the other side of
Resa. "'l hope thiswill be brief. The beasts are not happy, especidly that silent one.” She looked toward
the hdm. "No one has yet explained to me why we permit this endeg to pilot the ship.”

Resagazed over a Reever again. She could not club himin the head if he did not behave himsdlf this
time. "Heisthe only pilot a camp who has flown the kvinka before now."

"Heis partidly battle-blind now, and he crashed the last ship he piloted when he could see perfectly
wdll," Daneeb pointed out. "Could we have not sent to another camp for someone else?'

Jarn leaned her head back and closed her eyes asif exhausted. "Daneeb.”

"y e

"Shut up,” shesaidin Terran.

Resa smiled at the headwoman's puzzled look. " She saysto fasten your harness.”

When the ship was off the ground, Daneeb | eft them to Sit with the other vral. Jarn remained where she
was, asgtill asapillar of ice.

"I think | will go and St in the copilot's seet," Resa said, and released her harness. "1 may be of assstance
tohim."

Jarn nodded without opening her eyes.

Resawas not certain why Jarn had permitted the endeg to accompany them on the rescue misson. He
had come from the hospita asthey were deciding which patrol ship to take to Skjonn. Jarn had tried to
order him back to his berth, but he had drawn her to the side. No one knew what he said to her, but it
was enough to change her mind.

It was not asif he werein the best physica shape, Resathought, studying histhin, bruised face. He didn't
act asif hewas quiteright in the heed, either. He caught her watching him, and she smiled. "Are you sure
you fed well enoughto pilot?"



IIYSIII

Hewas not particularly verbal, either—at least, not with her. He seemed to have alot to say to Jarn, and
Resawasn't sure how she felt about that. Well, | did bash himin the skull, the last time we met.

Resa turned and watched as Jarn, Daneeb, and Hasal went through the fina preparations with the other
vra for the attack.

"No, you must wear it 0." Sogayi bent over to adjust afold. Shelooked at another vra. "Too much red,
not enough blue. Y our brows should be thinner, more arched.”

"Have you ever been to one of the skim cities?' Reever asked Resa, distracting her.

The words were innocent enough, but they made Resafed suddenly on guard. "No. Well, perhaps. |
cannot remember, to be truthful. | suffered ahead injury that stole most of my life from me.”

"Do you wish to remember?"

Resa considered that. " Sometimes, yes. It is maddening not to know who | was. But | am not from this
world, so there are no answers for me here, and since the war started, it seems more important to livein
the day.”

"What if you must choose between who you are, and who you were?' Reever asked.
"l hopel... choosewisdly," wasal she could think to say.

Theflight to Skjonn took only afew minutes, but Reever stayed well beneath the kvinka layer until the
vral had finished their preparations. Then he ordered the cargo secured and the rescue team to strap in.

Resa noticed the Terran had become very pale. "What should | do if you cannot make it through the
layer?'

"Say good-byeto the others,” Reever told her. "Quickly."

The patrol ship jolted as Reever jumped from the temperate zone into the kvinka. Theroar of the wind
outsiderilled the ship with an eerie echo, asif it were trying to pry the hull panels apart and get in at them.
The view pand wasfilled with such turbulence that Resafound hersdf automaticaly closing her eyes, asif
expecting to be struck in the face.

Deeper groans and shudders shook the vessdl as Reever maneuvered through the deedly streams of air.
Resa saw how he was jumping from place to place, seeking the rdatively calm areas and using the more
violent currents as conduits to get to them. Behind her, someone was suddenly, abruptly sick.

A find, terrifying jolt made them al jerk in their harnesses, and then the patrol ship wasin placid, calm
ar.

"Skjonn," Reever said, nodding at the viewer pand.

Oncethe Kanga had retired to have himself prepared for the victory banquet, and the League's
ambassador retreated to his quartersto rest, General Gohliyainvited his counterpart, General Patril
Shropana, to his officesin the pdace. They dismissed their aides by mutud unspoken agreement and
went there together, discussing on the way afew trivia points of interest within the quadrant, and how the
military life often made off-duty time a precious commodity.



Inside his private sanctum, Gohliya had his serving drone bring out one of his best bottles of firewine and
two servers before he sent it out and secured the door panel.

"Y our ambassador is quiteimpressve," Gohliyasaid as he offered Shropanaa brimming server of the
black red liquid. "Do you have to program him, or does he think up al those polite phrases on hisown?"

Shropanawas Startled into alaugh. "He has had much practice in the art of honorifics and other
accoutrements of homage. Fortunate, in thisingtance. | would have run out of pretty complimentsfor
your Kangd after three minutes."

"Thatiswhy | have Lopaul,” Gohliyaadmitted. "Hethinks up my lip service for mein advance.”
The two men regarded each other for amoment, pleased and guarded.

"How many worlds have had their fate decided in rooms such asthese," Gohliyawondered out loud, "by
men such asus?'

Shropana sampled the wine. "Not enough.”

Someone had to make the first foray into the territory of truth, so Gohliya played polite host. "Things
have been much better since we captured the rebel |leader.”

"I would like aword with thisman,” General Shropana said, trying to sound casud. "That is, if heis4ill
dive"

Gohliyalooked over therim of hisserver. "Oh, yes, heis. The Kangd reservestheright to inflict the full
punishment of the law whenever he desires. He desiresthis man. No one elseis permitted near him, |
fear, 30| must refuse your request.”

"Indeed. | have the sense our Captain Deyin did not run afoul of your rebels, but of your Kangdl."
Shropana shook his head. "Y ou need not comment. We should not have sent him here done. No, | have
the greatest sympathy for you, Generd. | have gathered the impression that you contend with much here.”

"Mativation, Generd, isamarveousthing." Gohliya set asde hiswine and slently produced ascrambling
emitter that would prevent their conversation from being overheard by any of the listening devices Orjakis
had planted in his offices. He set it out in front of Shropanaand activated it. "Wewill talk about the
Terran woman now."

"Sheisnot anegotiable point." Anger made Shropanas eyes small and hot. "Y our Kanga promised her
tome™

"Everything isnegotiable. He will make promises, our Kangd." Gohliyasmiled. "I believe he made
severd to Captain Deyin. | would verify thiswith the recipient, but my guessisthat he occupies any
number of placesin the disposa pits.”

Shropana made a disgusted sound and subsided. "1 thought as much. Do you intend to take over as soon
asthe rebels surrender?”’

Gohliyachuckled. "1 have dready taken over. The Kangal smply doesn't acknowledgeit.”

"A little neuroparayzer at the banquet tonight, and you can have him in aposition to acknowledge
anything you wigh."

"The monarchy of the skim citiesis hereditary, Generd," Gohliyatold him. "l am asoldier's son, as



common as an engineer or a sanitation worker. Our people have certain standardsin rulers. In truth, |
could not teke over Skjonnif | had ten armies at my command.”

"Which you could, if | am persuaded to lend them to you," Shropana said smoothly.

