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Pr ol ogue

The ship's controls wobbled in and out of focus. Kelric tried to rub his eyes,
but his armrefused to respond. The exoskel eton on his pilot's seat had jamed
around his body. When he funbled for the catches, his fingers just scraped
over the nesh

On his fourth attenpt, the exoskel eton opened and he fell forward, spraw ing
across the weapons grid in the cockpit. The only illum nation canme fromthe
red warning lights that glowed al over the control panels, bathing the cockpit
in adimcrinson radiance that didn't reach its shadowed recesses.

One green light shone anong the red. An engine. One of his inversion engines.
It was the only fully functional systemon his ship.

It was al so why he still lived.

"I"'minverted," Kelric nunbled. The same hit that had crippled his Jag fighter
had kicked it fromthe sublight universe into inversion, hurling himaway from
his attackers before they could blast himinto slag.

The nmedkit above himhadn't rel eased. He reached for it, but his armfaltered
in mdair and dropped back onto the grid. Not that it mattered. He needed far
nore help than a kit could give, nore help even than provided by his nanoneds,
the tiny cell-repair machines in bis body.

Pain throbbed in his arm froma bone-deep gash. In the exoskel eton he had
been nunb, probably because it injected himwith an anesthetic. O perhaps the
bi omech web in his body had rel eased a drug that bl ocked pain receptors in his
brain. It would give himonly so much of the drug, though, before its safety
routines cut it off, to prevent an overdose or brain damage.

Now his armhurt too nmuch to nove. Even if it intended to stay put, though

his ship was goi ng sonewhere. At least it had
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taken himaway fromthe Traders. He had been out al one, »i reconnai ssance,
when the Trader squad caught him He iMthey all inverted into the gravity
well of a star and tff!i their careers as kindling for the |ocal furnace.

An alarmsputtered. Lifting his head, he saw that thejMt |ight had turned

yel low. The |l ast inversion engine was ffm

Kelric swallowed. He had to find a place to land. Cosing rtt eyes, he tried
to clear his mnd. i |

Bolt, respond, he thought. .

The conputer node in his spine answered. Attending f! messages travel ed al ong
bi o-optic threads to his brain, VJ|R tiny bioelectrodes in his brain cells
convened the signals "iiUi; neural firing patterns. It worked in reverse as
well, letting iW "talk" to the node. ;
St at us of nanonmeds, he thought.

Nanomed series G and H functional but depleted, thei answered. Series 0
nonfunctional. Al other series exhibit enM| function

Kelric grimced. H s nanonmeds repaired his body. B!l med consisted of two
parts, a nol ecul e designed for a i «T lar task and a picochip, an atomic
conputer that operated )it quantumtransitions. Altogether, the picochips
formed i picoweb that told the nmeds what to do and how to replicate

t hensel ves. But it was Bolt, his spinal node, that ran the show Like the
conductor of a synphony it directed his entire bio-1 nmech web, which consisted
of the picoweb, the bio-optics threading his body, and the bio-electrodes in
his brain. The

system had been integrated into his body fourteen years ago,
twenty, the year he received his officer's co- 1 mssion
Bolt, he thought. What happened to ny bi onech web? '
You were linked into the ship's Evolving Intelligence brain when we were hit,
so your web took a lot of damage. | am making repairs, ? but the nalfunctions
are to extensive for me to fully correct. Proceed » inmediately to an |1 SC

medi cal facility.

If he hadn't hurt so much, Kelric would have | aughed. Wsh |I could do that. He
swal | owed. Can you give nme a status report?

Accessing optical nerve, Bolt answered.

when he was



. The Last Hawk 3

A display formed in Kelric's mind, with different views of his interior
systenms. Then the display "junmped" out in front of himso it |ooked like a
ghostly i mage hanging in the cockpit.

Posterior tibial arter damaged. Bolt highlighted a diagramof his circul atory
system showing a torn artery | eaking bl ood.

Kelric exhaled. H's best hope to repair hinmself came fromthe final conponent
of his internal systems: his Kyle centers. Unlike the bionmech web, which had
been created for him he had been born with Kyle nmutations, courtesy of his
unusual genetics. Mcscopic organs in his brain nade it possible for his brain
waves to interact with those of people nearby, letting himpick up their npods
and on rare occasions their thoughts. He could al so enhance the output of his
own brain and so exert increased biof eedback control over his body.

Kelric concentrated, trying to augnment his biof eedback training. He hel ped
speed structural conponents to the damaged artery, control his blood flow, and
bring in nutrients. Wien he finally surfaced fromhis trance, he felt

st eadi er, enough so he could sit up, holding his arm agai nst his chest.

An al arm warned agai n of the dying engine.

"Navak," he said. 'Take us out of inversion, into sublight space."

No response cane fromthe navigation-attack node in the ship's Evolving
Intelligence brain.

"Navak," he repeated. "Initiate navigation node."

Si |l ence

Bolt, give ne the ship's emergency menu, he thought.

Bolt produced a display of emergency psicons, |ike conmputer icons but in his

m nd i nstead of on a screen. He concentrated on the energency-shutoff psicon
for the inversion engines, the synbol of a running cheetah turning into a
craw ing snail. Only one of each animal appeared in the display, a reninder
that he had only one functional engine. The cheetah was blinking off and on
warning it would soon di sappear as well.

Toggl e enmergency shutdown, he thought.

Not hi ng happened.

Bolt, toggle it!

A twisting sensation hit Kelric, as if he were being pulled



4Cat heri ne
through a Klein bottle, the three-di nensional equivalent of ;| Mbius strip.
The effect intensified with a nauseating ilH?nl wench and then stopped
t Bolt? he thought.

? We have dropped into nornmal space, Bolt answered j Kelric sagged

in his seat, hit with an urge to laugh. ffIBffi!T! Safe. He was safe.
r
He was al so | ost. None of his hol omaps worked and | many files in the ship's
El were degraded. He couldn't j accurate data. He knew only that he was
light-years away rfifft his previous position, drifting in space |like
interstellar MX What he needed was a beach to wash up on. "Navak," he said.
"Respond. " \'" Not hi ng
i Kelric slid his hand around his wai st, searching his W. back

Sockets in his spine, wists, and ankles let him*r»)iiiMIl]| his bionmech web
to exterior systens, such as the El brain ¢)i his ship. Wen a connector prong
clicked into a socket, it linked his bio-optics to the ship's fiberoptics. The
sockets } could also act as infrared receivers and transmitters, a less reli-'
abl e form of conmunication than a physical |ink, but better' than nothing.
When he had fallen out of the exoskeleton, its prongs had pulled out of his
body. He tried to push one back into his | ower spine, but the prong woul dn't
stay put.
Activate infrared receptors, he thought. " IR nonfunctiona
Bol t thought. e Kelric swore. He was runni ng out
of options. Taking a 1 breath, he marshal ed his thoughts. Wth his Kyle
enhance- ;
ments, maybe he could couple the fields of his brain directly \ to those of
the ship's El brain. It helped that he was inside the |I ship, essentially on
top of the El; the electrical forces that dominated his brain activity fel
off rapidly with distance. Concentrating, he tried to kick the El awake with
his mnd. A ghostly green narble appeared in the air in front of him casting
eerie light over the cockpit. It took hima nmonment to recognize it as a
hol omap' s crudest default display i Kelric exhaled. "Planet," he
rasped. ' Navaks audi o nade a scrapi ng noi se.
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He tried again. "Planet."

Not hi ng.

Navak, he thought. You have to respond.

A sentence fornmed in the air, green words in Navak's default

font. HAVH#" %SPOND | S AN UNI DENTI FI ABLE COMVAND.

Rel i ef washed over Kelric. PLANET, he thought, with nmore intensity. The word
appear ed under Navak's response. PLANET WHAT? Navak printed.

FIND ME ONE. OR A BASE. SOVEPLACE HABI TABLE WE CAN REACH BEFORE ENG NE FOUR
Dl ES.

SEARCHI NG Navak printed.

Kel ric waited.

And wai t ed.

Maybe no pl ace was near enough. Or Navak was too danaged to answer. O the
engi ne coul dn't—

OBJECT 85B5D- E6- JHEO SATI SFI ES YOUR REQUI REMENTS, Navak printed.

VWHAT is IT?

DCES 'I T' REFER TO OBJECT 85B5D- E6- JHEO?

For puggi ng sake, Kelric thought. Wiat else would | nean?

NO DATA EXI STS ON ' PUGGE NG S % AS AN OBJECT, Navak printed. HOAEVER,

' PUGE NG APPEARS | N LANGUAGE FI LE 4 UNDER PROFANI TY. DO YOU WANT TO KNOW
MORE?

VWHAT WANT, Kelric thought, IS EVERYTHNG YOU VE GOT ON

OBJECT 85B5D-he squinted at the screen—E6-JHEQO

S A PLANET. NAME: COBA. | NHABI TANTS: HUMAN. STATUS:

RESTRI CTED.

Kelric swall owed. |Inhabitants. Help. He just mght survive this ness after
all. TAKE SH P TO COBA, he thought.
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Firt Move: The Gol den Ball

Deha Dahl, the Manager of Dahl Estate, was playing dice. She placed a cube in
the structure of balls, pyram ds, and pol yhedrons on the table. Her opponent,
one of her nore intrepid Estate aides, w ped sweat from her forehead as she
studi ed the dice.

Whi |l e Deha waited for her aide to make her nove, she gl anced around. They were
in the Coral Room a round chanmber twenty paces in diameter. Painted a deep
rose near the «floor, the walls shaded into lighter coral hues and then into
white at the top. Mdsaics were inlaid in the domed ceiling hig above them The
room s three doorways each arched to a point and then curved out in a circle
graced with a stained-gass wi ndow. The doors were solid anberwdod. Deha
insisted on only the best for these chambers where she played the dice game of
Quis with her aides, her peers—and her adversaries.

Thei r audi ence of Estate aides sat in carved chairs around the table. They

wat ched the gane in silence, some no doubt w shing they could take the
perspiring aide's place and others grateful it wasn't themin this duel of

m nds. Al knew she had called this session to see how her opponent, an aide
due a pronotion, handled the pressure of playing against a Dice Queen

A hand touched Deha's shoul der. She | ooked around, surprised to see an aide
who wasn't among the group she had selected to view the session

The aide bowed. "I"'msorry to disturb you, ma'am But Captain Hacha thought
you woul d want to know i nmredi ately. A craft crashed up in the nountains near
Dahl Pass." She paused. "It doesn't appear to be from Coba."

There was a tine when Deha woul d have shipped the bearer of such news off to
the setting-sun-asylumfor the nentally
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di m ni shed. No | onger. She stood up. "Have Hacha neet me in | ny office." She
gl anced at her dice opponent. "W will con-» tinue |ater

i
The ai de nodded and started to speak. Then she stopped, her ? gaze shifting to
a point beyond Deha. She stood up and bowed, ? not to Deha but to sonmeone
el se. Follow ng her gaze, the rest. of Deha's aides stood up, in a flurry of
nmovi ng chairs, and| bowed. v
Deha turned to see who evoked such a reaction fromher staff. A retinue had
appeared in one of the doorways, soldiers | in the uniformof her GCtyGuard. A
girl stood in the center of| the group, a gray-eyed child on the verge of
wormanhood, with fiery hair curling around her face and falling in a thick
braid | down her back. Tall for her age, she |ooked like the reincarnation of
an incipient warrior queen who had transcended the milennia and stepped from
the O d Age into the nodem worl d.

Deha crossed to the girl and bowed. "I|xpar. Wat brings you here?"
I xpar's face was lit with contained excitement. "I heard about the craft that
crashed near Dahl Pass. | cane to help the rescue party."

Deha silently cursed. It would be foolishness to let Ixpar join them This was
no normal child. Ixpar Kam it meant Ixpar fromthe Estate 'of Kam O the
Twel ve Estates, Kam was | argest, bigger even than Dahl. It was also the

ol dest. Its Manager not only ruled Kam as Mnister she stood highest in the
hi erarchy of the Estates. And she had chosen this girl to be her successor
Soneday | xpar woul d rol e Coba. ,

But if she didn't let Ixpar cone with them she risked alienating Kam The
girl was already a force in the fl ow of power anong the Estates. Runor cl ai nmed
the M nister had been known to place her young successor's opinions above
those of her senior advisers i

Political prudence won out. "Very well," Deha said. She raised her hand as

I xpar's face lit up. "But | want you stay with nmy personal escort at al
times." She glanced toward the mountains. "W have no i dea what crashed up
there."”
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In her guest suite, |xpar changed into hiking clothes: a sweater, |eather
pants, and a | eather jacket. Wen she left the suite, she found her escort in
the entrance foyer, four tall guards arnmed with stunners. They acconpani ed her
as she wal ked through Dahl. Al ways guards. At tinmes she was tenpted to hide or
slip away. But she resisted the urge, knowi ng she was the only one who woul d
find it entertaining.

Guards or no guards, though, she enjoyed the walk. It was hard to believe the
Estate had once been an armed fortress. Its harsh interior had | ong ago given
way to its present beauty, its stone floors softened with carpets and its
formerly barred wi ndows replaced by faceted yell ow gl ass. Sone corridors
formed the perimeter of large halls, set off fromthemonly by w dely spaced
colums. Just as the ancient warrior queens of Dahl had ruled fromthe Estate,
so Deha and her staff now used it as their residence.

They left the Estate and wal ked through the city. Blue cobbl estones paved the
streets, which wound anong buil di ngs made from pal e bl ue or | avender stone,
with turreted roofs. Spires topped the turrets and chains hung fromtheir
tips, strung with metal Quis dice. When the wi nd bl ew, which was al nost

al ways, the chains swng and clinked, sparkling in the sun

They passed bright tenples dedicated to the sungoddess Savi na or the dawn god
Sevtar, and saw ball courts filled with exuberant players, men and wonen

l aughing in the wind. The day was bright, gusty, and fresh. She wanted to

junp. Shout. Get into trouble. O course she couldn't. But it was still a
gl ori ous day.
| xpar knew the route to the airfield well; the Mnister often brought her to

visit Dahl, which had Iong been an ally of Kam Estate. This tine M nister Kam
had sent her alone. It was about time. Ixpar felt as if she were straining in
a harness, struggling to fly in the currents of power anong the Estates.