"I do not wish to be the Kangal." Gohliyaremoved atransparent crystal from hisinner jacket and set it
on the console between them. It sparkled like a phantom jewd. "1 only wish to control his power base.
The most vduable ice on Akkabarr, Generd ."

Shropanatook it into his hands. "Permanently etched?!

Gohliyanodded. " Stored herefor centuries. The first exchange of space for crystal began with one
world. They gave usthe command override codesto control their fleet, etched on indestructible crystal,
which we verified. They aso agreed to defend Akkabarr should we ever cal upon them. In exchange we
provided them with safe storage for their ordnance. Once we had proved trustworthy and did not use the
crystalsto take over their fleet, or sell their weapons, they recommended our servicesto their dlies.
Thus, word of our services spread. Our entire civilization was built on our reputation for safe, secure
gtorage. Thereisno armory safer than Akkabarr.”

"Or was, until your rebdlion,” Shropanareminded him.

"Akkabarr isnot avault so easily defeated. The rebel s have no ships, and no experience traversing the
kvinkaif they did, so they cannot leave the planet.” Gohliyamoved his shoulders. "They have donewhat |
could not, however. They took the keysto Akkabarr out of the Kangd's control.”

"Rebe ice." Shropanasmiled at hisown joke. "When you have dl of the crystdss, will you use them?”

"We dready do, to provide the security we crave, by not using them," Gohliyasaid. "The rebels don't
know what they are, and even if they have some ideg, they can't use them. | propose to put them back
precisaly where they were, only with my guard dronesin place instead of the Kanga's. That iswhere you
would comein."

"Y ou want help getting them back."

"I don't know where they are. | will need your men down on the surface with mine to search these rebd
encampments.” Gohliya poured more firewine into his server and offered the same to Shropana, who
shook his shaggy head. "We have only a short timeto find and rel ocate them. We can supress news of
the crystals being taken from the trenches, but not forever. Many of our clients have dready made some
anxiousinquiries.

"That can be done." Shropanadrained hisglass. "In return, of course, you guarantee me the Terran
woman."

"I would like to know more about this woman everyone regards as so vauable." Gohliya pulled up adata
fileon hisconsole. "Thefiles Deyin carried were unclassified; they only list the decison to classfy her asa
nonsentient, and the criminal charges againg her. Collaborating with the Hsktskt isthe most serious, |
presume?’

"She sold me and my fleet to thelizards,” Shropana snapped. "Hundreds of my people were butchered.
Some were eaten.”

"Regrettable. | have heard rumors of abioengineered clone that escaped a Terran laboratory. Thisclone
wasfemae, and dlegedly thefirst trueimmorta bioconstruct.” Gohliyaswitched off the viddisplay. "Is
thisthe samefemde?’



"Wedon't know. Sheisvery hard to kill, that much | can attest to." The League general rose. "Whatever
sheis, sheismy pricefor providing assstanceto you."

Gohliyaweighed the demand. He needed the crystalsto gain irrevocable control over the Kangd. Onthe
other hand, what man would not be tempted by the prospect of immortaity?

"Her value would surpassthat of your crystals,” Shropanasaid, his voice rough, "except that she a'so
carries a Hsktskt blood price on her head.”

That decided it. Gohliyawould not antagonize his suppliersin the Faction for what was only adim
chance a immorta life. If this Terran woman was being hunted by the Hsktskt, she would need ten
armiesto protect her.

"If shelives, shewill beyours." He checked the time and stood. " The banquet will be starting shortly. Let
me show you to your quarters so you can freshen up for the festivities."

Janzil Ches Orjakis had watched Gohliya's attempt to interrogate his former dave. The general had not
employed the console, but Orjakiswas sureit was not out of respect for the Kangd's demand that the
rebel leader remain untouched. Gohliya, he suspected, had ordered three of his men to methodically beat
the Raktar while he was being transported from the planet to Skjonn. Now the magnificent cresture was
covered with wounds, and not one of them inflicted by hands that would adore doing so.

It was not the only thing the genera had done to cheat Orjakis. He always has to spoil things.

What had to be dealt with, and soon, could not ruin the Kangal's mood entirely. There were too many
pleasant things happening for Orjakis now. The League ambassador, acharming male with the most
elegant turn of phrase, had made many significant promises. The Toskald need not continue being
made to serve slavers; now, that had been particularly inspired. The League waswilling to forget al the
unpleasantness of the past and become friendsto the Toskald.

All he had to do was make the right impression at the banquet, and dit his Defense generd's throat
before Gohliyadid the sameto him.

Orjakis suddenly redized he had nothing to wear to the banquet, and summoned ten dressage drones.
"We require new garments brought for our inspection, Senior Dressage. A sdlection of one hundred to

begin.”

The drone he had addressed scooted forward. "I see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kangal of Skjonn. We would
happily supply the Kanga with al the Kangal requests, but Acquisitions has no more garments worthy of
our Kangd."

"We are not asking for weapons, ships, or men, only that which may enhance our physica perfection.”
Orjakisfrowned. "Why are there no more garments worthy of us?'

"Garmentsfor the Kanga have aways been created from materids provided through tithe tribute,” the
drone stated. "No such materias have been delivered for eight months, nineteen suns, and—"

"Enough.” Orjakiswaved the drone away and gnawed at hislip. How would he look beautiful for his new
Leaguefriendsif there was nothing for him to wear?" Shal we go naked to our own banquet?'

None of the drones responded, as they had not been addressed directly.
"Thisisinfuriging. We are the Kangal of Skjonn." Orjakis paced around the chamber before he



stopped. Thisrepulsve Situation might actualy solve his other problem, namely finding out what Gohliya
had planned for him. All he had to do was have one of the davestake his place at the banquet for a short
time while he searched the generd's offices and planted another recording drone. For that, he would
need hisown disguise. " Senior Dressage, summon Defense's lackey—what is his name?”

"Defensg's senior aff conssts of Commander Lopaul, Lieutenant Commander Fhren, Lieutenant
Commander Appulus—"

"Lopaul. That oneishisfavorite, and precisaly theright size." Orjakisrubbed hisarms. " Summon Lopaul
to our presence.”

Chapter Twenty

Reever maneuvered the patrol ship into the abandoned docks using only lift thrusters. It took longer to
move the ship into position, but there was less chance that their minimal energy signature would attract
attention from the city's defenses.

"The dock isclear," hetold the women after scanning the area.

Resa, Jarn, and the other vral were already waiting to exit the ship, and followed Hasal and Sogayi out as
soon as the docking ramp had been extended. Reever secured the helm and locked down the ship's
controls. Daneeb stayed behind to open the lower cargo hold doors.

Once the other women were off the ship, Reever closed the outer door panels and waited for her.
Daneeb dowed her step as she emerged back into the cabin and saw him, but went to her pack and
begun to dress.

" am astonished, endeg,” she said to Reever as she donned her robes. ™Y ou did not crash us after all.”

"You arewelcome." He checked his blades. "Daneeb, thereis something | must know before we go into
the palace. Why did you never tell Resawhat happened, that day on theice?”

Shewent till. "I spend every day on theice. Of which do you speak?"

"Y ou know the day." Theimages he had taken from the mind of the nurse till haunted him. "The day the
child was sacrificed to protect the skela. Why, after that, did you conced the truth of how that was done
from her?'

"l do not know what you mean." Daneeb quickly covered her face. "l have nothing to say to you,
anyway. You tried to break my neck. | should skewer you before | begin onthe Tos."

"The sequence of eventsis not important.” Reever came to stand before her. "The two years you have
kept your silence are. Did you lie to protect her, or both of them?| must know."

Sherecovered from her shock quickly. "Y ou spesk nonsense. | have agenera to find, and windlordsto
kill." When shetried to push past him, he caught her by thearms. "Y ou are crazy. | havelied to no one."



Reever caught thefist shedrove at hisface. "Y ou will tell them what happened that day ontheice.”
"Y ou know nothing.”

"I know everything. Mami was there, and for a one-eyed woman, she saw agreat dedl.” He met her
furious gaze. "Thiswill be your last chanceto tell the truth. She leaves with me today.”

Daneeb smirked. "Y ou think she will go with you, just so easily? Y ou dream out loud, endeg. You are
nothing in her heart. She doesn't know you. She has forgotten everything about you."

"Shewill remember." Reever released her. "Tell them everything, Daneeb, or | will."

He opened the hull doors and walked down the ramp. Hasal was organizing the women into smaller
groups and going over with Sogayi how to gain access to the palace through the least-guarded entrance.

"They keep the drone guards at the busiest entries, so they may scan dl the people coming in and out.”
Hasa was walking around, checking the women's robes and faces. " Say nothing. | am your escort;
Sogayi isthe only one who speaks." He checked the Toskald uniform he wore before glancing at Reever.
"Y ou cannot come with us. They will have scans posted of you.”

"I will not be caught,” he assured Hasal as he pulled on the robe of adave trader.

"Beit on your head." Hasd turned to Jarn. " Sogayi's daughter is kept with the other children of the
palace, in the sublevel beneath the courtyard. When you begin, that iswhere | will go. | will bring Poma
back hereto the ship and wait."

Reever scanned the faces of the vral. They did not appear frightened, or even apprehendive, at the
prospect of entering the most heavily guarded structure in the city. They knew what would happen to
them if their ruse was discovered. It did not matter. Only their Raktar did. He was the center of their
smdl, war-torn universe.

You are nothing in her heart. She doesn't know you. She has forgotten everything about you.

Danecb'swords didn't frighten him. Whether she remembered or not, whether she waswilling or not,
Reever was|eaving Akkabarr today with hiswife.

Teulon had heard the generd issue the orders that he not be beaten again. They were ignored, for the
most part, as two guards dragged him from the interrogation chamber and into a preparation room. One
well-aimed baton sent him back into the darkness.

He woke again when an icy splash of water struck himin the face.

"No more, Kadlis, heisbleeding from the nose and mouth.” A rough cloth scoured Teuton'sface. "The
generd will have our hidesfor this™

"My brother died & Bjola," the guard named Kalissaid. "1 want due for my family.”

"So doweal, but the Kanga will takeit for us. Now prop him up.” Cold aloy bands cinched tightly
around Teulon's neck, chest, waist, knees, and ankles. "Watch the neck. He can't breathe.” The
congtricting band loosened. "Better. Are we supposed to do something with his face?'

"Why? Let them seethe animd for what heis." Another kick landed in Teulon'sribs.

"Enough, Kalis. He hasto live through the banquet, at least." Footgear shuffled, and awinch was



engaged.

Teulon remained limp, keeping his muscles and chest distended as much as possible. Through the dits of
his eydids he saw they had bound him to a Hsktskt discipline post attached to a glidecart base.

"All right." Hands checked the dloy bonds. "He's secure. Let'smove him out.”

The polejerked, and Teulon was hauled out of the room and into along, wide corridor empty of people.
The guards were behind him, steering the cart, so he kept his head hung low while he inspected his
surroundings. The corridor opened out into a seven-sided courtyard under atransparent dome. Large
tables, lavishly decorated, were set and ready to hold food and drink. Saves dressed in celebratory
livery were setting out the large round floor cushions upon which the guests would recline. A group of
drones occupied one discreet corner, where they were making fine adjustments on Toskald musica
ingruments

"The old man said to put him in the center of theyard,” Kalissaid. "Raise him higher. Yes, likethat. He
thinks himsdlf abovedl; let him hang there

The sunwasin Teulon's eyes, and he closed them. He understood the necessity to display and humble an
enemy before kin, but his people took the matter far more serioudy than the Toskald. They did not treat
enemies asif they were no more threatening than a place setting or afloral centerpiece.

| should have tried to break my neck with the chains before they took me down.

He had exacting control over hisbody, control he had learned from his months on the daver ship. If the
Kangal decided to begin historture here, at thisfeadt, it would not be in earnest. Orjakis would wait until
he was away from the eyesthat by law had to be on him before he shed hisarmor of vanity and truly
enjoyed himsdf.

Teulon had seen Orjakis do that. He preferred to die here, now.

Because he had kept hislungsfilled and his muscles distended, the bands supporting his body were not
as secure as they should have been. The guards had removed histunic and his footgear, leaving him only
his trousers. His body was still damp from the water they had used to revive him. The guards had raised
him up dmaost ameter from the ground. Once he freed himsdlf from dl but the band encircling his neck,
there would be no support for his body weight. If his neck did not snap and end hislife, the loss of blood
to hisbrain would do so.

The sun dowly moved over the curve of the clear dome overhead. Once the tables were prepared, the
well-dressed daves disappeared into the paace. Teulon was | eft alone with the drone musicians, who
practiced short measures and then fdll idle, asthey were not programmed to play to an empty room.

Men facing degth often took notice of things they had never regarded much in the past, and Teulon was
no exception. The Toska d's ridicul ous table decor was made of red flowers, and it had been years since
he had smelled the scent of fresh blooms. None were like the flowers of Joren, but they reminded him of
home. The color of the material used as draping and table coverings was amost the same shade asthe
sea had been when he and Akara had walked together on the dark sands that first week he had spent at
her family's HouseClan. The brilliant blue of the manganese tiles on the courtyard floor reminded him of
his son Xan'sskin.

The shapdess, formless ghost from the little blue cave materidized in front of hisface. Or perhapsthe
pain was making him halucinate. He would never know, and it mattered not anymore.



"Spirit," he greeted her, and then saw the shapelesslight take form.
Bondmate, Akarasaid, floating in front of him.
Teulon wondered if he had been drugged. It was you, in the cave, all thistime?

She answered him asif she could read histhoughts. Two that are made one can never be parted, my
heart, but | think thiswill be the last time | come to you. For there is another now.