O her feelings also srred within her, |ess conprehensible than politics. She
felt painfully awkward, tall and gangly, with big feet. She grew so fast
lately, like a spindlestalk plant. She thought of the youth Tev, with his |ean
muscl es and curly hair. At night she tossed in bed, rem nding herself that a
worman' s intentions toward men should al ways be honorable. It didn't
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hel p. She couldn't stop herself fromthinking up ways to ¢ vince himthat he
shoul d I et her conprom se his honor

The grow of an engine interrupted her thoughts. Beyond end of the street, the
airfield waited. Wth her retinue, Ix crossed the last stretch of pavenent and
wal ked onto the i mac. Crews were wheeling out two wi ndriders, aircraft pa
like giant althawks, with wings of red plumage edged in bla gl eam ng gold
heads, and | andi ng gear as black as talons. T |ooked ready to leap into the
sky.

The rescue party was assenbling near a hangar. In addit to Deha, the group

i ncl uded Rohka, who was the Estate Set Physician, and the young doctor Dabbiv,
his gaze intense as spoke with a pilot. Deha's personal escort stood by the
han door: Hacha, captain of the escort; Rev, a broad-shoul de nman who towered
over most everyone el se; slender Llai with her night-black hair; and Bal v,
youngest of the four.

| xpar soon found herself in the same craft as the escort, v Balv as pilot. He
went about his preflight checks as if wha were doing was perfectly nornal.
Wll, this was Dahl. Thi] were different here. Mdern

Hacha sat next to Ixpar. As tall as Rev, but leaner, the c tain | ooked |ike
her name: tough and craggy. Follow ng |xp) gaze to Balv, she chuckled. "He's a
pl easant one to | ook heh?"

| xpar reddened. "I was just watching his flight prep tions."

Deha settled into the copilot's seat and | eaned back to t to Hacha, saving

| xpar from nore enmbarrassnment. Discree so as not to be caught staring again,
she wat ched the Mana

A braid of black hair hung to Deha's waist and tendrils cur about her classic
face. A dusting of silver showed in the at her tenples. Her nobst conpelling
feature was her e huge and bl ack, they drew attention

The rider soon lifted off, its wing slats spreading |like gi feathers to catch
the wind. The dome of the (observat passed below them glistening in the
sunlight. As the groi dropped away other towers becane visible, spires reach
into the sky. Seen from above, the Estate | ooked like a sci ture: bridges
arched in frozen | ace over courtyards, bat
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neits glowed an antique gold in the sunlight, and curving walls added
scal | oped edges to the design. Then the parks set aside for the Dahl Cal anya
came into

Vi ew.

| xpar pressed her nose against the wi ndow, straining to see the forbidden

Cal anya. Surrounded by a massive wi ndbreak, the parks nmade a tapestry of |awns
and | akes dotted by a nyriad of colorful flowers. She could just make out a
fountain, a hazelle stag rearing on his hind |l egs. Arches of water curved up
fromhis horns and fell sparkling into a basin.

The view wi dened to include the city of Dahl nestled in its nountain vall ey,
its streets accented by the specks of pedestrians. The rider soared hi gher and
Dahl receded until it was no nore than a pattern of colors in the panorama of
t he Teotec Myuntains. Ahead, peaks clinbed so far into the sky that she grew
dizzy trying to sight their tips; behind, forested slopes plunged down until
out of sight beyond the horizon, they becane cliffs that met a desert whi pped
by the w nd.

It was out there, a day's ride into the desert, that the strangers had built
their starport.

Starport. It had an eerie sound. People from above the sky. |xpar had seen
them years ago when their mlitary commanders canme to Ka, inmposing warrior
gueens with hard edges to their personalities. Skolians they called

t hensel ves, even though they | ooked |ike Cobans. Their talk of building a port
in the desert had troubled Mnister Kara. Now | xpar sensed unease in Deha as

wel |, an apprehension that whatever had crashed in the nmountains was not born
of Coba.

"There!" Deha had to shout to be heard over the engines. "I saw sonething
bel ow that crag. A glint, like metal." She glanced at Balv. "Can you take us

down?"

He squinted into the glare fromthe snow. There's room behind those rocks."
The rider descended, its wing slats drawing together |ike huge feathers. The
snowski s unfolded with a grind, sailing over the snow, jolting the cabin when
t hey ski med over patches of rock. As they shot past a huge drift, Balv
snapped the wings in flush to the hull. After they were clear again he
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opened the netal pinions and braked against the wind until
rider skidded to a stop
Captai n Hacha di senbarked first, followed by Balv, ! Deha and | xpar. Ll aach
and Rev canme last. Not only had ,° guards hung stunners fromtheir belts Rev
carried a honed il;
cus in a sling over his shoul der and Ll aach had a dagger on T boot.

I
The second rider |anded, bringing nmore guards and the ' tors. Wth Hacha in
the lead, they hiked to a hill of BnR that hid the downed craft. Ixpar
cl anmbered up the nound, f lodging rocks in her hurry. She reached the top—-and
R out at the weckage of a starship steaming in the nelted «fi T
eIncredibly, it was hardly bigger than a windrider. Even weck, hints of its
former grace showed, making it | ook tl! al abaster scul pture broken against the
nount ai n.

Hacha reached it first. She vani shed through a hole in i, hull, but reappeared
al nost instantly. "There's a pilot in iT5 she called. "I think he's alive."
They sped in a sliding run down the hill, their boots Sffl up flurries from

pat ches of snow. At the ship Rev Hgg«| tw st of netal and shoved it upward,
wi dening the rent ini hull so the others could enter. The interior was chaos:
«ii>" pled bul kheads, sparks junping from panels, broken .it everywhere. The
pilot lay collapsed across his forward *r[ trols.

J
Rohka, the Estate Senior Physician, knelt by the man. "i( still breathing."

"W better get himout of here," Llaach said. "If this il like a w ndrider
these sparks could start a fire. The whole lit could bl ow "

"l doubt starships run on petrol," the doctor Dabbiv said. )

Rohka gl anced at Rev and Hacha, the two tallest people the group. "Can you
carry hin®" .

Wor ki ng toget her, Hacha and Rev eased the man out of T seat. They took hi m out
of the ship and carried himto a w, of rock Ixpar thought surely nmust be thick
enough to ft agai nst even the explosion of a starship. After they set gently
down on the ground, the doctors went to work on wounds.
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| xpar knelt to look at the pilot. He was netal. Hi s skin and hair shi mered
like gold. Hs face could have been a mask of the wi nd god Khozaar; it had
that same flaw ess beauty. But where nyth cl ai ned Khozaar was as supple as the
wi nd, this man was huge, bigger than Rev even, with a massive physique to

mat ch.

She laid her palmon the pilot's cheek, checking for fever. Despite its
nmetallic cast, his skin felt warm Human. She wanted to touch himnore, to
stroke his hair and face, but she held back. |Instead she hel ped the doctors
untangle himfromhis torn jacket. She uncovered his arms—and dropped his

sl eeve, gaping at him

LI aach made an incredul ous noise. "That's inpossible.
"I don't believe it," Balv said. "He's a Calani."

| xpar didn't believe it either. But the evidence was inescapable. The nan wore
three gol d arnbands on each of his upper arns.

"Three bands." Rev's voice runbled. "He's a Third Level Calani."

"For wind s sake," Dabbiv said. "He can't be a Calani. He's not even fromthis
pl anet." The doctor pulled scraps of cloth away fromthe man's wai st. They
don't have—hey!" He dropped the scraps. "Look at that."

A weapon, huge and bl ack, glittered on the pilot's hip.

"That's sonme stunner," Llaach said. "Wat is a Calani doing with a gun?"
Captai n Hacha frowned. Then she headed back to where Deha and the other guards
were exam ning the ship. Apparently the Manager didn't believe it m ght

expl ode; they were all walking in and out of the weckage.

| xpar turned back to the pilot. She wasn't sure which she found nore
unsettling: an offwld Calani or a Calani with a gun. She ran her fingers over
t he engravings on his arnmbands. "These hieroglyphics are Skolian."

Dabbi v gl anced up fromthe splint he was setting on the man's leg. "You can
read Skolian?"

"M nister Kamhad ne learn it."

"Can you make out the name of his Estate?" Balv asked.

"Somet hi ng about an office," Ixpar said. "It's atitle—Zhird
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Oice, | think. It nmust mean his Cal anya Level." She -»ii My out the
i nscription. "Jagged Inperial Third Office. No, T|. Oficer, not Ofice.
Tertiary Oficer?" She studied the SSS "Jagenaut. That's what it says.
Jagemaut Tertiary, S<ffll. Garlin Valdoria. Inperial Space Command." "What
does it mean? Ll aach asked. | "If we don't get himto a Med
House, " Dabbiv said, won't matter. He'll be too dead for it to nake a
difference.1
Manager Dahl's voice canme frombehind them "This iim an Inperial citizen
You all know their Restriction |laws. W ;f forbidden interaction with him W
must take himdirectly | their starport." Ixpar stood up. "He's hurt. He needs
our help." f "The starport has nedical facilities," Deha said. Senior
Physi ci an Rohka | ooked up fromthe | eg she w splinting. |xpar could guess the
doctor's thought; it would | nearly a day to reach the port.

i "He will die before we get there," Rohka said. 4 Deha
consi dered the doctor Then she turned to V "Wuld you cone with ne?"
The Manager |l ed her to an area behind another iuMIffi Hacha and Rev were both
there, studying a panel from »J weckage. A synbol glowed on it, a black

triangle 'iiiaitftRBIi an amber circle. Etched within the circle was the gold
alltt;

ette of an expl odi ng sun. i "Do you recognize
this symbol ?" Deha asked her. " "It's called the Ruby insignia," |xpar
said. "What does it nean?" ", Ixpar thought back

to what the Public Affairs Oficer ffil the Inperial delegation had told
M nister Kam Ruby refers i the rulers of an ancient enpire that predates the
" m»HHBT The Ruby Dynasty." ]
"I thought a council ruled the Skolian Inperialate,"” ( said.

< "Now, yes. The Assenbly." Ixpar brushed her
fingers the insignia. "The Ruby Enpire coll apsed five thousand L ago.
Apparently only ruins remain."
"This insignia is part of the pilot's identification.
was form ng, about four iinntfr
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ago, they decided to use the Ruby synbol for their insignia." |xpar shrugged.
"They put it on everything."
Deha regarded her uneasily. "But this comes fromhis personal ID"
Personal 1D? That intrigued |Ixpar. "Maybe he descends fromthe Ruby Dynasty."
"Does that have any significance?"
"I"'mnot sure." She considered the thought. "W had better get himto Dahl."
"f he recovers, it won't be long before he realizes no reason exists for the
Restricted status we convinced his nmlitary to give us." Deha grimced. "Wat
if he decides to notify Inperial Space Command? Ri ght now they think somnething
is wong with us. It's the only reason they | eave us alone. Do you really want
ISCto institute formal assimlation procedures for «Coba? You' ve net their
warrior queens, |Ixpar. They conquer. Period. The Restriction is our only
protection.”
"They aren't all warrior queens. Half their mlitary are men.'
at the pilot. "An arny like that can't be harsh.”
"That assunption is based on our culture. Not theirs."
| xpar turned back to her. "If we take himto the starport, we'll be returning
a dead man. These Inperial warrior queens you so fear aren't just going to
show up, take his body, and forget we |l et one of their sons die." She thought
of how his cheek had felt under her hand, how it made her want to touch him
nmore. "And just look at him He's so beautiful."
"Just because he's a handsonme young man instead of a craggy old Manager
doesn't mamke the danger |ess." Deha considered her. "Does anyone at the port
noni tor these nountai ns?"
"I don't think so. The port is automated. No people. Every ow and then we hear
that a ship cane in to refuel, but the crews never |eave the port."
According to his ship's log, he was | ost when he crashed." |xpar understood

"When the Inperialate

| xpar gl anced



what Deha left unsaid; if they buried the pilot and destroyed his ship, their
anonymty was safe. But when she | ooked at him he brought images of desire
and atherhood to her mind. Her instinct was to protect him



"Deha, no. What if we take himto Dahl and never let himH s people sent him
out without any protector. It's their v. fault he ended up like this. He's
ours now'

"He m ght escape. W can't risk that." 1 The doctor Dabbiv
cane over to Deha. "If we're going save his life, we have to | eave for Dahl as
soon as possi ble Deha | ooked at the Skolian. In the sunlight, his skin, fff
and armbands gl eanmed |ike gold. Softly she said, "He truly

a beauty." _ Her voice returned
toits matter-of-fact tone. Very well. T

himinny rider. W will take himto Dahl." *

r

2 i

>

First Structure: Ot's Circle

It was an ice forest of blue, its branches a | acework of rt

nment s. ,

Gradually Kelric realized the forest was a bl anket J across his eyes. He
considered pulling it down. As he in and out of sleep the idea | odged in his
mnd, until finally translated into action. H s head noved, just barely,
enough to make the bl anket slip so he could | ook beyond i T

bl ue. . ,_ He saw nore blue; a
wal |, painted sapphire near the K

shadi ng up through lighter blues until it blended into ivorp the top Sunlight
streamed t hrough a wi ndow patternedt B di anond- shaped panes of frosted and
faceted glass. ;n59i " rippled its curtains, revealing glinpses of sky and
rwil ETO A tabl e stood near the wi ndow, surrounded by four »l

carved with | eaf designs.

A girl nmoved into his Iine of sight. Al he registered at mwas the gl orious
mane of red hair that cascaded to her hips.

"Wio .. . ?" he asked.
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Comi ng cl oser, she spoke in accented Skolian. "You are awake?"

"Not sure . . . Are you real ?"

"Very real, Kelricson." She laid her hand across his forehead. "I am I xpar."
"How know ny nane?"

"From your arnbands. They are pan of your uniform yes?"

"Yes ..."

Her fingers trailed to his cheek and lingered. Then she withdrew her hand. "W
found you when you crashed above Dahl ."

He wanted to ask what was a Dahl, but it was too nuch exertion. So he soaked
in the warnth of the covers. Ixpar blotted the sweat on his forehead with a
cl ot h.