No. Hetugged at hisbonds, trying to freeahand. There will never be anyone but you. Helooked into
the ghost light of her eyes. "Take mewith you.”

Akara shook her head dowly. | will wait, my heart. There is another who will honor you in my
place. Thisis my gift to you, Teulon. | release you from our Choice.

The spirit of his dead bondmate drifted over him, only the barest movement of the air, and wrapped
hersdf around him. Teulon's head fell back as the scent of her filled his head. Something touched hisface.
Gradualy the embrace faded.

When he opened his eyes, the vison of Akarawas gone.

Teulon thought of nothing as he began to work the edge of one claw against the strap at hiswaist. He did
not sever it completely, but made it so that it would snap with one jerk of hisbody. By the time he had
rendered it so, his claw had worn through and snapped off. He waited to assure he was not bleeding
again before inching his hand up to the band across his chest.

By the time the daves began ushering in well-dressed men and women and seeting them at the tables,
Teulon had al of the straps around his body prepared, and had worked the strap at his anklesloose
enough to dip hisfeet out of it. He went motionless and hung with his head down, pretending to be
unconscious when some of the braver attendees came over to ingpect him.

One couple discussed the prospect of purchasing him. "My, heisalarge, strong specimen. Think of the
work that we could get out of thisone." The mae, adim and handsome Toskald officidl, tried to reach
up and test the muscles of Teulon'sleg with hishand.

The woman with him, abresthtakingly lovely femae who looked no older than an adolescent girl, eyed
the snarl of hair covering Teulon'sface. "Not lideg, obvioudy. Lovely skin. What speciesishe, darling?'

"Jorenian, | think." The man stepped back to have another look. "I'd have to see the eyesto be sure.”

"I may be able to persuade the Kanga to sal him to me," thewoman said. "1 did give Orjakisthat pretty
little fera woman hetook afancy to a our last party.”

"If hesaJorenian, dear, that would be avery bad bargain." Her mae companion dipped hisarm around
her and guided her away from Teulon. ™Y ou know they never last long in captivity.”

Guests soon lined every table, but the bal cony directly across from Teulon, where the Kangal would
come out to greet his guests, remained empty. Slaves carried out platters of food and took their
positions, waiting for the prince of the city to appear so they could begin to serve. The Kangd's highest
officids, the last to arrive, werefindly in place, and Orjakis still did not make an gppearance. The guests

began whispering, then murmuring.

Generd Gohliyarose from histable and walked over to stand beneath the ba cony. He held up his hands
for slence. "Colleagues, dlies, and friends of the Toskald, | welcome you to the Kangd's celebration of



victory over thelideg rebes”
Teulon closed hiseyes.

"Our beloved prince has been unavoidably detained, no doubt in preparations to please us, as he dways

does. As| am but asoldier in the service of our grest city of Skjonn, | cannot hope to greet you with the

eloquence he would offer. The Kanga sent amessage to beg usdl to enjoy ourselves until he can join us.
So." Therewas aclapping of hands. "L et the banquet begin.”

Sogayi led Hasal and the vral to the office of the palace steward. The man was so nervous about the
banquet arrangements that he raised no alarm over their arrival.

"Procurement said nothing to me about entertainment with whores and animals,” he said to Hasal.

"Itisasurprisefor the Kangd. Hereisthe order for it." Hetook out a stunner and shot the steward. To
Jarn, hesaid, "1 will go and get the girl now. Wait as Sogayi says, until the music begins.”

Jarn had ordered that Sogayi not carry any weagpons, but the lideg woman had managed to conced a
blade. Asthe vra entered the corridor outside the courtyard, she fell back and then ran silently after
Hasal, keeping to the shadows so that he would not see her. She waited outside the level where the
Kanga's children were kept, and met him when he came out, done and silent.

"Poma?"' she asked, looking around him for her daughter.
Helooked at her. "Sheisnot here."
"But she caresfor hischildren.”

"There are no children here. Only adrone and adisposal pit. | accessed the drone's memory core."
Hasal caught her by the arm as shetried to go around him. "Sheisdead. They areal dead.”

Sogayi didn't believe him. She had to go inside and find her daughter. So Hasal took her into the
execution chamber, and showed her the remains of the infants and young children that had been dumped
there.

"Wewill return to the courtyard,” he said, looking down into the pit of bones. "The vra need—" He
crumpled to the floor.

Sogayi pulled her blade out of his back and wiped the blood on her robe. "I need,” she said as she
gripped him out of hisuniform. "I need.”

Once she had put on the uniform and tucked her hair back in Toskald fashion, sheleft the chamber and
headed for the level where the Kangd's private chambers were located. It was there that she saw him
walk out. He was dressed in a Defense staff uniform, and hisface was clean of hisusua cosmetics, but it
was him. He headed in the direction of the courtyard.

The vrd did need help, and Sogayi was sorry she had killed Hasal. Here was something she could do.
She caught up with him. "Commander."

Helooked back at her, annoyed. "We are—I| am in ahurry. What isit?"

To do what was necessary, she needed to get him away from the paace. She had only a blade, and there
were too many drones here programmed to respond to his voiceprint.



You will spy for us, or we will throw your daughter to the kvinka.
"Defense sent me. The rebel leader escaped,” shelied. "Heis pinned down at the abandoned docks.”
Outrage made his mouth spring open. "What?'

"Themen areafraid to kill him until the Kanga arrivesto pass judgment,” Sogayi assured him. "Y et the
Kangd cannot be found. No one knows what to do."

"Wewill seetoit." Heturned and strode off.

Sogayi followed him to the docks, where he turned and |ooked for the rebels and his guards. He saw
her. "Whereishe, youidiot?'

"I see Janzil Ches Orjakis, Kanga of Skjonn," Sogayi said as she removed the headgear and shook out
her hair. "Do you remember my face?"

Orjakis scowled. "God, not you. Y ou were supposed to stay with the rebels until thisisover. Go away."
He looked down at the blade in her hand, and a smile crept over hisface. "Y ou would threaten me?
Have you forgotten about that brat of yours?'

"Of ours, Kangd. Y ou sired her on me. Why did you have her killed as soon as| |eft to join the
rebellion?1 did everything you asked of me."

"l doas| please. Y ou can't do anything to me." The Kangad laughed. "Y ou're only awoman.”
llYall

Orjakis saw her eyes and took an involuntary step back. "There was amistake. | am in the mood to be
merciful, given your serviceto me. Y ou can have aplacein the palace.”

"No. Thereisonly one place for me now, Kanga." Sogayi threw her blade into hisright arm. "At your
sde"

Sheran toward him asfast as she could. She didn't op when he took out a pistol with hisonly good
hand and fired at her. She didn't stop when the pulses struck her body, or when he ran down the dock.
She didn't stop when he ordered her to, and then begged her to. With the last of thelifein her body,
Sogayi dammed into Janzil Ches Orjakis and jumped with him into the swirling vortex benesth the docks.
The kvinka swallowed them.