After a while he said, "Not Kelricson."

"Kelricson is not your nanme?" she asked.

A fragnment of nmenory drifted in his mnd: he was being announced at a session
of the Assenbly. His heritage gave himan honorary seat and a sense of duty
prodded himto attend, but he felt painfully awkward, an oversized sol di er out
of place anpbng the councilors. Neither politics nor public speaking had ever
cone naturally to him So h sat silent through the entire session

"Not - Kel ri cson?" |xpar asked. "You are still here?"

He | ooked up at her. "What?"

"You were telling ne your nane."

The man in his menory continued to announce his title, so he repeated it.

"Kelricson Gariin Valdoria kya Skolia, ImRhon to the ... to the Rhon of the
Skol i as. "

"So many nanmes. Do you wish | use themall?"

"Just Kelric." H's eyelids felt heavy. "In dreans . . . don't need baggage."
The girl smiled. "I will tell Deha you think her Estate is a dream"”

" Deha?"
"She is Manager of Dahl. She led the rescue party that rescued you."



"WIl you tell her sonething el se?"
"Anyt hi ng you like."
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Softly Kelric said, 'Tel her I amforever in her debt." |IT? he passed out.

Darkness alternated with light. Kelric was only vaguely w of his surroundings;
what ever medi cation the doctors W giving himblurred his mnd and nelted the
days into a !T H's nanoneds weren't trying to deactivate the drugs, i'iW

whet her that was because Bolt had decided the iitRtf hel ped himor because the
system wasn't functioning, wasn't sure. Bolt nmade no response to his queries.
On a night when warm breezes sifted through the muffi T he drifted out of sleep
to see a tall figure standing by his "Ixpar ... ?" he asked. "She sleeps," the
worman sai d. She spoke Skolian with U a thick accent he barely understood it,
but her resonant w ({ pleased the ear and her aura of power penetrated evenj'
drugged haze. Starlight sifted through the wi ndow and It* her slender form
She wore a sinmple robe that covered body without hiding its natural grace. Her
features were |lar: high cheekbones, straight nose, scul pted planes. Her
riveted his attention; huge and dark, with faint lines ftin them they |ooked
i ke black pools, drawing himinto i!T5 depths.

Kelric concentrated on the stranger, but his Kyle caught nothing nore than a
nane. Day? Deha? Then sparked in his tenples, forcing himto relax his
attention.

Deha sat on the bed and laid her palmon his forehead. | "It's hot," he

munbl ed. "Mich so," she agreed. "Your fever refuses to |leave." "How | ong been
her e?" e "One tenday and a bit nore.”

" "Ten days?" He tried to sit up. "Need contact ny squad." | Deha
nudged hi m back down. "What you need do is | She brushed a curl out of his
eyes, then stroked her hand rt his hair. "Golden Calani,"” she murnured.

' "Calani ?" he asked. But he fell asleep before she SH AV

Straini ng agai nst the body cast that covered himfromchest toe, Kelric
vomted into the basin that his nurse was TORffi T
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After the spasns eased, he sank down onto the bed again. People cranmmed the
room his nurse cleaned his face, another nurse took the basin, guards hul ked
by the door, doctors conferred in whispers. He wi shed they woud all go away
and let himbe sick in private.
A man said his name. Looking up, he saw the doctor Dabbiv and the guard LI aach
wat chi ng him The doctor spoke again. Athough Kelric had | earned a few words
of their |anguage, he had a long way to go before he coul d understand even
snpl e sentences. Wen he shook his head the doctor slowy repeated the phrase.
Transl ate. Kelric thought hoping Bolts recovery had continued along with his
own.
| can't, Bolt answered. Marisl'o_+ Wat?
My librar hasnt built up enough Coban words or grammar Kei nc shook his head at
Dabbi v agai n, hoping his nmeaning was clear. The doctor considered him then
turned to Llaach Ater conferring with the guard, Dabbiv nodded to Kelric and
took his | eave of the room

Llaachlifted a ass of water °ff the nightstand and offered it to Kelric. He
shook his head, but she persisted in trying to make hi mdrink. They went back
and forth that way for a while, until Dabbiv reappeared with |Ixpar at his side
ihe girl smled. "My greetings, Kelric." He exhaled with relief. "Can you tel
me what they want”
Sh  you are deehi —wahat is the word? Dehydrai P* took the glass from Ll aach and
tilted it to his lips. "Dried
Kelric pushed it aside. "No."
"You shoul d do what Dabbiv says. He is a good doctor" uoes he put anything in
nmy food? Drugs?"
U course not. He brings your medicines for you to drink
Are you certain?" "Yes. Wiy do you ask?"
1 think the food and water are what make ne sick
muchO 7° would not say this if y° knew how much care the cooks use with your




neal s
appreciate their efforts. But |I'm not Coban. \Wat's
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harm ess to you could be poison to nme." Particularly in when his nanoneds were
deactivated or dormant. 4

I xpar tal ked with the doctor, then turned back to S< "Dabbiv says he will try
to find you a better diet. And we ' boil your water. Do you think this would
hel p?" t

He smiled. "Yes. Thank you."

"W will right away talk to the cooks. But now you .li TOIf;

rest. I will tell all these worried-1ooking people to | eave.™ €
Good luck, Kelric thought. He had been trying all iiwniiir to make them go.

i
| xpar spoke a few words to the others—and they left. "Iff she bowed and took
her | eave as well, w thout another V
Kelric blinked. Just like that, his roomwas enpty. Vi T about his young nurse
conmanded such a response? It i |xpar's appearance, exactly; she was awkward
with fBR*

cence, all arms and | egs. But she had a quality about i T something indefinable
that made her seem |l arger than v', one else.

In any case, the privacy was a relief. He lay back, gazing the ceiling, which
was painted blue, with clouds and a flock <;

birds. Skyroom This was far better than a grave, which ;

where he would be if these people hadn't hel ped hi THT Deha and | xpar both
spoke Skolian suggested an n-irea presence on planet. He had to report back to
headquarters. ;

now | nperial Space Conmand must have'listed himas and presunmed dead.

A dimimage formed in his mnd: a floating green i»J!' T Wen he concentrat ed,
it faded away.

Retrieve image, Kelric thought.

The nmenory has suffered degradation, Bolt thought. | will ff7i' inprove
reslution.

As the sphere reappeared, a blur under it resolved into a T of hieroglyphics.
It was a message his ship had printed i ST the crash. Somethi ng about Coba.
Restriction. Yes. That was Coba was under |nperialate Restriction

It nmade no sense. The planet was obviously habitable ;ii' Kelric recalled no
mlitary briefing about a world called RLST From what he had seen so far, it
was a pleasant place, *M R rn no candi date for quarantine.
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Then again, he had only seen one roomand a few people. Coba definitely bore

i nvestigation. It had gone unnoticed too

| ong.

Wth the help of the boy who had brought himlunch, Kelric managed to sit up
wi ncing as the edge of his bodycast jabbed his chest. Pugged primtive,
wrapping his body in plaster. Normally his nanomeds woul d speed the healing of
hi s broken bones, but he wasn't sure how active they were after the damage he
had taken during the attack and then the crash on Coba

As his nurse adjusted the pilows behind his back, Kelric shifted the tray on
his lap and waved at the door, continuing his "conversation” with the boy.
"You must know what | mean The guards outside nmy room the ones who al ways sit

at that table, ganbling or something. | see themevery tinme someone opens the
door. What are they doing?" He knew the boy didn't understand Skolian, but he
talked to himanyway. He had little else to do. Although he still slept nost

of the time, he felt well enough now to stay awake a few hours each day.

The youth regarded himcuriously. Dressed in blue trousers and a white shirt,
he | ooked nore |ike a school boy than a nurse Unly the medic's patch and Dahl
suntree enblemon the shoulder o his shirt said otherwi se. He poured Kelric
anot her glass oftawril k and offered it to him but Kelric shook his head

As the boy persisted, a |laugh cane fromthe other side of the room Maybe mlk



is not so good, hen?"

Kelric | ooked to see Deha Dahl standing in he door arch ne spoke to the nurse
in their |anguage and he bowed. Then ne withdrew, |eaving Kelric alone with

t he Manager

My greetings Prince Kelricson." She cane over to the bed r perhaps you prefer

amlitary title? Tertiary Valdoria" Actually, |I prefer Kelric."

w'11" she sniled "Dabbiv O seem better since

wor ked out speci al men"for y0O"

nl better" He hesitated grappling with the awkward-

sn ays plaged himwhe" he "ted to express sa3.PQCant-like gratitude to the

person who had
onr ? un Dahl, what you' ve done for me-1 —en t rorget.
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She watched himw th an inscrutable expression. "Do not ? so quick to thank
me. Almost we didn't bring you here." "Because of the Restriction?"

H "Yes." She sat next to himon the bed. "Wen we ask 'RW
Restriction, never did we inagine you would happen.” 4 "You asked to be
Restricted? Wiy?" "W don't want your |SC occupying our world." ' He
stared at her. "As part of the Inperialate, you would !Waccess to our
technol ogy, sciences, arts, nearly a iwRftr worlds—all of it. You gave that up
because you didn't ?>( |ISC here?" ]
"You use | oaded words." She spoke carefully. "Qthers i words such as mlitary
dictatorship for your Inperialate.” He tensed. "The Inperator is not a

dictator." | She considered him "Tell me sonmething. What are
prince of ? An anci ent dynasty, yes?" 1;

"The Ruby Dynasty. But the Rhon has no power ;uB "The Rhon?" "My famly.
That's what the Skolian people call us." 5 "And what do the Skolian people
call the Inperator?" | He regarded her warily. "The I|nperator."

s "You play ganes with ne. He is your brother, yes?" , Kelric inwardly

swore. It would have been better for itif, had these people been | ess adept at
digging information out \ his ship's weckage. "Half brother. Kurj and |I have
the M nother. But he cane to his position through work. Not iT

1

"Kurj?" | "The Inperator."

» "So0," she said. "You call the Inperialate's
dictator by i, personal nane." ? "He's
not a dictator, dam it." , ? "No?"

f "No." The nature of his brother's violent rise to
power \'f territory he had no wish to trod with this stranger. She already too
unsettling.

Heart rate and bl ood pressure anonay Bolt thought.
accessed his optical nerve and a translucent dispay .mm superinposed on Deha,
with diagrans of Kelric's vital a
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Term nate di splay, Kelric thought. You can give a synopsis. Had Bolt been
wor ki ng right, he wouldn't have needed to ask for brief node; he had | ong ago
set that as the node's default.

The di spl ay vani shed. Your hypothal anus i s producing certai n hornones, which
i n conjunction—

Skip the tech-talk, Kelric thought. Just tell me what's w ong.

Not hing is "wong." Unless you consider sexual arousal a problem

He flushed. Just what he needed, a voyeuristic conputer in his spine.
"Kelric?" Deha asked. "Are you all right?"

He scowmed. "I'mfine."

"You | ook tired." She reached out to brush a curl out of his eyes.

In pure reflex, Kelric grabbed her wist. As she froze, his nind caught up
with his reflexes and he stopped. Bolt's conbal libraries could direct refexes
far nore conplex than grabbin a wist and the hydraulics that controlled his
skeeton could af nuch as triple his response tine. Any nore woul d have
required greater than the few kilowatts of power produced b his interna

m crof usi on reactor, generating too rmuch heat foi his body to dunp even with
the reflective adaptations of hi;

skin,

Deha sat utterly still, watching him Disconcerted, he | oos ened his grip.
"1 didn't nean to startle you," she said.

He rubbed his thunb over her palm "M reflexes overdo v sonetines."

Her face gentled. Then she wi thdrew her hand and cl earec his unch tray,
setting the remains of his meal on the night stand. She took a pouch out of
her robe and set it on the tray "I bring you gift."

A gift? He picked up the pouch, nmaking its contents rattif and cick

Deha had the sanme type of pouch hanging fromher belt. Sh( took t off and
enptied a profusion of small shapes onto th( tray: balls, cubes, polyhedrons,
pyram ds, disks, squares, rods and nore, in every color of the rai nbow
Intrigued, he poured a simlar set out of his pouch. "Wa are they?"
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"Dice."

"What do we do with then"

"Play Qis."

"I's that a ganbling ganme?"

"Sometines." She pushed the pieces to the edges of the tra then set a bl ue
cube in the center the tray. "Your nove."

"If they're dice, don't we have to roll then®"

Deha shook her head. "W say .'dice' because many een turies ago the pieces,

t hey have nunbers on them and thea nunbers, they tell you what noves you can

make. You pick i piece, roll it out, and the number that conmes up tells you—
She paused. "What is this word | want? El ections? No . . Options! Yes. This is
the word."'

' The nunber gives you options for doi ng sonethi ng?" j

"This is right. Options for placing your piece in a Qui structure." Deha

| owered her voice, as if revealing a confi dence. "Back then, Quis takes |ess
skill. Now we build struc tures using strategies based only on rules. It takes
much non work by the brain." She grinned. "But still we ganble on wh( w ns.
So. Make your nove."

He | aughed. "I1've no idea howto play."

"Try anything. W see what happens.”

Enj oyi ng hinself now, he set a bar on her cube. She pushe< a purple cube up
agai nst her blue one. He placed a purple ba and she responded with a nagenta
cube.

"You know, " he said, setting a square in the structure. have no idea what

we' re doing."

"I explain when we finish." Deha snapped her fingers. "Bu | forget. W nust
make a wager." She considered. "Two tekals |Is reasonable for beginner."
"What's a tekal ?"

"A coin. One tekal buys you a sausage at market."

"I don't have any tekals."

Deha snmiled. "You owe ne then."

"I mght win, you know. "

She placed a red cube agai nst her nagenta cube. "W see.'

He put a disk on top of her cube. "Your nove."

"Not my nmove." She set an orange cube by her red cub< "My gane.”



-The Last Hawk 29

"It is?"

"Very definitely."

He counted the dice. "You made nore nmoves than | did. Don't | get to finish
the round?"

She regarded himwi th approval. "Is true, you can finish. But is no way for
you to beat nme now. "

"How di d you wi n?"

"I made a small spectrum” She tapped her cubes. "Blue, purple, magenta red,
or ange. "

This was certainly a better diversion than arguing with her about his infanmous
brother. "Wat does it nean?"