Teulon heard the sounds of pleasure and greed as the daves brought forward the platters of sumptuous
food. He could not remember hislast med, but it had been the same thin soup of native meat and
synthetic compounds that he and the rest of the lideg had subsisted on for many months now.

The drone musicians began to play low, degant Toskald music. Utens|s clinked; wine gurgled into fluted
sarvers. A single, staccato laugh rang out and just as quickly broke off. Feminine voices passed around
him and drifted out of the courtyard. The scent of wine became heavy.

"Now that the ladies have gonefor their cake," Gohliyasvoice, somewhat blurry now, said, "let ushave
our smdl entertainment.”

The man chuckled and laughed, until ajlorrasnarled.

Teulon opened hiseyes.



Twenty robed women came into the courtyard. Rather than drift in on hover cushions, asthe court
progtitutes always did, each rode on the back of asnow tiger. The jlorra had been tethered and muzzled.

The sight of so many helpless women astride the deadliest creatures on Akkabarr made the Toskald men
go il with shock. The offworlders, oblivious to the danger, applauded. Someone made a spluttering
sound as he choked on hiswine.

When the women and the beasts filled the center of the courtyard, adrunken Toskald voice cadled out,
"Y ou see, endeg? Skjonn has entertainments like no other city."

That seemed to be asignd to the other Toskald men, who produced somewhat convincing laughter.
Teulon saw Gohliyanodding to the musicians, who began to play the music to which the progtitutes
would dance.

The women dismounted and shed their outer robes. Benesth them were scanty, stylized fur bands that
barely covered their breasts and loins. Their faces, painted with delicate cosmetics, were more lovely
than those of the Toskald women who had |eft the banquet.

"Generd!" alaughing voice cdled out. "Alert the city guard, the rebels have at last invaded Skjonn!™
More, genuine laughter filled the courtyard.

Teulon watched the women asthey stroked the jlorrawith their hands, making asmall dance of the
petting, caressing each beadt asif it were aman. The guests were too busy joking and drinking and ogling
the progtitutes to notice that as they danced, the women were unfastening the tethers and muzzle straps
onthecats.

Just as the women fanned out around the cats, there was movement above them on the Kangd's bal cony.
"Janzil Ches Orjakis, the Kanga of Skjonn," adrone announced.

Teulon saw the men look up to watch the entrance of the ruler. The women dancing turned in unison to
face the bacony, aswell, but did not stop their dance. They moved out, leaving their beasts sitting in the
center of the courtyard, and wove their way around the banquet tables. They teased the courtiers, trying
to draw their eyes away from Orjakis, but the courtiers were too well trained, and the dancers had to be
content to stand behind the men and rub their hands over their bodies. Once they had teased the guests,
the women moved on to undulate in front of the guards.

Orjakis, cloaked from head to toe in ahooded scarlet robe, moved into view on the balcony in dow,
princely fashion.

Teulon saw one of the women pull therifle from aguard's shoulder. She turned dightly, and her face and
hair began to melt from her head, turning into the same blob that had made the vral faceless. The same
thing was happening to the other dancers, who were dso playfully disarming the guards.

The guards who could not |ook away from the Kangal.
"Now," one of the women shouted.

The progtitutes, armed with the pulserifles they had taken from the guards, stepped back and trained the
rifles on the Toskad.

"Over there. In the center," one of the dancers ordered. When one of the guards lunged at her, she shot
himintheleg.



Thejlorrarose on al sixes and shook off their tethers and muzzles.

The band around Teulon's neck disappeared. "When | release these, can you jump down?' Resasvoice
asked from behind him.

"Yes"
"Beready." She cut through dl the bands. "Now."

Teulon jumped and landed on the polished tile. Two guards rushed a him, but Bsak was there and
knocked them both to the ground in one leap. The other jlorra had worked their way through the
assembly and were menacing the guests.

Resahanded Teulon arifle. "I am happy to seeyou till dive, Raktar.”

He pulled her into the circle of one arm and held her at his Side as he assessed the Situation. The cats
would keep the guards at bay, but not for long. "Wewill leave.”

Severd Toskald men shrieked in horror, and Teulon looked up in time to see one of the presentation
drones push the Kangd over the bacony. Hefdl screaming to land with aliquid thud on the courtyard
floor.

Genera Gohliyafought hisway over to the body of the Kanga and pulled him over onto hisback. It was
not Orjakisin the Kanga's robes, but adave who bore only a superficial resemblance. He looked up,
meeting Teulon'sgaze. "They are only dave women," he shouted to the guards. "Use your swordd™

Thefirst soldier who charged adancer, his sword ready, fell back and collapsed, the front of hisuniform
burned. A jlorrapounced on top of him and gnawed with enthusiasm at his head.

No one moved after that.

"Go." Resadipped out of Teulon's hold as she gestured to the entrance from which she and the women
had entered. " Jarn iswaiting outside for you.”

"Youwill folow me"
She amiled up a him. "Very soon.”

Teulon strode to the entrance. Outside the courtyard, Jarn stood armed and waiting. She wore, not the
disguise of aprodtitute, but that of afemale merchant.

"Raktar." She handed him the cloak and his seven-bladed sword. "Have you had your fill of court?’
"Yes" He covered himsdf and his blade. "Do you have a ship ready?'

" At the abandoned docks. We must—" Jarn pivoted away from him and threw the blade in her hand.
Something fell to the ground behind Teulon, and he turned to see General Gohliya, adisrupter pistol
sagging in hislimp hand. The hilt of Jarn's dagger protruded from hisright eye socket. The healer went
over, bent down, and checked the generd's neck with her fingers before wrapping her hand around her
blade and tugging it out of his head. She looked up at Teulon.

"l waswrong." She touched the blood on the blade, coating her fingerswith it. "We are the same." Hand
trembling, she smeared the blood over her face.

"Jarn.” Teulon barely caught her before she hit the ground. Her head lolled on hisarms.



Then Resawasthere, staring in horror at the limp body of her friend. The other vra gathered around
them. "Teulon, is she dead?"

"No." Teulon lifted Jarn and held her cradled in hisarms. "Shekilled for me."
Reever stepped out of the shadows. "They are here, dthough | do not know from where they came.”

The light dimmed al around them. Teulon looked up into the darkened sky above the city dome, where
innumerable ships hovered. Ships of every design from Leagueto Toskald to Hsktskt.

Shipsthat bore the scars of crash landings, and rebuilding. Shipsthat bore the symbols of every iiskar on
Akkabarr.

Danecb frowned. "How?"

"l am the ClanSon of ashipbuilder. | wasdso apilot,” Teulon said, staring up a them. "The lideg have
been collecting derelicts for centuries. All they needed was time, someone to show them how to build the
parts back into ships, and someone to teach them to fly."

Reever looked up at the rebel fleet. "That iswhy they made you Raktar."

"Yes." Teulon looked down at Jarn'sface. "1 gave them ships, and taught them to fly them. So they could
havether war."