"A spectrumis |like a rainbow red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple. Then
starts over with red again. Also you can put-what is the word? Intern?" She
paused. "lIntermedi ate. You can use internediate colors if you want, |ike
magent a between purple and red. For snall spectrum the line of dice nust be
nore than four pieces. A grand spectrumis ten or nore dice."

"Suppose | had bl ocked your |ine of cubes?"

"Ah." She nodded. "You learn fast. A block would stop me. Then | nust go in
anot her direction.”

"Can you use different shapes?"

"Not in a spectrum You can in a builder. Color stays the same in a buil der
and shape changes." She tapped a cube. "The nunber of sides is the order. Cube
has six sides, so it is sixth order.” She nade a line of dice on the tray:
pyram d, pentahedron, cube, heptahedron, octahedron. 'This run follows order
so it is a builder. If it follows both color and order, it is a ueen's
spectrum”

He grinned. "If | make a queen's spectrum wll | wn back y tekal s?"

Deha chuckl ed. "Maybe." She made a sweepi ng notion of

er hand. "Many nore structures and patterns exist. Spectruns nd builders are
only a start."

"I'd like to learn.'
ne."

i we } teacll you Everyone's Quis has a different personwy." She | owered her
voice again. "Really, it is nmore than 'anbling. The beer one plays Quis, the
greater her influence.

He picked up a handful of dice; "If you aye tine to teach



W ... | keep losing the words. Talk? We talk with CTfl"' |ike a net that
spreads to everyone. The better a person the net, the better her position in
life." j-
"I's that why you manage Dahl ? Because you p wel | ?"
Deha shrugged. "I have sonme ability. It is one <nwwi.' previous Manager chose
me as her successor. But it f both ways. Managi ng Dahl gives ne know edge t hat
".r dice." J
He regarded her, fascinated. "It sounds |like nmore ? gane."
J
"This is true. If you play Quis well enough, it can R)I| stories." Deha
considered. "I give an exanple with Estate." She set a bl ack dodecahedron on
the tray. "I too-powerful Estate, second only to Kam Varz has i* chall enged
Karn for the Mnistry. So we nust hel p SCW advant age agai nst Varz." .
" "Way not help Varz?" 1| She snorted. "I

woul d hel p a scunrat before Varz." Ah" He smiled. "I see"

£. "So. | build structures that tell about, say, inequities in inport
practices. | sit at Quis with my aides, they sit with « aides, their aides sit
with others. Soon ny input into the spreads like ripples in pond. It reaches a
| ogger in W8] she says to nerchant, 'You know, | read much in the . lately.
Mich about Varz and all of it bad. It is a good ', Kamhas the Mnistry.' "
"Whi ch doesn't sit well with Varz, | take it." t "Ah, but Manager Varz
makes her own ripples."” Deha t a handful of dice. "So the nerchant tells the
| ogger, "You Quis with dull-wits. If Kam keeps running things, a»H* will all
pay so much for goods we have no nmoney left ity Then, ny friend, you never get
paid what | owe you.' " . "Who w ns?" i
"This is the crucial point, yes? Everyone is in the .>B] Wth so many peopl e,
ri ppl es bounce back and forth, h»F cancel, nake new ripples." She paused.
"Perhaps that 't ultimate wager. Power. Control the Quis and you »r)i W Twel ve
Estates. "
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Kelric wanted to ask nore, but he was tiring. He | eaned back in the pillows to
gat her his strength for new questions.
"Ai," Deha murrmured. "I should let you rest."
"It's all right." He regarded her. "I meant to ask you what news is there
about the starport?"

Her inscrutable | ook canme back. "I wote the Mnistry as you ask. They verify
what | tell you. After your people nade the Restriction, they took away their
ships. | amsorry. W have no port here."

' There nust be some out post.”

"None. "

"They woul d have left a base," he said. "I can find it with equi prment on ny
ship."

"The crash destroyed your ship."

That wasn't what he wanted to hear. |SC had started to experinment wth
conbining the El brain of a Jag starfighter and the bomech web of its
Jagernaut pilot. So the Jag's routnes could run on Bolt and Bolt's could run
on the Jag Wen he di sconnected fromthe ship, it usually felt |like the nmental
equi val ent of |ogging off a conmputer. What he felt now was dierent, a void, as
if part of him had vani shed.

Bolt he thught. Have you had any luck reaching the Jae

No. However, at this distance fromthe crash site, it is unlikely I will pick
up any significant signal

Surely you can get at least a residual interaction is s a |logical assunption
However, | detect nothing Keinc considered Deha. "If the crash destroyed ny
ship that noroughly, how am |l still alive?" You don't remenber? You ejected.”
aolt, did the Jag eject ne?

o ripS option My records of the crash are too rbled o eternine what actually
happened.

all a" P grief at the Jag's destruction. It

o0 kn ought to lepot The P designers needed nemaTL T nodiflcations w creating



a conpl ex

naclr101 the P' brain and its Pt Bt ha clainmed no | SC personnel were on pl anet
for himto con-

io starport, no base, no outpost, no nothing. "e didn't believe it.
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Prepare Kyl e probe, he thought.

Your Kyle centers are injured Bolt thought.

Kelric tensed. Wiy didn 't you say anything before?

| was too damaged. As | effect repairs to nyself, | can better i itor you.

If his Kyle centers were injured it meant he had sufii brain damage. Kelric
had al ways known that |inking a nmech web to his brain had its risks, but
realizing that in th and facing the reality were two different things.

H s Kyle centers were nicroscopic organs, the Kyle Al ent Body and Kyl e
Efferent Body. KAB and KEB. The t acted as a receiver, its nolecular sites
activated by fields duced in other people's brains. The KEB acted as a "tt
mer," strengthening and nodul ating the fields his brain produced Everyone had
a KAB and KEB, but in | people the organs were atrophied. In rare cases |ike
his, genes that controlled KAB and KEB growth were nmut unable to carry out
their duties. So the Kyle organs conti to grow

Havi ng an enhanced KAB and KEB, however, wi enough to nake a Kyle. The brain
also had to interpret the nals those organs received and sent. That function
was cai out by specialized neural structures called paras, aided b
neurotransmtter psianm ne. Modst Kyle operators could decode the nobods of other
peopl e, but a strong operator c pick up intense thoughts if they came from
nearby, particui if the sender was al so a Kyl e operator

Focusing inward, Kelric sensitized his KAB to Deha. It |ike brushing the outer
seawal | of a hidden grotto. Bubbles faced in her thoughts: sexual arousal

t houghts of her Esta

Pai n seared his head, vaporizing the link. Blotches da in his vision.

"So quiet," Deha said. "lIs sonething wong?"

"I"'mjust tired." Gven his uncertain situation here, he no intention of
reveal i ng his di m nished capabilities.

She set aside his tray and hel ped himease under the ¢ Sliding in to him she
tucked the covers about his body. ing her so close unsettled him His |ast
tour of duty had t nightmare of skirm shes separated by extended periods of
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[ ati on while he ran reconnai ssance. He hadn't touched a woman in a long tine
and Deha was no ordi nary wonan.

Wien Deha | eaned over him Kelric laid his hand on the small of her back. She
stiffened as if a pulse of electricity shot up her spine. She didn't pul

away, though. Instead she | ooked down at his face, her expression gentling.
Then she ki ssed him

At first he was too startled to respond. Wien he recovered, he slid his arms
around her wai st and returned the kiss.

War ni ng, Bolt thought. Anmporous interaction with a potential eneny is unw se.
Bolt, go away.

I aminside our body. | cannot | eave.

Busy with the kiss, Kelric didn't respond.

After a while Deha raised her head, holding herself up with her hands. She
rem nded hi m of soneone, but he couldn't place who. He caught a w sp of her
nmood, a sense of affection. Something el se was there too. Regret? \Wen he
tried to concentrae, a headache | anced his tenples. He dropped his arnms, his
forehead knotting with pain.

"Ai," Deha murured. "I amsorry. | must let you rest." She stood up by the
bed, watching himw th her gentle expression, one he had never seen her use
with her staff. She touched his hair, her hand brushing his curls. Then she
wi thdrew. As he cl osed his eyes, he heard the door whisper closed. . Bolt, he
t hought. / need an analysis of this situation

The analsis is sinple. You shouldn't be kissing sonmeone you don't

erust. Ai, but, what a kiss. Kelric smled. / still need an anal ysis

what she told nme about there bein no ! SC base. ou need to sleep. | will run
cal cul ati ons while you are down. He had given up telling Bolt that humans
didn't "go down"

i ke computers when they slept Bolt had decided its coi nage

evas appropriate and resisted changing it. So Kelric sinply

*losed his eyes and let sleep settle over him

his ought to be interesting Captain Hacha thought They ouldn't nove Kelric to
the dice table, so they noved the ble to him a blue |lacquered stand with | egs
a handspan in
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ee] length. It was easier for Kelric now that the doctors renmoved his bodycast
and put himin lighter casts hat i went to midthigh. He sat up in bed and they
set the table, his Iap.

They were six players: Hacha and Rev pulled up chairs
the bed, Balv and Ll aach sat on the bed, and |xpar sat ci| |egged between Balv
and Ll aach. Kelic blinked at t( seeming unsure what to do with so nany people.

At | east he had shown sone nodesty and put on a s During the heat wave that
descended on Dahl, he had t* sleeping bare-chested, wearing only pajana
trousers spli the sides to accommpdate his casts. Athough watching [ that way

had its pleasures, Hacha otherwise failed to see ',' Deha found him so
attractive He was too big, for one th Men shouldn't be taller than wonmen. The
idea of a male :' rior repeed her.

LI aach adjusted the pillow behind his back and sp slowy, so he could
understand their | anguage. "Are you o fortabl e?"

I
He answered in his heavy accent. "Yes. My thanks." |
They each picked a die from Hacha's pouch, and Rev erf up with the
hi ghest -ranki ng pi ece, an orange heptagon
opened the session and the gane took off. j
Hacha built her defense fm pol yhedrons, a wall bl oc
the other players. Her offense thrust forward in a phal an, wedges. Rev
attacked with bar-builders, battling her backj forth across the board. Balv
tried to nake a spectrum but it running afoul of I|xpar's defensive walls.
LI aach fl oundered a ony a few noves and Kelric paced his dice randomy i
Then Hacha saw it; xpar was taking advantage of her tie with Rev to sneak in
an attack. Hacha diverted her phal toward a weak spot in the girl's defense
| xpar deflected attack, but Hacha had sl owed her down. Turning her atten back
to Rev, she finally trapped himw th one of her fav noves: hawk's claw-a ring
of dice closing like a claw aro his highest-ranking structure.

"Hen." Rev exhal ed. "The win goes to you, Hacha."
Balv snmiled. "For a while there | thought |xpar woud you both."
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Hacha nodded to Ixpar. "You payed wel." It felt strange to omt the title
Successor Karn when she spoke to the girl. But she agreed with Deha's
decision; it was best not to reveal Ixpar's position to Kelric. The |less he
knew, the better.
Ba)v studied the board. "It |ooks like Rev is second and Ixpar third." He
grinned. "But | beat you, Llaach."
LI aach peered at the pieces. "Pah," she grunbled. "You did."
Kelric was obviously trying to follow the conversation. He spoke with halting
words. "I am|last?"
"Yhee," Balv said. "I'mafraid so."
"I understand not yhee," Kelric said. Wen |Ixpar started to answer himin
Skol i an, he shook his head. "Coban. So | learn."
Hacha frowned, "Coba is the nane of the world. W don't speak 'cabon.’ W cal
our | anguage Teotecan. Yhee is a formal formof the word yes."
'The informal formis yip," Balv added. "But you only hear it in slang.”
Keric tried the word. "Yhees."
"Yhee," Rev said.
"Yheez," Kelric said.
LI aach laughed. "It's all right. Say it however you |like. Your accent is
beautifu."
"And don't be discouraged about |osing the gane." Balv notioned toward Hacha
and Rev. "You're playing with Dahl's best."
"Keric didn't lose," Ixpar said. "He made a flat-stack. That ranks over
LI aach's toppl ed buil der."
What was this? Hacha | ooked where | xpar pointed and saw a neat stack of bl ue
di sks nestled behind one of Rev's towers. A perfect flat-stack and she had
mssed it. That irked her. She 'adn't expected Kelric even to start a
structue.
"I can't believe | never saw that," Balv said.
Kelric tapped the table. "Is— He hesitated, then asked par sonething in
Skol i an.
"Biue," Ixpar said.

"Table is blue." Kelric tapped his stack. "Also blue. So it nde.s."

ev's laugh runbled. "A camouflage. You'll do well, Kel-
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"l don't believe it,"

Lt aach said. "I got caught by a f.ii fage."

| xpar smiled. "Muybe you had ot her t hought s nawwi f you."
As the others | aughed, Llaach reddened. "Blow off, oafs."

I
When Kelric gave | xpar a questioning | ook, she ? "Llaach recently took a
kasi . " ,
"Kasi ?" he asked.
"Husband," Hacha said. "Llaach wed the youth Jevi." It ffi? surprise her that
LI aach was distracted, nmarried to a man as i sonme and charming as Jevi. He
rem nded Hacha of her <! band. The simlarities between the two nen ran deeper
appear ance; both were dice players in the Dahl Cal anya. 3 Llaach had served on
t he Cal anya honor guard for a time, wl themthe rare opportunity to court a
Calani. It was true that in? ting her wed a Cal ani, Deha had bestowed her with
great i WBut what good was honor when Hacha could only visit her i band
instead of living with hin? It made her crazy. On R that, she was stuck wth
thi s di sagreeabl e assignment, mj Kelric.
"Ask Balv or Rev," |xpar was telling Kelric. "They can a!T you."
Bal v pushed up his sleeve, revealing a gold band i« >lill wist. "It
synmbol i zes the vow that joins the woman and nman. A man who wears the bands is
called a kasi."
Kelric glanced at the bands on Rev's wists. "All of .f have someone?"
LI aach | aughed. "We've all been caught." She waSRt |xpar. "Mst of us,

anyway. "
The girl smiled. "I'mkeeping nmy options open."
"You sound |ike Deha," Balv said. «>

Kelric's reaction was so subtle that Hacha suspected »;
she caught it. But she had no doubt; the nonment he T Manager's nanme he
stiffened.
"Manager Dahl is al one?" he asked f
Hacha spoke brusquely. "By her choice. Deha has X only Jaym"
2
"What happen to hinP" Kelric asked.
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"He died of a fever several years ago," Balv said. "Since then Deha has

been—wel |, different. Mre distant" "She doesn't want another Akasi," Hacha
sai d "Akasi ?" Kelric asked.
"It"'s the title of a Manager's husband, " |xpar said

« ? P sawthe flicker of jealousy on the g,rl s ace. She had been around
| ong enough to recognize t

oaTD Mr stry successor was as taken As far as Hacha coul d see, that neant
not hi ng but trouble.