Chapter Twenty-one

The day after the rebel fleet conquered the skim cities of Akkabarr, Hsktskt raiders formed anew and
much larger blockade. The League, unable to leave orbit without risking an engagement they could not
win, and finding no sanctuary in the rebel-held skim cities, appealed to Captain Xonea Torin of the
Qunlace to intervene asaneutra third party.

"Y our people are experienced negotiators,” League General Shropana said over hisemergency relay to
Xonea. "We have every confidencein you."

Xoneawatched the swesat bead on the man's upper lip for afew moments. "The Hsktskt are not a threat
any longer, Generd. The rebels have the skim cities and the crystalsfrom the Toskad vaults on the
planet. They are the ones with whom you must negotiate.”

"Their leader issaid to be one of your kind," Shropanasaid. "He will listen to you."
"Will he?'
"Y ou may use my command ship for your talksif you like."

Xoneasat back. "1 will not be drawn into another League deception, and | have no desire to speak for
your actions here a Akkabarr. No, Generd, if you wish to negotiate, you will come here, to my ship, and
speak to the rebel leader persondly.”



Shropanadid not think it over for long. "When?"

Xoneatold him before terminating the relay. He looked across the console at Duncan Reever. "That
much isdone. Were you successful with the Hsktskt?!

"I contacted them and asked for arepresentative to be sent for the negotiations,” Reever told him. "They
aresending Tssvar.”

Xonearubbed hisface. "Has there been any signd from Skjonn?"

"No. Hewill come at the time he said. He has no reason to avoid it." Reever looked through the viewport
a the white sphere that was Akkabarr. "Y ou are not to interfere. No oneis. Make that known."

"Duncan—"
Reever rose and | eft the room.
Xoneasignaled the Senior Hedler. "1 want afull medical evac tesm in the launch bay in one hour.”

Shropanawas thefirgt to arrive. He and his contingent of diplomats observed every known Jorenian
courtesy in greeting Xonea Torin and hisflight crew.

"Wewill hold thismeeting in launch bay," Xoneatold the League generd as he escorted them there. "It is
the only place on my ship large enough to accommodate al three parties.”

"So you were able to convince the lizards to send someone? That isno smdll feat.” Shropanahad to trot
to keep up with the Jorenian'slong strides. "I suppose if anyone wishesto leave, launcheswill be
provided?'

Xoned's expression remained blank. "1 doubt anyonewill wishto leave.”

OverLord TssVar arrived with a detachment of heavily armed Hsktskt centurons. The eight-feet-tall,
six-limbed reptilian commander said nothing to the Jorenians, and remained slent as he was escorted to
the launch bay, where he and his men took up positions opposite the L eague contingent. His saucer-sized
ydlow eyes watched everyone and everything.

Reever escorted Raktar Teulon and histhree vra guardsto the launch bay. The rebel leader had kept his
furs and borrowed only ablack cloak, which he wore with the hood drawn over hisface.

Outside the launch bay, Reever paused and looked up at Teulon. "Thiswould be the last opportunity you
have to change your mind, Raktar."

"I will not." He gestured at the door pandl, which Reever sllently opened.

Jarn and Resa stayed on ether side of Teulon, while Daneeb followed behind them. The women wore
their vral masks, and the sight of their faceless heads seemed to startle the League men. TssVar and the
Hsktskt merely watched in silence as Teulon walked up to exchange greetings with Captain Torin.

"Linguist Reever has not been very forthcoming about you," Xonea said after they had exchanged
greetings. "All I know isthat you are Jorenian. Of what House, Raktar?!

Shropana strode forward to interrupt. ™Y ou Jorenians can conduct your family reunion another time.
There are four thousand ships out there, poised to fire on each other. | want safe passage out of this
system for my fleet. What will it cost me?"



"Far more than you think, General." Teulon pulled back his hood.

Shropanas eyes widened, and he became astatue. "Y ou're dead. They told me you threw yoursdlf to the
wind."

"The wind threw me back." Teulon looked at the Hsktskt OverLord. "I am Teulon Jado, ClanL eader of
HouseClan Jado, taken prisoner by the L eague during the Jado Massacre, sold asadaveto the
Toskad, and left to rot on thisworld.”

"Y ou have an interesting manner in which you rot, Generd,"” TssVar sad.
No one moved as Teulon removed his cloak and handed it to one of the vrdl.
"Thismanisadaveand aliar,” Shropanasad. "If heintendsto blame us—"

Teulon did not draw his seven-bladed sword. He removed a handful of transparent crystals, the surfaces
of which were etched. "The treasure of Akkabarr." He handed them to Xonea. "There are forty thousand
more down on the planet.” To the Hsktskt, he said, "These are crystal's permanently etched with the
command codes needed to issue ordersto the fleets, armies, and military forces of ten thousand systems
within this galaxy. These command codes use corresponding crystalsin the command database on each
vessd to override any other commandsissued by anyone or anything. The matching crystalsaresetina
matrix, invented by the Toskald, that cannot be removed from the databases or destroyed unless the ship
is. | possessal of the override codesto these crystals.”

"Y ou cannot use them,” Shropanasaid. "Y ou do not have the means—"

"The command trangpondersin each of the skim cities are now manned by my men and women,” Teulon
said. "l have but to issue the order, and the crystals will be activated." He watched Shropanadraw a
smd| wegpon from histunic. "Killing me will make no difference. The order will beissued if | do not
return to Skjonn in one hour.”

"What isthe order, Raktar?' TssVar waked forward. "Do you intend to use these forces to attack the
League, or the Hsktskt? We are not responsible for the Jado Massacre.”

"The League will fight," Shropana said, but hisface had gone ashen, and there was no strength Ieft in his
voice.

"ClanLeader Jado." Xonea Torin handed the crystals back to him. "Y ou have the right to declare
ClanKill on those responsible for the death of your House. Do not make that into awar.”

Teulon'sface became an impassive mask. "Generad Shropanaissued the order, but my kin embraced the
stars because we were asked to negotiate peace between the League and the Faction. Both sides are
responsble”

"Even with your crystals, you cannot destroy all of us, Raktar,” TssVar said softly. "Y ou will haveto
choose to take your revenge of the League, or the Hsktskt."

"l wastold, long ago, that | no longer had the privilege of Choice." Teulon drew his sword and pointed it
at Shropana. "Y ou informed me of that, Generd, before you handed me over to the davers bound for
Akkabarr."

Xonea grabbed the general and dragged him in front of Teulon. He forced Shropana onto his knees.
"Take himif you must, Jado, but |et this onelife suffice.”



Teulon looked down at the League general. Instead of cowering, Shropana straightened his shoulders
and kept his gaze steady. "Y ou said so many things on the day you daughtered my kin," Teulon said.
"Have you nothing to tell me now, Genera ?'

"l anasoldier,” Shropanasaid. "1 followed my orders.”
Teuton's claws shot out.

One of the vra came forward. She made no move to protect the generd, but stared a him. "When the
battleisover, everything terrible and strong fdls. It becomes sad and hel pless, like him."

No one moved asthe vral removed her mask, revedling Jarn's face.

"Wevrd have carried the wounded and the dead from your battlefields," she said, turning so that she
addressed every warrior present. " Some of us have fought on them." She gazed a Shropana. | have
killed for you, Teulon Jado. Y ou will listen to me now."

The Raktar nodded.

"The battleis over here. Teulon, you can ignore those who have falen. Y ou can give them amerciful
death. Or you can save them. It isin your hands now." Shelooked at the mask in her hands, and let it fall
to thefloor.

"What would you have me do, Jarn?" Teulon asked.
Sheinclined her head. "No one can take that choice from you, Raktar. No one can makeiit for you."

It seemed an eternity before Teulon moved. Helifted his sword above Shropana's head, and then dowly
replaced it in his shoulder sheeth.

"| shield Generd Patril Shropana," he said, hisvoice clear and strong. "As| shidd dl those who were
responsible for the Jado Massacre. The sacrifice of my HouseClan was for peace. | will honor this by
completing the mission | began two years ago. | will negotiate peace between the L eague and the
Hsktskt."

The war was over.

The Hsktskt and the L eague agreed to atemporary cease-fireto alow each other's forces to withdraw
from the region. Before they |eft the Sunlace, Shropana and TssVar agreed to relay Teulon's offer to
reestablish peace negotiationsto their superiors.

"| think thereis hope for this peace," Xoneasaid after the two commanders had gone. "Considering you
possess the meansto destroy either side at your whim."

"For atime." Teulon pulled on hiscloak. "If they wish to continue the war, dl they need do is contact the
worlds of ten thousand systems and inform them that the Toskald no longer possessthe crystals, but that
| do. A way will eventualy be found to remove the databases, which will render the crystals usdess.”

"Which systems use the crystals?' X onea asked.

Teulon glanced out at the stars. "That iswhy it will take them time. They don't know which systemsto
contact. Y ou must have the crystalsto know."

"l hope you have them where they cannot be found,” Xoneasaid. "Thereis something ese | must tell you,



Teulon."

Now that the dignitaries had departed, other members of HouseClan Torin entered the launch bay. One
small, blond girl ran across the deck to Duncan Reever, who picked her upin hisarms.

"Sheisabeautiful child." Teulon frowned as he saw ataler, sturdy boy of the same age walk over to
greet Reever. His skin was a beautiful blue, the same as Akara's had been. The same as—"Who isthat

boy?’
"Do you not recognize your own ClanSon?' Xonea asked.

Xan Jado looked over and smiled Akara's smile. He asked Reever something and, when Reever
nodded, hurried over to Teulon and Xonea.

"Y our pardon, Captain, but | would like to meet my ClanFather,” Xan said. To Teulon, hesaid, "I regret
| did not know you. | was only a baby when we were parted.”

Teulon crouched down before his child. He seemed dmost afraid to touch him, and then he held out his
arms and took the boy in a close embrace. Over Xan's head, he asked Xonea, "How isthis possble?!
He sat Xan at arm'slength. "I saw the ship explode. Y ou wereonit.”

Xan's expression turned sad. " Captain Torin hastold me of how our HouseClan waslogt. | was saved by
Linguist Reever's daughter, Mard. She brought me and her ClanFather to the Sunlace.”

"How?'

"Weare not sure,” Xoneaadmitted. "Just before the CloudWalk exploded, Marel, Xan, and Reever
materidized on the helm of the Sunlace. | witnessed it mysdlf. Marel told us that she brought Xan and
Reever with her, and then fell unconscious. She had no memory of it, or how she had doneit, when she
woke. Reever believes she hasthe ahility to teleport from place to place. It would explain how she was
ableto movedl over the ship when she was younger without any of us seeing her."

As Teulon reacquainted himsalf with his son, Mardl interrogated her father.

"Daddy." She squeezed his neck tightly. "Is she here?' He nodded and Mardl |ooked around until she
spotted Cherijo. She frowned. "Why doesn't she come to see me?"

""She does not remember you, Mardl." Reever set the child down on her feet. "Why don't you go and say
hdllo to her?’

Teulon watched thelittle Terran child walk toward him. She was small and fair compared to the Jorenian
children, but she looked very determined. "Hereisarebe | would not wish to engagein battle" he said
to Resa, who was mesting Xan.

Marel wandered past Teulon and Resa and stopped in front of Jarn. She held up her arms, and Jarn
automatically picked her up. Then she pressed her handsto Jarn's cheeks. "Mama, what happened to the
whitein your hair? It'snot dl dark in Daddy's photoscans.”

"l am not your mother, child," Jarn said gently. "Perhaps | look like her alittle, for | an Terran, too."

"You are my mama," Mard inssted. "1 remember you, before you went away. Y ou crashed on that
white planet.” When Jarn nodded, she sniffed at her neck. Y our hair is different, but you smell the same.”
Shelad her smdl blond head againgt Jarn's shoulder.



"Jarn?' Resalooked confused. "What isthe child talking about? Y ou did not crash on Akkabarr."
"I did." Jarn stroked thelittle girl'sfine golden hair.

"The skelafound me, and cared for me. Intime | becametheir heder." She arted to say something else,
but glanced at Daneeb'sface and fell slent.

"l remember." Resa's gaze became faraway. "When we found you."

"No." Daneeb tore off her vral mask and stepped between the two women. "It isas Jarn says. Thereis
no reason to speak of it. Put the child down now. We must return to Skjonn.”

"I remember,” Resarepeated. "She wasin the launch that crashed, the day | killed Enafa She blinked.
"Daneeb, | am lideg. | wasskela. | am Jarn." Her face paled. "l killed that child.”

"No, you did not. Y ou have things mixed up, that isall,” the heedwoman said quickly. "Thereisno need
to talk about this. It wasalong time ago.”

"Tdl her, Daneeb," Reever said quietly.

"Tel her what? Tell her that she shot hersdf in the head instead of this endeg, as she was supposed to?"
The heedwoman flung ahand a Jarn. " The endeg saved your body, but not your mind. Y ou went mad.
Y ou said you were the endeg, and she you. We had to keep you in chainsin the end, and till you
escaped. You put on her endeg's clothes, and waked out to give yourself to the ice as payment for
Enafa" Daneeb shoved Reever before she turned on Resa. " So know the truth. | killed Enafa. Not you."

Resa'sface had drained of dl color. "But | held the blade over her heart. | remember.”

"Yes. And | broke your wrist when | thrugt it into her heart. We were al going to die, and till, you would
not do it. And then you..." Daneeb shook her head.

"l do not remember that part,” Resasaid dowly.

"l do,” Jarn said. "l watched it happen. | saw how you tried to stop Daneeb. Then you came to me, and
shot yoursdlf in the heed.”

"And | picked up the pistal, and shot you twice," Daneeb told her, her voice thick with unshed tears. "But
you did not stop breathing. Y ou would not die.”