3

Double Circle

craz Kelric was too diffe. Too young. And toold s

3 onh ki ssed him he had nitiated a re advanc y e rules were clear
wonen the

ownSs |whT T now Young peo had th

an owor|l ade sese to her Besides Iric was an ottworlder half brother to the
I mperator, for wind s sak

0

grel to see Hacha in the d arch. "Captain. My

Hacha bowed. "Do you have a monen" | was going to see Kelric. Walk with ne."
m sone an with high Mare eT" this wing of the

th Successor Kam" Hacha said. "I don't

e wise she spend so nuch time with Kelric."
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"I didn't realize she was there that often,"” Deha said. \ "She transl ates
for him But he knows enough now to mar age on his own." "Has he done anyt hi ng
to threaten her?" | "No. Nothing. But we shoud take no chances
where he| safety is concerned." t

Deha thought for a noment. Tel Kelric she's been neglec( ing he schoolwrk and
won't be able to see himas nuch." | "As nuch?

t Although Deha knew she could stop |Ixpar fromseeing Ke e, she had no
desire to antagonize the girl. "Brief visits a' all right, if guards acconmpany
her into the room" i "I'll take care of it"

| They wal ked in silence for a while. Eventually Hacha saii "How are you
feeling?" Deha glanced at her. "Pine. Why?" f. "Senior
Physi ci an Rohka asked ne to talk to you." t Deha scow ed. Not this again.

Ever since that mnor hea attack of hers last year, her staff had been acting
as if she wer. a blown-glass Quis die. Dont work so hard, dont stay up |ate,
don't push yourself. To listen to themtalk, a person wou think she was a
dodderi ng od wonan instead of a vigoro Manager in her prinme.

| "I"mfine," Deha said. "Just don't go playing Quis with
ghosts." Deha smiled. "I won't." She considered the captain. "Ho;
are your Quis sessions with Kelric?" | Hacha spoke
grudgi ngly. "He does have talent." ? "That was ny inpression aso." It
wasn't ony his obvio knack for the game. Deha had never net anyone who | earn
rules and strategies so fast. At tinmes she had an odd sense, i if he kept a
record in his mind of what he | earned and page through it when he had a
guesti on.
At the skyroom she left Hacha outside with the oth guards Inside, she found
Keiric asleep, lying on his back the sweltering heat with the covers thrown
of f his upper bod | eaving his chest bare. She quickly closed the door, giving
hi privacy.
For a while she just sat on the bed, watching himslee
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Eventual ly the tenptation becane too great and she slid her hand across his
chest. His gold nipples glittered and felt nore nmetallic than normal skin. The
hair curling on his chest wasn't as stiff as true netal, but it had a snoot h,
cool texture to it.

Kelric opened his eyes. Wth a drowsy smie, he sid his arns around her wai st
and spoke in Teotecan. "My greetings Manager Dahl."

Deha | eaned over and kissed him Wen he pul ed her down next to himon the
bed, she stiffened, knowing it was wong to take advantage of his being laid
up this way. But he was so wiling. As they kissed, she slid her hand along his
side, down to his eg. He was wearing sleep trousers, well-washed |inen that
felt downy under her palm She stroked his nuscles through the thin materi al
Such a pl easure, touching himthis way.

As his kiss grew nore passionate, Kelric rolled her onto her back and
stretched out on top of her. Put off by his aggressive response, Deha pulled
away her head. She eased out from under him and sat up

Kelric blinked. Then he drew hinself into a sitting position, his

pl aster-sheathed | egs sliding under the quit. He spoke in halting Teotecan
"Somet hing is wong?"

She paused. "No, it's nothing."

He | ooked puzzled, but his face gentled as she closed her hand around his. He
said, "Jag, news you?"

"l don't understand."

He tried again. "My Jag. My ship. News have you?"

So. He ventured into even nore difficult territory now "W went through every
bit of debris we found," she said. "I'msorry, Kelric. But it's al slag. Any
conmuni cati ons equi prrent was destroyed."

"I need | ook nyself."

Not a chance, she thought. Although they had bl own up his «ip, she had no
intention of letting himnear the remains. Who knew what he mi ght sal vage?

He watched her with an odd | ook, as if he were concentratig on a nonol ogue he
could barely hear. Then he gasped and doubl ed over, his pal ms pressed agai nst
his tenples.

"Kelric!" Deha | eaned over him "Wat's wong?"
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His face knotted. "Head . .. hurts."

"Il get the doctor."

"No." He lowered his arns. "Nothing she can do."

The door swung open and Captain Hacha strode intot room As soon as she saw

them on the bed, she stopped. ' apologies." She left quickly, closing the door
behi nd her.

"Kelric, I"'msorry." Deha slid off the bed. "I shouldn't ha put you in such a
conprom sing position." She touched 1 shoulder. "I'll have Senior Physician

Rohka bring you a poti for your headache."

"What about shi p?"

"Theres nothing we can do."

He wat ched her closely. "Your words, they make tricks light."

"What do you nean?"

"Are they pan lies? | don't know. "

You know nore than you realize, she thought. "You shou get sone rest." She
ki ssed hi magain and took her |eave befo he could ask nmore questions.

Deha found Hacha waiting outside the skyroom S notioned for the captain to
wal k with her. Wen they reach the privacy of the vaulted corridors, Deha
said, "You wanted see ne?"

"Kelric's guards gave nme a strange report about |Ix Kam" Hacha said. 'This
nmorni ng they saw her conme out his room But they never saw her go in."
"Probably she was in there before they canme on duty."

"They | ooked at the start of their shift. He was alone. Tnl closed the door
and a while later Ixpar wal ked out." ;

"Check into it." Deha thought of Ixpar's political clout. "B be discreet."
They continued wal ki ng through the halls. Finally De said, "Wat is it?"
Hacha gl anced at her. "M' anf"

"I know you. You're worried about sonething."”

"As captain of your escort, | have no business conceraij nyself with your
private life."

"Then tell me as ny friend."
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Hacha exhal ed. "To use a man for your pleasure, especially a man in so

vul nerabl e a position as Kelric—+t is unlike you."

"What makes you think nmy intentions toward hi mare di shonorabl e?"

"You certainly can't nake hi myourAkasi."

"Why not ?"

Hacha [ aid her hand on Delia's arm draw ng the Manager to a stop. "He isn't
wort hy of you."

Dryy, Deha said, "l suspect the Rhon would disagree with you as to who isn't
wor t hy of whom "

""'msorry to be blunt. But how nany other wonen's beds do you think he's been
in?"

Deha shrugged. "I wil learn to deal with his past."

"What about the rest of it? He's a Jagenmaut. Up until now, he's been in no
condition to do much nore than sleep. But he's getting stronger. \Wen he
reaies we never intend to let himgo, his reaction won't be mild."
"Everything you say is true." Deha paused. "But he will be my Akasi, Hacha.
Whet her he consents to it or not."

Scroll in hand, Ixpar knelt in front of the stone wall. The Estate dungeons
were a few paces to her right, danp and unused for centuries. She unrolled the
scroll, a copy of the ancient Estate plans she had filched fromthe Dahl

museum Yes there it was;

t he di stance between this wall and the nearest cell as shown on the di agram
was | ess than the actual distance she had just measured on the wall.

| xpar grinned. She had begun this game years ago when she di scovered the
museum at Kam housed copies of the plans used to build the Estate. Conparing
themwi th the real Kam she found hundreds of inconsistencies. Mst were
changes made over the centuries, but a few were inexplicabe. She finally
uncovered their secret: hidden passages honeyconbed the Estate.

Now t he Dahl plans were giving up their secrets. Running "er hands over the
stone, she found a crunbling niche where he wall net the ground. She dug her
finger into it and jarred oose the cracked remains of a switch, clicking it to
one si de.



Hol di ng her breath, she waited. Sonetines the ancient nP?1 ani sms were broken

or janmed—
The clink of stone hitting stone sounded inside the Bracing her feet against
t he ground, she | eaned her weight 'ii the wall. Wth a grating protest, as if

wakened froma R? sleep, a nmassive block slid inward and ponderously MANi one
side. Beyond it, a passage stretched into darkness. gathered up the scroll and
squeezed into the tunnel, il!T pushed the door back into place. Lifting her

oil lanmp, she 11? veyed the latest addition to her collection of hidden »m

An unassumi ng tunnel made of rough stone extended

front of her for a few paces and then turned to the left. She ff lowed it
around several turns, until the passage ternminated '\ dead end. An examination

of the wall uncovered three i'ii! near the ceiling. It took her a while to
figure out the .MHIMIF for flipping the switches, but her efforts were
finally awad with the clink of releasing pins. She pushed in the wall, ing a

circul ar hole big enough for her to crawl through

| xpar recogni zed the passage beyond. She had explored T| few days ago. The
light fromher |anmp made huge | xpar i

ows on the walls, giving the tunnel a barbaric aspect, as if ;" ancient
warrior queen night step out of the shadows n| nmonent and chal | enge the
intruder in her domain. Ixpar .'' ined the queen; fierce and vital, gleaning
in her bronze ;* leather armor. Wth a flourish, she whipped out an iu sword
and duel ed her opponent up and down the m thrusting at the air until she
vanqui shed her invisible foe. she dropped to the ground, |aughing and gasping
for inTl!

| should bring a real sword, she thought. It would nake i game even better
Then agai n, how woul d she explain why was wal ki ng around Dahl with a sword?
Better to bring Wh thing she could hide under her shirt, perhaps a bl unt-edged
I." cus in a sling. You couldn't fight a duel with it, but ((MI were always
good for knocking down enenies while you , skulking around in the shadows.

She wondered why the anci ent queens nade these ijaaa Secret escape routes, in
case an eneny took the Estate? B warriors prow ed around down here engaging in
w, intrigues. O perhaps a queen nmade this passage so she



L The Last Hawk 43

sneak into the bedroom of her concubine. |xpar smled. No wonder her inaginary
opponent had fought so hard. She was protecting her |over

But won, |xpar thought. | get to claimthe prize.

The tunnel took her to a dead end that she already knew was a secret door
Easing it open, she peered into the room beyond. Her prize |lay fast asleep,
unsuspecting of the warrior queen sneaking into his boudoir, his gold chest
rising and falling in deep breaths.

| xpar smirked, remenbering how Kelric's guards had gaped when she wal ked out
of his roomyesterday. She had enjoyed it imensely. Still, it was best not to
do it again. Hacha was probably trying to figure out how she managed it. She
doubted the captain would solve the puzzle, but she intended to take no
chances.

Leavi ng the door ajar, Ixpar slipped into the skyroom She went over and sat
on the edge of the bed, contenplating Kelric's sleeping form Faced with the
reaity of him she had no idea how to proceed with her courtship. In fact, she
was so discreet about courting him she suspected only she knew she was doi ng
it. But how could she make her intentions known wi th guards hul ki ng around her
all the tinme? She couldn't pay suit to himw th an audi ence.

Voi ces outside the door brought her junping to her feet. She ran into the
tunnel, barely managing to close it up before the skyroom door scraped open
Wth her ear pressed against the wall, she could just hear Dha's voice as she
talked to Kelric's guards.

Pah, Ixpar thought. If she didn't make her intentions known to Kelric soon, it
woul d be too |l ate. Deha was al so courting hi mand doing a nmuch better job of
it.




4
O b Starburst
Moi ng sun filled the skyroomas Kelric's nurse pushed ; the curtains. An
autum breeze fluttered the boy's shirt u°® rippled through the pants he wore
tucked into his a' boots. The gentle picture he made only added nore jolt to
wor ds.
"Expl oded?" Kelric pushed up on his el bow. "Wat do ' mean, exploded?"

I
The fires after the crash,” the boy said. "Like when Wtanks on a w ndri der
catch fire."
"Starships don't run on petrol. And if the antimatter on if ship hadn't
properly deactivated, it would have taken half i' nountain range when it

bl ew. " |

"The mountain is still there," the boy said. "But your ?.. did blow up
Captai n Hacha said so herself." I

The hell it did. What his nurse described was 'ngjl unless someone set the

bl ast after the crash. What was ? to? He pulled away the quilt and swung his
cast-covered off the bed.

H s nurse tensed. "\Wat are you doi ng?" ;

"Cetting up" t

"You can't get up."

Kelric |l eaned on a chair and stood up on his |'gTgT feet. Then he grinned.
"Care to bet on that?" ;

"You have to stay in bed"

"Why? Every time | get up you people tell ne tolie R Every tinme | tal k about
nmy ship the subject gets changed one will tell me a thing. So I'mgoing to
find out for u

"You can't," the boy said. "Not with plaster on your R

"Good point." Kelric sat down and banged his legs : M
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the netal rimthat bordered the bottom of the bed. Plaster sprayed out over
the floor."

"Stop it!" The nurse grabbed his leg in mdswing. "You'l break the bones
again."

"Not bones." He tugged away his | eg and unpeeled strips of plaster in powdery
chunks. "Just casts."

A grating noise came fromthe wall.

Kelric stopped. "What was that?"

His nurse turned to the wall. "I don't know "

The noi se cane again. Then a panel in the wall opened and | xpar stepped into
the room

"Hey," the boy said.

| xpar pushed the panel closed, |eaving a snooth blank wall. She spoke to the
nurse. "Get the guards. Now. "

As the youth strode to the door, Kelric went back to work, peeling the |ast
chunk of plaster off his |egs.

"Kelric, stop," Ixpar said.