Daneeb told the rest of the story. How the gjenvin had taken Jarn to liskar Navn, and how the jlorra had
dragged her back, still dive, to the skela caves. How quickly Jarn had healed, and how she had nursed
thered Jarn back to hedth. "There were stories of vra, spirit made flesh. That was dl that made senseto
us. | did not know you blamed yourself for Enafa," shetold Resa. "Not until that night when you escaped
usand gave yoursdf to theice.”

Jarn looked down a Marel, who had fallen adeep againgt her breast. "I was thiswoman, Cherijo? Thisis
her child? The child of my body?"

"Sheisour daughter, Marel,” Reever said. "I am your husband, Duncan. Y our nameis Cherijo Torin."

Jarn shook her head abruptly. "I am not your wife, Linguist. | was born that day on theice. Whoever this
Cherijo was, shedied on Akkabarr." Sheheld Marel close. "'l will take good care of her daughter, that
much | promiseyou. Itisour way."

"I know you will," Reever said. "We both will."



Shegave him an uneasy look. "I am not staying here. Thelittle onewill go with me, to Skjonn." When
Xonea started to protest, shelooked at Teulon. "Y ou said no more children would be taken, and sheis
al I will ever have." To Reever, shesad, "It istheway of my people now. Children are not to be taken
from their mothers.”

"The lideg are not your people, Cherijo," Xoneasad. "Weare."
"l only look likethis child, and him," Jarn said. "Y ou cannot be my people.”

"The Jorenians adopted you. Y ou are many things to many people,”" Reever told her, "but you cannot
gtay with the lideg. Y ou belong here, with us. We will help you remember who you were." He went to
her and put hishands on her shoulder. ™Y ou belong with me.”

"Teulon." When the Raktar came to Jarn's Sde, she handed him thellittle girl. "We are taking her with us.
The lideg are my people; | don't know any of you. | am Jarn, not Cherijo, and you cannot stop me."

Squilyp surged forward, but X onea caught his shoulder.

"| challenge your right to take her from me," Reever said. "I am her father. We are the only family she
knows."

"Y ou have each other. | have nothing." Jarn pulled the blade from her waist. "No, Reever. Y ou will not
take her fromme."

"Squilyp.” When the Omorr joined them, Reever asked, "Iswhat she saystrue?’

"I will have to run sometests, but she has suffered at least two point-blank pulse fire shotsto the head,”
Squilyp said dowly. "If there was enough brain damage, the cellswould have regenerated, but the
memories belonging to Cherijo would not. Cherijo would, in essence, no longer exis.”

"Wewill leave now," Jarn sad.

"Y ou would kill anyone who tried to take your daughter away from you, would you not? Isthisthe way
of the lideg women now?' Reever asked her. When Jarn nodded, he said, "So would |. Anyone but
you."

"Jarn." Teulon handed Marel to Resa. "Heisright. Y ou cannot take the child away from him. Y ou do not
know her."

Jarn shook her head. "'l will cometo know her again. He cannot take her away from me."

"You will haveto kill meto take her," Reever said calmly, taking his own blade from aforearm sheath
and offering it to her.

"Duncan.” Squilyp was horrified.
"Y ou would diefor her." Jarn circled around him, both blades ready.
"I would die for both of you," Reever said.

"I know thisfeding." Jarn stopped and glanced over a Teulon and Resa. Slowly she replaced her blade,
and offered Reever'sto him. "Do you have any other wives? Other women?'

"NO_"



She studied him from head to toe. "Will you take me asyour only wife?"
"Yes. Therewill be no othersfor me."

Jarn nodded. She walked over to Teulon and Resa, and took Marel from her friend. "I must go with him
and the child," shetold Resa. "Y ou understand.”

Resanodded, and embraced her. "l will missyou.”

"And | you." Jarn ran her hand over Resa's short hair once, and then stepped back. "Teulon, take care of
her."

The Raktar nodded.

Jarn carried Marel over to Reever. "Well, endeg, it scemsthat we are yours. We aretired, too. Where
on thisship do we degp?'

Resafound Teulon in the former Kangd's degping chamber. He was standing at the wall that looked out
over the city.

"It seems so Strange, not to have ice beneath my feet,” shetold him. "Nothing fedsright here, especidly
now that Jarn isgone. | mean, Cherijo."

"Wewill be leaving soon, too," Teulon reminded her. " The peace taks are to be held on Joren, my
homeworld."

"Areyou sorry that Jarn chose to go with Reever?”'

"No. | think they belong together.” He turned to gaze down at her. "What of you? Hasal always said you
and Jarn were like twins. And the memoriesreturning.. . it cannot be a happy thing."

Resa could remember most of what had happened to her after finding Jarn in the crashed launch. "No, it
was not. Enafawas so young; she did not deserve to die as she did. But | know now that | tried to save
her. Asyou tried to save Akara and your HouseClan."

"When peace has been made between the League and the Hsktskt, | would like to stay on Joren. Edin
and the other commanders here have thingswell in hand. The crystals are where no one will ever find
them.” His battalion commanders had been dropping them, one by one, into deep crevassesfor severd
months now. "Xan and | arethelast of the Jado, and it isleft to usto rebuild our HouseClan."

Shedrew back. "I understand. Y ou want meto stay here, so | will not interfere."

"l want you to come with me." Hetook her handsin his. "Be with me, Resa. Not asakederaor a
bondmeate, but as whatever we will be to each other.”

Resathought of Jarn's prediction and smiled. "Yes. | will bewith you.”

Reever went immediately to his quarters as soon as he was off duty. Xonea had offered to give him
severa daysto spend with Cherijo and Mardl, but he had refused.

"She needstime, Xonea," hetold the captain. "Timeto hed.”

" She has become a stranger, Duncan. She refuses to answer to anything but this'Jarn.’ She walksthe



ship armed with more blades than | own. She asked one of the women where she could kill something
and cook it for amedl.” The Jorenian sighed. "l fear you have along road ahead of you."

"Wewill traved it together. Sheiswith us. That isdl that metters.”

Reever entered his access code and walked into his quarters. Most of the furnishings were gone, asthey
made Cherijo unessy. Fillows and bed coverings littered the floor. The cats had taken refuge with Salo
and Darea Torin, for neither of them had recognized Cherijo, and Reever had been worried she might try
to kill and eat them while hewas on duty.

Helooked in their bedroom, but the deeping platform was empty. An arrow of fear shot through him as
he strode across his quarters and opened the door to his daughter's room. Her bed was also empty.

Reever was about to summon security when he heard a soft sigh come from under the bed. He got down
on his hands and knees, and saw Cherijo and Marel nestled together on a blanket under the deeping
platform. In Cherijo's right hand was a wicked-looking blade. Her |eft arm was curled around their
daughter. Both were fast adeep.

Reever stripped out of histunic and crawled under the bed. He would have to do something about the
bed. Perhapsraiseit. He stretched out behind Cherijo, and put hisarm around her before closing his

eyes.

Sheiswith us. That is all that matters now.