"Not a chance." He stood up and tried an exploratory step. H s legs held up
so he linmped across the roomto a long nmirror with Quis designs etched around
its edges. A man in blue leep clothes | ooked back at him a thinner man than
he enenber ed.

When the increased flow of blood tingled in his legs, at first -t puzzled him
Then he al most | aughed in relief. H's janoneds weren't dead; they were
responding to his weakned condition, trying to help him

"What are you doi ng?" a voice said.

Kelric turned to see Captain Hacha in the door arch. "Standig," he said,

She used what was apparently neant as a placating voice. W don't want you to
hurt yourself. Why don't you get back tobed? I'll send for the doctor”

eiric linmped toward the door. "I don't need a doctor."

1 rn sorry." She blocked his way. "You can't |eave."

Why not?" He | ooked around as Rev, Llaach, and Balv epped into the room "Wy
are you keeping me | ocked up?" you need to recuperate,” Hacha said.

No | don't"




The | ast senbl ance of pl acati on di sappeared from SS "Get back into bed."
Conbat node toggl ed, Bolt thought. o

Kel ric caught sight of |xpar inching toward the door. R ing with enhanced
speed, he grabbed her arm When all ffl guards whi pped out their guns, he
didn't have tinme to if* at the vehemence of their response. Bolt's reflex
libraries RT over and bypassed his brain, sending comands straight to
hydraulics that controlled his body.

As the guards fired, he dove to one side, swinging Ixpar 'i?< the nurse so
both she and the boy stunbled back into the ri

Al t hough he avoi ded nost of the shots, one caught himin p shoul der. When the
tiny needles punctured his skin, sffl thought: Alert: injection of chemnicals
i nto bl oodstream iin* sizing possible antidotes

As Kelric staggered Rev wenched his arnms behind f back while Llaach leveled a
stunner at his chest. The nR ?,' was one Kelric had [earned to break in basic
training. S, twisted free, went for Llaach—

—and his | egs coll apsed.

Kelric fell, taking Llaach with him She shoved her W _ right up against his
chest and fired. Then she went linmp in T arms, passing out as he choked her
Nurmbness spread i TCTT Kelric's torso

i

Switching to ful hydraulics Bolt thought. |

Kelric's legs jerked as the hydraulics took control of , body. They kept him
nmovi ng, |ike a machine, despite |i} drugs coursing through his veins. Even as
he junped to ft' feet, Balv was lunging at him He grappled with the ttiiin
man, rolling himover his shoul der and slaming himto ground. At ful
strength, the throw would have killed STn As it was Bolt calculated only the
force necessary for ' knockout and sent that data to Kelric's hydraulics, al
\'" a fraction of a second. :

Then he was wrestling with Rev and Hacha, crashing and forth across the
doorway. He twisted the stunner eev.'y fromRev and enptied the last of its
charge into the yS guard. As Hacha knocked the gun out of his hand, he «w
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up his leg and caught her in the stomach, hurling her into the wall. Again
Bolt calculated for a knockout rather than kill.

Gasping as his hydraulics faltered, Kelric sank to his knees anong the
unconsci ous guards. The nurse also lay in a heap, caught in the cross fire of
a stunner.

Motion flickered in his side vision. He junped to his feet and grabbed | xpar
just before she darted out of the room Shoving her back inside, he closed the
door.

"You'll never make it out of Dahl," she said. "There are guards all over the
Estate."

"They won't shoot." Kelric sagged agai nst the door, taking a | abored breath.
"Not if it means hitting you." Keeping his attention on Ixpar, he picked up
Bal v' s stunner and took Llaach's knife out of her boot. "The charge needed to
knock out someone ny size could do you a |lot of damage. And | have a hunch.™
He straightened up. "I think your safety is a ot nore inportant around here
t han anyone lets on."

"That's ridicul ous."

"I"ve spent ny entire life anong people with power, Ixpar. | know it when I
see it." He tilted his head toward the wall. "\Were does your secret door |ead
to?"

"1 don't know how to open it fromthis side."

Kelric pulled her over to the panel. "Cpen it."

"No. "

He didn't bother to argue, he just heaved his bulk into the wall. After being
rammed a fewtines, it buckled in to reveal a stone passage. He pulled I|xpar

i nside and |inped down the tunnel, bringing her with him

As they wal ked, he brooded. He had finally figured out who Deha reni nded him
of. Hs first wife. An Inperialate admral over twenty years his senior, Corey
had died ten years ago, assassinated by Trader terrorists. One day she was a
passi onate, powerful woman; the next she was gone. Now he had the damm-foo
idiocy to see her in Deha.

The tunnel exited into a tower. A staircase spiraled up on the ight and a door
stood on the left. He notioned at the stairs. "Wat's up there?"

"One of the storage wings," |xpar said.
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Wth his gun poised, he stood to one side and opened i* door revealing an
enpty garden. Leaving the door open, as they had gone out of it, he pushed
| xpar toward the stairs. "R You first."
Doors appeared at each landing. The first three were RBI!?g| but the fourth
opened into a roomfilled with graceful unms ; tail as his waist. Dusty |ight
filtered in a wi ndow m dway n5 the opposite wall

| -
"This is crazy," Ixpar said as he pushed her inside. "It's H backing yourself
into a box. Wiy didn't you go through garden?"

"It's the first place they'll |ook." He shut the door. "I i, sone answers. You
can start by telling me why Coba t Restricted. What is it you're all trying to
hi de?" ? "Not hi ng. What Manager Dahl told you is true." "That you
don't like I1SC? You'll have to do better than STf She clenched her fists. "D d
it ever occur to you that till freedom nmeans nore to us than your Inperialate?
O nv conquerors prefer to forget that about the conquered."” -' "You
peopl e never intended to let ne go, did you?" % " You were dying. W had

to make a decision. W gave SJI. your life" She met his gaze. "But we won't
trade our nSiffl?1 for yours."

Kelric knew | SC woul dn't Restrict Coba and then | eave g untended. That his
Jag's El brain directed his ship to i W5 region of the planet suggested |ISC had
made contact with i Twel ve Estates. That meant the base or port would be

>| )i «al where nearby. G ven the | ocal nmountainous terrain, it w kS| probably

in the desert. What he needed was transportation. | "Where is the airfield?"
he asked. | "Across Dahl. On the other side of the

Cal anya." "What's a Cal anya?" | "Sone parks
and buildings. Dice players live there." ? Dice again. He shook his head

then stiffened as pain ai TT through his nuscles. The stun shots were wearing
of f. 1;

She watched him "You ought to be out as flat as a Quis tB3| right now Four
hits you took and that one tine Llaach had i gun shoved right into your
chest."
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Kelric made no response. Instead he pulled her to a bench under the w ndow and
made her step up onto it. Looking out, he saw nountains towering over the
city. He noved to one side, out of view, and notioned at the latch on the
pane. "Cpen it."

When she pushed the latch, the wi ndow banged open and wi nd rushed into the
room As Kelric slid off his shirt, she flushed. "Wat are you doing, taking
of f your cl ot hes?"

"Making a holster." He fastened the stunner and Llaach's knife into the shirt,
then tied it around his waist. "W're going to clinb down the tower."

She stared at him "Those little cracks in its wall won't support ne, |et

al one you."
"I"ve clinbed dowmn worse in training drills.” He grasped her around the wai st
and lifted her onto the sill. "Turn around so you're sitting with your |egs

hangi ng outsi de."

Sweat beaded on her forehead. But she did as he said, with nore conposure than
many adults he had seen in simlar situations. Leaning out, he saw a courtyard
four stories below them Beyond it, the city spread out on all sides.

"Where is this Calanya?" he asked.

| xpar indicated a distant wall across the city. "On the other side of that

wi ndbr eak. "

Kelric clinmbed over the sill and | owered hinself into the wind, facing the
tower. He probed the wall with his toes until he found a foothold. Then he
tugged | xpar off the sill, holding her as she maneuvered around to face the
wal | . They descended slowy, |xpar about half a meter above him

Suddenly an aval anche of pebbl es cascaded over him accompanied by a frantic
scrapi ng. Looking up, he saw a toehold under |xpar's foot disintegrate. He

wor ked his toes deeper into a crack and clenched the wall with a vise grip
that, courtesy of his bionech, would take a powered wench to rel ease. Even
so, when Ixpar slid into him he had to strain to keep from bei ng knocked of f
the wal |

She eased her weight away fromhim "I"'mall right."

Rel easi ng his breath, Kelric resuned the clinb. Wien he fet packed dirt under
his feet, he let go of he wall, then swayed,
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spots dancing in his vision. As Ixpar slid down next to him sagged agai nst
the tower. She tried to bolt, but he caught Waround the waist.
I
"Kelric, listen to ne," she said. "You' |l never nake it to 1! T airfield. Gve
it up before you rebreak your legs." Mre iii? she said, "W won't hurt you."
|
You have no idea, he thought. His fight with the guards T.i unmasked a portion
of his hidden enhancenents, but Deha iii' her people didn't know the extent of
his abilities. It left iff* roomto bluff. But he had to get help. The | onger
he went ff., out repair, the nore it aggravated the damage to his 'mTii T ;
syst ens.
Hol ding Ixpar's arm he drew her to the gate. A plaza Woutside the courtyard,
bordered by pal e blue houses. In center of the plaza, opening to the sky like
a flower, a vifff fountain glazed with accents of color brought to mnd H
forests, and sun. Water arched up fromit, whipped by the np into a m st of
rai nbows
He set off in a linping jog across the plaza pulling n with him On the other
side they entered a maze of ii cobbled | anes that wound anong stone houses
three and Bfgb stories high, with windows full of plants. As they ran, the i
mountain air cleared his head. Once the sound of TQ | reached their ears, and
an instant later a flock of ti WR dashed into the lane, too intent on their
gane of chase to inii| two people hiding in the shadows of a recessed doorway.
»
A lawn separated the city outskirts fromthe wall Hgl called the Cal anya
wi ndbreak. The barrier stood as high three adults and was thick enough for two
people to wil abreast on its top edge. It curved off in both directions for
1R meters. Holes sculpted in the stone provided glinpses of RTffSB scaped
par ks beyond. ;
"It should be easy to clinb this,” Kelric said. "W can tin through the
par ks." |
"No!" | xpar said. 1
He blinked. That was the strongest enotion he had ever aM her show "Wy
not ?" !
"It is aviolation of the Calanya," she said. "You will *!'titB mnate the

Quis." i
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Contam nate a dice gane? He drew her over to the w ndbreak. "Cinb."

| xpar scow ed. "May a gi ant hawk pluck you off the nobuntain and feed you to
her babies."

He couldn't help but smile. "I hope not."

The wind grew stronger as they scaled the wall, tearing at their clothes and
hai r when they reached the top. It died away as they descended the inner side.
At the bottom a lush carpet of grass sloped down fromthe w ndbreak. G oves
of trees heavy with gold fruit were scattered at the foot of the hill and far
across the parks the windows in a cluster of buildings sparkled like liquid

di anonds.

They set off across the lawn. He was linping nore now, his still healing | egs
growi ng nore fatigued. He glanced at |xpar. "You said dice payers live here?"
"The men in a Calanya are all expert Quis players," she said. "You could cal

t hem advi sers. To Deha. Quis advisers."

"And Quis is power." Wen |xpar nodded, Kelric smled. "This park isn't a bad
setup just for being good at dice."

They were crossing a carved wooden bridge that arched over a stream when they
saw the man. He was sitting on a stone bench on the other side of the stream
rel axing in the sun.

Kelric halted with Ixpar on the bridge and drew his gun. "Wo is that?"

"A Calani," she said. "A dice player who lives in a Cal anya."

The man stood up, watching them He was slender, having gray hair and the | ook
of a scholar. His clothes were sinple, with an appearance of wealth about

them suede trousers and knee boots, a darker suede belt tooled with Quis
designs, and a white shirt with enbroidered cuffs. Guards nade from what

| ooked like solid gold circled his wists and two gold arnmbands showed on each
of his upper arns.

' Those bands make himl ook |ike a Jagemaut,'
"You insult him" Ixpar said.

"Since when is that an insult?" Wth Ixpar at his side, Kelric wal ked down to
t he Cal ani and spoke in Teotecan. "You are the only one out here?"

The Cal ani watched himin silence.

Kelric glanced at |xpar. "Wy won't he tal k?"

Kelric said.
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. "Calani never speak to Qutsiders." She crossed her ni
"In the Od Age, the penalty for breaking into a Cal anya m
deat h" '
Kelric frowned. He neither needed nor wanted inii T hostage, but he coudn't
| eave the man free to sound an .n"ilt: So he fired the stunner. Surprise
flashed across the *PTff|| face as he col | apsed.

| 1
"No!" Ixpar dropped on her knees and felt for the »iin| pulse.
A
"I"'msorry." Kelric rubbed his tenples. "But | can't '. chances."
I -J\
The | ook she gave himcould have chilled ice. "W niirf' leave himlike this."
"He'll be all right.” Kelric drew her to her feet. "He'llji; 3 sleep for a few
hours."” He headed for a single-story "iil(lj]]|j]|
made from anmberwood and bl ue stone. Potted plants i TOfromits eaves and the
shutters were open, revealing n«(fflC| . of gold glass bordered by copper

I nside, they wal ked down a hall painted in green t>i[i| } shadow gray, dappled
like a forest glade with sun rtimthrough the foliage. It ended at a sunroom
the walls aFfjl fromanber at the floor into white-gold at the top. The
Mffl Tl was blue, with clouds half covering a sun. In one comer, youth sat at
a table playing Quis solitaire. ;

"CGet up" Kelric said. j

The youth | ooked up as if surfacing froma dive. Wen he : saw Kelric, he

bl i nked and stood up. |

Kelric glanced at the neter on the stunner. He couldn't keep knocki ng out
peopl e; the gun's charge was al nost exhausted So he notioned at a papery
screen painted with trees and birds that bl ocked a doorway across the room
"Open it." | |

Wth Kelric and I xpar follow ng, the youth backed RST7| J the screen. He
pushed it aside to reveal a larger sunroomwith 1 two huge doors in the
opposite wall. In one comer of the rooma boy sat listening to the talk of a
man with a halo of vjWhair. In the center, seven nen sat at a table playing
Qi s. J

Kelric silently swore. The odds were now el even to one ;iiH, some of the dice
pl ayers | ooked form dable. Wen they saw ; ;
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him they rose to their feet. None spoke—except |xpar, who | et out a shout

| oud enough to wake the next planet.

The doors across the room sl ammed open and four guards strode into the room
As Kelric fired, the stunner sputtered. He nanaged to knock out the guards,

but as soon as the dice players realized his gun was enpty they started toward
hi m

Kelric grabbed the youth fromthe sunroom and jerked back his head. "If
anybody twitches, I'll snap his neck."
The Quis players froze. Still holding the boy, Kelric took Ixpar's arm and

pul | ed his hostages across the roomto the double doors. As soon as they were
out si de, he shoved the youth back into the Cal anya and cl osed the doors, then
| ocked everyone inside.

| xpar twisted in his grip. "You can't do this."

"Watch ne." He headed down the hall, drawing her with him He opened the door
at its end onto gardens and | awns. Several hundred neters away he saw a |line
of trees, and beyond theman airfield tower rose into the sky.

They were halfway to the trees when shouts broke out behind them Spinning
around, Keric saw guards pouring out of the Calanya. He broke into a run

pul l'ing Ixpar, and she huffed for breath as she struggled to keep up. His
hunch about her proved correct; no one fired at them

They ran through the line of trees and onto the airfield. Sprinting across the
tarmac, he headed for the first hangar. Wien he saw it was enpty, he ran
toward the next.

An octet of guards burst out of the control tower ahead of them Kelric
stopped so fast it would have jolted | xpar off her feet if he hadn't caught
her. A gl ance back showed the guards fromthe Calanya closing in on themfrom
behi nd. So he backed up toward the hangar they had just passed, coming to a
stop against its rough wall. The guards surrounded them formng a semcircle
three rows thick, with the closest guards about ten neters away.

Hol di ng I xpar with her back against his front, Kelric laid his knife across
her neck. "Cone any closer," he said, "and 1'l|l open her throat."

| xpar went rigid, her dismay reaching even his injured Kyle



54 Cat heri ne Asaro -
centers. He had no intention of carrying out his threat; he would go into
conbat node if he had to fight, relying on his enhancenments to avoid capture.
But he had a hunch the bluff was his strongest weapon right now.
The guards parted and Deha appeared, conming forward. "Let her go. An Estate
Manager will make a better hostage."
"No," he said. "Call off your guards.”
"I don't believe you would hurt her."
"Are you willing to bet her life on that?"
Deha turned to a guard captain. "Clear the field." i
"You stay" Kelric said.
The area cleared with remarkabl e speed. Wie.n he and | xpar were alone with
Deha, Kelric tilted his head toward the next' hangar. "Over there."
They wal ked to the structure, he and Deha wat chi ng each other, his knife
agai nst |xpar's neck
When they reached the hapgar, he saw a windrider inside. He pulled | xpar over
to the aircraft and pushed her at the hatch. "Get inside."
I

Deha swal | owed. "She's just a child. Leave her | here and take

"Kelric, no.
ne."

Not a chance, he thought. He had no doubt that Deha unarmed was as dangerous
as her guards were arnmed; her intellect was nore potent than a stunner. |xpar
made a safer hostage.

He waited while Ixpar scranbled into the rider. Then he stepped up into the
hat chway, keepi ng cl ose watch on Deha.

Strain showed in the Manager's face. "Kelric, don't do this."

Warni ng: Bolt thought. Posture and voice inflections of agent bel ow suggest a
t hreat behi nd you.

Kelric spun around—n time to see |xpar hurl a blunt-edged

di scus at him He dodged, but at such close quarters he j couldn't evade it
even with enhanced speed. The discus hit his

tenmpl e and he plunged into bl ackness. "
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ueen' Spectral Tower

Jahit Kam stood before the wall of one-way glass. To avoid a glare, lights on
both sides of it had been lowered. In the di mess, her gray eyes darkened to
jet. Gray streaked the braid of ebony hair that hung down her back. Dressed in
bl ack trousers, black tunic, and gray boots, she blended with the shadows. She
stood tall and gaunt, spoke in a quiet voice, and as Mnister she ruled the
Twel ve Est at es.

Deha stood next to her. Below them in the roombeyond the glass, Kelric lay
unconsci ous on a bed.

"Inperialate lawis clear." Jahit turned to Deha. "The Restriction forbids us
contact with Skolians. You should have taken himto the port."

"He woul d have died before we reached it," Deha said

"Al'l Coba will suffer the consequences of your decision."” Jahit shook her

head. "As long as he lives, the chance exists he m ght escape. Then what?
Nei t her he nor his notorious famly will appreciate our attenpts to hold him
prisoner." She regarded Deha. "W have no choice. He nmust not live."

Deha tensed. "W've had no executions in decades."

"Nevertheless. It is either execution or life in prison, and | see no reason
to take chances."

Deha spoke carefully. "There are many forns of prison.”

" Meani ng?"

"Consi der the one institution our ancestors guarded nore closely than any
prison."

"Put himin a Calanya?" Jahit snorted. "You might as well roll a firebonb with
your Quis dice."

Deha had her rebuttal ready. "He woul d be kept separate fromthe others. Unti
he adapts."
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Jahit studied her. "I begin to wonder if other factors affect your decisions

about this offworlder."

"Such as?" |

"He is a remarkably striking young man."

"I don't appreciate your inplication."

"Then tell me sonething,"” Jahit said. "If you swear this man ! to your

Cal anya, will he be Calani? O Akasi Cal ani?"

Deha crossed her arns. "\Wether or not | make himnmy ' Akasi is ny business."
J

"It becomes ny business when | think your hornones are.i inpairing your

j udgrent . " |

"My judgnent is fine."

IgfatTft.g. rvMTiimir«TA TfcfMVW»' .. T.T.a

play Qus." ;

"He can play Qis. He had nothing else to do while he "<"iri|| recovering."

Jahit shrugged. 'To know the rudi nents of dice and have the | talent for

Cal anya Quis are two different things." :

"True," Deha said. "But consider this: he had no noney i Ti 1l when he was

| earning, so he wagered planets instead." sniled. "After a few days ny escort
owned half the Inperialate." ',

Dryly Jahit said, "I"'msure ISCwll gladly pay the debt |I. when Captain Hacha
shows up to collect."

"There is no debt. Kelric won back his planets."

Jahit noved her hand in dismssal. "It wouldn't be the first time a handsone

face swayed Hacha into letting a | esser player win."

"Hacha doesn't |ike him Besides, he's never won a gane agai nst her. But he's
beaten both Ll aach and Balv and they're y no beginners. He even beat Rev
once." Deha paused. "I've played himmyself, Jahit. He has a true gift."

The M nister put her hands behind her back and paced . across the room "Have
you consi dered the effect he will have on the Quis?"

I
"What effect do you nmean?"
Jahit turned. "I don't know. That's the problem" She came back to Deha. "And
if he escapes? No talent is worth that ? risk."

J
"He won't escape." \
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"The last tine you told me that, he kidnapped my successor."

"I't won't happen again."

Jahlt's voice hardened. "It certainly won't."

"I'f we send Keric to prison," Deha said, "it will be an abom nabl e waste of
his life and his genius. Resurrect the death penalty and we put Coba back
centuries.”

The M nister considered her. Then she went to the w ndow and | ooked down at

Kelric. After a nonment she said, "I will trust your judgment, Deha. But think
wel | before you nmake your final decision."” Jaht turned back to her. "If you
swear himto the Cal anya, he will be there for life, with all that will rmean

for you, for Dahl, and for Coba."

Chankah Dahl, Successor to the Dahl Manager, was a young woman, though not so
young that the years hadn't honed her skills in Estate politics. Wth a
position at Dahl second only to Deha, a kasi and two young daughters to her
nane, and the respect of her peers, Chankah was well satisfied with her life.
Today she wal ked along the Ivory Hall with the doctor Dabbiv. "You should tel
all of this to Deha," Chankah said.

"I have told her," he said. "She says that under no condition aml to stop
sedating Kelric. She's afraid if he wakes up he'll try to escape again."

"Are you sure the drugs are poisoning hin? Maybe the dosage is just too high."
"That's what Deha said. But the dosage is only half that needed for a man his
size." Dabbiv came to a halt. "It's all wong. | have trouble bringing himout
of sedation so he can eat. Wien | do get food into himhe can't keep it down,
not even what he could eat before. And his blood has a violet tinge to it.

Maybe that's normal. Maybe it neans he's dying. | just don't know "
Chankah laid a calnmng hand on his arm "Did you ask himwhy his blood is
pur pl e?"

"He said sonething about a chemical reaction of 'nanoneds' with nitrogen in
the air. It makes no sense."
"Perhaps you should talk to Deha agai n about your concerns."
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"It won't do any good. She doesn't take anything | say seriously."

"OfF course she does. Wiy el se woul d she appoint you to the Estate staff?"

He snorted. "I have no idea. If she had her way, we'd be back in the Ad Age
and I'd be |l ocked up in a Calanya."

Chankah rai sed her eyebrows. "That's absurd. She practically dotes on you."

"I don't want to be doted on. I'mnot a pet."
"It can't be that bad."
He scow ed. "How woul d you know? You've never experi-' enced it. If | said

"Deha, the wind is blowing,' she'd say hat's nice, Dabbiv.' If you said 'Deha,
the wind is blowing,' she'd say 'A profound observation, Chankah. One worthy
of ny successor.' "

" Dabbi v. "

"It's true." He took a breath. "That's why | need your sup port. She listens
to you."

Despite Dabbiv's reputation for being excitable, Chankah considered hi m one of
the nost pronising physicians in Dahl. It had been her own recomrendati on that
Deha appoint himto her staff. If he was this worried, she ought to speak to
Deha. "All right. I'll need to see his nedical records first, though."

"You'll have them And Chankah—there's sonething el se.™

"Yes?"

"Are you famliar with the work being done at Varz Estate?"

"Some experinents with bl ood conposition, isn't it?"

Dabbiv started to wal k again. "They've isolated several blood types. At |east
three."”

She wal ked with him "I wouldn't take this claimtoo seriously. Not when it
originates fromVarz."

"Just because there's hostility between Varz and Kam it doesn't make the Varz
bi ochem sts i nconpetent.”

"It's the uses Manager Varz intends for the research that | question."

Dabbiv cleared his throat. It sounded |ike preparation for battle. "I want to
send a sanple of Kelric's blood to their |abs for analysis."
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"I npossi ble. "

" \Npy 2"

She frowned. "Which reason do you want first? That M nister Kamforbids us to
let it be known we have a Skolian here? That Deha woul d object to
correspondence with Varz? O sinply that it would be a waste of tine?"

"If Kelric dies," he said, "none of those reasons will stand up against the
wind."

"Heh." She felt like an airsack going enpty. "You think it's that inportant?"
"Yes."

"I"ll see what | can do. But | make no prom ses.”

"There's one nore thing."

"Any nmore and Deha will send ne to dig rock on a quarry crew. "
Dabbi v made a frustrated noise. "It's her health. She won't listen to anyone.
If she has another heart attack |like the one last year, it could kill her."

i
"She's sensitive about it. She will think I inply she's too weak to manage
Dahl . "
"If she doesn't slow down," Dabbiv said, "she won't be too weak. She'll be too
dead. "
Chankah exhaled. "All right. I'lIl talk to her."

Usual ly the Quis patterns engraved on the walls of an Estate hall fascinated

| xpar. Not today. The carvings sped past in a blur as she strode through the
Lower Halls of Dahl. Nothing could erase the menory of Kelric's words: Cone
any closer and I'll open her throat. How did she reconcile the Jagemaut who
had dragged her across Dahl with the nan she had watched | earning Quis? It
seened | udi crous now, the way she had courted him

Tororrow Jahit was taking her back to Kam and in a few nore days Kelric would
be sworn to the Dahl Cal anya, forever forbidden to her. So for the first tine,
she was going to disobey a direct order fromthe Mnister

| xpar wal ked to the Amber Tower and clinbed its spiral stairs, around and
around the cranped turns. At the top she followed the curve of the wall unti
she cane to a w ndow of one-
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way glass. On its other side, the Anber Room gl owed, with gold walls and a

gol dstone floor. Plants in baskets hung about the w ndows and sunlight sifted
t hrough the foliage, making patterns on the walls. Kelric was sleeping in a
bed with yell ow sheets and a green vel vet cover

| xpar went on, wal king around the tower until she found the door with its
octet of guards. Captain Hacha bowed to her. "My greetings, Successor Kam"

| xpar nodded. "I1've cone to visit Kelric."

"He's asleep."

| xpar knew he wasn't asleep. He was drugged senseless. "I still wish to see
him"

Hacha shifted her weight. |xpar had given her a no-w n choice; antagonize the
M nistry Successor or disobey the Datu Manager. After considering for a
nmonent, Hacha pressed panels on the door handle in a conplicated conbination
A bolt thunmped and she swung the door open. But as |xpar wal ked forward, Hacha

noti oned at the guards and they fell into formation around her

"You may all wait Qutside," |xpar said.

Hacha shook her head. "I'm sorry Successor Kam W can't |eave you alone with
him"

| xpar knew Hacha well enough to realize she had pushed the captain as far as
she would go. "Very well. Wit by the door."

Hacha nodded, satisfied with the conpronise.

| xpar sat in a chair next to Kelric's bed and spoke in a voice too soft for

the guards to overhear. "I canme to tell you goodbye, Kelric. |I'msorry about
what we've done to you. But we had to. | wish | could nake it better for you."
She swal l owed. "I wish I knew how to stop caring about you."

"Ixpar?" His lashes lifted and he | ooked at her with eyes like liquid gold.
She | eaned cl oser. "How are you awake? The doctors gave you a sl eep potion."

"Sl eep?" His eyes closed. "I thought.. . poison.”
"Poi son? Kelric, no. It must be a m stake."
"I xpar.. ."

"Yes?"



-The Last Hawk 61

"Was bluff." The drugs slurred his speech, heightening his accent. "I wouldn't
have killed you."

She wondered if he had any idea how nmuch that nmeant to her. As he sank back
into sl eep, she touched his cheek. "Goodbye, Kelric."

Seni or Physici an Rohka paced in front of Deia's desk. "I wi sh you would put
hi m somewhere with fewer stairs.”

"The exercise is good for you." Wth Kelric asleep in the tower and guards
posted on every |l anding, Deha's nmind was nore at ease. They had cone too cl ose
to disaster. Wio woul d have guessed | xpar could search out secret tunnels
unknown even to the Estate archivists? Had the girl not been carrying the
di scus as part of her "quest" game, Kelric mght now be on his way back to I SC
headquarters.

She regarded the doctor. "Wy does he have that |inp?"

"One leg healed with a slight twi st," Rohka said. "H s bones had so many
breaks, it's a miracle they set properly at all."

A buzz came fromthe desk's audiocom Deha switched it on. "Manager Dahl."
Chankah's voice floated into the air. "Can you come up here?"

"I's there a probl en?"

"He woke up," Chankah sai d.

Deha gl anced at Rohka. "I thought you gave him a sedative."

"I did. He should have been out until tonight."

They found Chankah outside the one-way glass in the tower. Inside the

Anmber Roomy Kelric was sitting up in bed rubbing his eyes.

Deha activated the audi ocom by the wi ndow. "Kelric?"

He | ooked around. "Where are you?"

"Qutside. How are you feeling?"

He scow ed. "Like |I've been poi soned.™

She gl anced at Rohka. "Can there be sonething in what Dabbiv says?"

"Dabbi v overreacts. Kelric obviously isn't being poisoned to death."

" But ?"



___ Grudgingly, Rohka said "The nedicine does seemto "iBTIiT
him" She thought for a nonent. "There is another «I5fy|1 potion. It doesn't

usual ly work as well, but I can try it." if "AI'l right." Thinking of how
Kelric would react to 'K& anot her potion, Deha added, "But put it in his tea."
After the doctor left, Chankah spoke to Deha. "I w sh ' would reconsider
swearing himto the Calanya. Send himto if:

prison." | "or what? He hasn't

done anything wong,"
"For Coba's safety. For your safety VVnds Deha, he *nnifS(| snap you in two

as easily as if you were a stalk of grain.' S "He won't."
i
"You don't know that. At |east take precautions.” | "Such as?"
I
"Il show you" *s| Chankah took her

down to the A d Library. As always, the « roomsoothed, with its shelves
crammed full of books, old and » new, gilt edged, bound in |leather. A display
case by the wall J held a set of exquisitely tool ed Cal anya guards as anci ent
as |
the Estate.
Chankah opened the case and lifted out the guards. "Iffjl these to him"
4!

Deha blinked at her. "First you want me to send himto prison. Then you say |
shoul d honor hi mabove all other S Calani."

f
"I don't suggest this for his honor. These are the only guards |, we have that
are made in the old way." |
"Meani ng they can be | ocked together?" Deha scowl ed. "That's barbaric."
"We're tal king about your |ife" Chankah clenched the H guards. "Wat if he
turns viol ent agai n?"
For a | ong nonent Deha considered her successor. Then she t;' exhaled. "Let ne
think onit."
?
The room was a snmear of gold dotted by bits of emerald. Kel- *? ric tried t
focus, but blurred vision apparently came as a side | effect of the battle
goi ng on inside his body. One species of his ? nanomeds elim nated
chem cal s—+i ke unwant ed drugs—that his bi onech web hadn't authorized. The
bi ochemi stry sounded
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sinmple: a med | ocked onto an invading nol ecul e, deactivated it if possible,
usual ly by changing its nolecular structure or taking it apart, and flushed
the debris out of his body.

It rarely worked that snoothly. The meds first had to find the invaders, then
get rid of themw thout produci ng hazardous byproducts. It al so took energy,
and fighting an invasion this severe drained him Nor could the neds

i medi ately capture every drug invader. According to Bolt, the sedative
nmoecul es that had so far escaped were destroying enzynes he needed to

nmet abol i ze certain foods. The Coban diet nade it worse; the unboil ed water
contai ned bacteria that attacked his digestive system and sone of the spices
and sauces woul d have required intervention by his nmeds even if he had been in
perfect condition.

H's condition was far fromperfect. Bolt's nenory was corrupted, sone

bi o-optic threads in his body were experiencing attenuated transm ssion, his
hydraul i cs had sustained structural damage, and his meds were replicating too
slowy. Wrse, sone neds were replicating inproperly, forcing others to treat
them | i ke invaders.

The sound of an openi ng door broke Kelric's concentration. Two blurs were
approachi ng him "Hacha?" he asked. "Rev?"

"W brought you lunch," Rev said. As he cane nearer, a blur in his hands
resolved into a tray. He set it on the nightstand.

Kelric regarded the food without interest. At |east the Tanghi tea was made
with boiled water. After the guards left, he drank the Tanghi and then |ay
down again, exhausted fromhis battle with the drugs.

It wasn't until he opened his eyes that he realized he had fallen asleep
Mor ni ng sunshi ne was pouring through the wi ndow when a nonment ago the shadows
of late afternoon had filled the room

"How do you feel ?" Deha asked

Di soriented, he rolled over and saw her standing by the bed. As he sat up, his
wrist caught on a bl anket. When he pushed away the cloth, his hand slid over
netal . Puzzl ed, he | ooked down at his wrists.

Guards. Cal anya guards. The gold was wel ded together so cleanly around each of
his wists that its joining blended into




64Cat herine .1
t he engraved designs on the netal. Yanking away the vi he saw his ankl es
simlarly guarded by gold. He swore, nii around to Deha—and hands shoved him
down on his back. S |ooked up into the bores of Rev and Llaach's guns.
' "Try anything," Llaach said, "and we'll put you out like iitf' aval anche on
an airbug." "| "Let himgo," Deha said.
I3
Rev rel eased him but Llaach |ooked as if she wanted rail dunmp himout the
wi ndow. When she finally let go, Kelric iljj up and regarded them inpl acably,
then gave Deha the .nii; | ook. '
I

The Manager sat on the bed. "I know you don't want to | a Calani, Kelric. But
winds, it's better than the alternatives. % Mdst of my advisers think you
shoul d be sent to prison n
Kam al nost ordered your execution." || He stared at her
"The M nister wants ne killed?" |1 "Yes." ,

, | "For whatT He felt as if a cage were closing around him
"Don't you realize what will happen if the Inperial Assenmbly |earns what you
peopl e are doi ng?"
"That," Llaach said, "is why the Mnister wants you dead." H She touched her
gun to his temple. "Dead |ike that Cal ani whose neck you threatened to break."
Deha gl anced at her. "Perhaps you and Rev should wait Qut- 4' side." Wen they
started to protest, Deha shook her head. Wth j obvious reluctance, the guards
wi t hdrew. Ll aach paused at the | door, |ooking back at Deha, but when the

Manager frowned, Llaach went out and cl osed the door. 41
Deha turned back to him "I'msorry. They don't trust you." "And you do?" he
asked. J "It would do you no good to take ne

host age. My guards ( have orders to stop any escape you attenpt even if they
have to shoot me" "This is crazy. You can't lock me up." "Your Cath cerenony
is tonight." | "I'"mnot taking any damm oath."

I "Another man will speak for you." Deha paused. "In the Ad ]
Age the Cath was al ways given through a surrogate, suppos-
ediy because Cal ani were too exalted to speak in public." S
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she added, "I suspect the real reason was to avoid questions about whether or
not the Calani was there of his own free will."

He snorted. 'That figures."

"Kelric, | truly amsorry." She stood up. "I wish it was your choice to stay."
He couldn't give the answer she wanted, so he said not hing.

After she left, Kelric lay back, trying to subdue his vertigo. He w shed they
woul d stop with their potions. His head felt strange, |ike an earthquake fault
under pressure. He needed to think, but he was too tired to sit up and every
time he lay down he drifted into a fitful sleep

That evening, while he lay in a drugged daze, the door opened. Rev and Bal v
cane in, followed by a boy carrying a pile of clothes. The boy approached
shyly and showed hi mthe garnents. "For the cerenony, sir."

Rubbi ng his eyes, Kelric made hinself sit up. Both Rev and Balv had their guns
out, but they needn't have bothered. His battle with the drugs left himtoo
drained to fight anyone.

Wth the boy helping like a valet, he dressed. The shirt was nmade from
burgundy velvet. Its sleeves fit tight around his Cal anya guards, then w dened
out fromwist to shoulder. The collar opened hal fway down his chest, but
crisscrossing laces held it closed. Al nost closed. A gray suede vest went over
the shirt, its snug fit accenting his physique. The trousers, nade froma rich
gray suede, were odd. The outer seam of each | eg was unsewn but kept closed by
smal |l flaps that buttoned across it. Suede knee boots finished off the
picture. Kelric was no expert on the nessages given by clothes, but even he
recogni zed the ones in these: sexually provocative, in a subtle nmanner

desi gned to suggest high social class.

He al nost refused to wear them But he already had a poundi ng headache, and he
didn't want to nake it worse by getting into a contest of wlls.

When Kelric finished dressing, Balv ushered the valet out of the room But Rev
remai ned.

"I wanted to tell you,'
"Yes?" Kelric asked.
"About tonight," Rev said. "For a normal cerenony you woul d have chosen an
Gath Brother."

t he guard said.
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Cat h Brot her ?"

"Your closest friend." Rev hesitated. "I know you have ihll reason to call ne
a friend. But you shouldn't have to Til alone.™

"You woul d stand as ny brother?" -a

"Yes"

The offer caught Kelric by surprise. It was true he felt a kin- « ship with
Rev; not only were they alike physically, they aSl shared a sinilar

awkwar dness with words. But he had ili TBTBfflfe. his escape attenpt blotted
out any friendships he had with w. guards. He felt it nmost with Llaach, whose
hostility was ik, intense he could al nbst touch it.

He spoke quietly. "I would be honored to have you stand as |, ny brother."
Rev bowed to him "The honor is mne." i’

After Rev left, Kelric fell into a half sleep. At Night's M dhour the escort
and four nore guards cane for him Not only -| did they carry stunners now,

they al so wore cerenonial curved swords with glistening nacre inlaid in the
hilts
No one spoke as he stood up. Captain Hacha stepped behind him draw ng his
arnms behind his back. Metal pins *iffi1SRH and his wist guards | ocked
toget her, binding his arms behind | him
1
"What the—=2" He tried to pull apart his wists. "What are you doi ng?"
s
No one answered. Instead they escorted himfromthe room They descended the
stairs that spiraled around the tower, a J guard on each side keeping a
st eadyi ng hand on his arm At ;
the bottomthey wal ked through halls lit only by torches that | sent shadows
flickering on the walls. Wen they reached a t recessed archway Rev pull ed
back the bolt in an ancient door i there and | eaned his weight into the heavy
portal until it |f creaked open. &
A great hall stretched out before them lit by no nore than f the starlight
pouring through its crystal walls. Radiance shim | nmered in the air,
reflected off the marble floor, glimrered in the shadows of a ceiling so high
above their heads Kelric could ? barely make out its vaulted spaces.
P
A retinue of robed figures drifted toward themfromthe far
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end of the hall. Deha wal ked at its front with a younger woman at her side.
"Chankah," Rev said, following Kelric's gaze to the unfam|iar worman. "The
Dahl Successor."

The shimrering air, the starlight, and the shadowy retinue all conbined with
his drugged haze to make himfeel as if he were floating in a surrea

net herwor!l d. When Balv prodded himwith his gun Kelric wal ked forward. The
retinue parted so he was passing down an aisle of people.

Deha | ed them back the way they had cone, to a large dais at the far end of
the hall. Made from bl ack marble and veined with crystal, the disk
scintillated in the starlight. The rows of finely carved chairs that circled
it held an aura of age, as if they had guarded the dais for centuries.

The retinue withdrew to the chairs, and Deha clinbed the dais wth Chankah
When Bal v prodded himup the steps, Kelric stunbled and with his wists bound
behi nd his back he couldn't catch his balance. As he fell to one knee, his
guards drew their swords. He froze, acutely aware of the honed steel only

fi ngerspans away from his body.

Deha spoke. "Help himup."

Hacha slid her hand under his arm supporting himas he rose to his feet. Wth
their swords still drawn, the guards escorted himup the stairs. They foll owed
Deha and Chankah to a depression in the center of the dais, a circular area
about a meter in dianeter and a handspan deep. A rail at waist height circled
it, with an opening just w de enough to |l et a person step through. In the
shadows on the far edge of the dais, the vague outline of a table curved in a
semcircle. Aitters cane fromthe bl ades of the guards' drawn swords.

Deha spoke to the retinue. "Ekaf Dahl, approach the Crcle."

A man cane forward and clinbed the dais. Wien he reached Deha, she indicated a
place to the right of the circle. "You will Speak fromhere." Then she and
Chankah wal ked toward the table, becom ng blurs as they receded into the dark
A moment | ater, her voice floated through the air. "Sevtar Dahl, you may enter
the Crcle."

As far as Kelric knew, no one naned Sevtar stood on the dais. But Rev nudged
himforward. Wth the guard at his



side, and the drawn swords all around him Kelric (!i|. through the gap in the
rail, down into the sunken area. * A pi pe began playing, caressing the
night with notes as ' icate as a lover's touch. Its nelody flowed through the
Wij;
sweet and haunting. Then it receded, growi ng fainter, until | vani shed. Deha
spoke out of the shadows. "Does one here stand | Gath Brother to Sevtar?"

"1 "l stand for him" Rev said. "What are your

wor ds?" Jf Kelric realized then just how nuch
Rev's offer meant. | taciturn giant made no secret of his disconfort with
iiiiafl

speaki ng. o

Rev's voice runbled. "I speak thus: Sevtar may differ us, but the quality of
his character transcends differences. { inner strength is as great as his
outer He will honor nl Calanya."

Chankah spoke softly. "Your words are heard and *w{ Rev of Dahl."
11

The guard bowed. Then he stepped out of the Circle sii vanished into the
dar kness.
A bell chimed, two notes, high and clear, vibrating in thertH | very air.
Chankah began speaki ng, what sounded like a i T in a | anguage ot her than
Teotecan, verses with an > M[i sound, a hypnotic rhythm Wen she finished,
the bell uninw again, a nusical echo of the radiance filling the hall
I
Deha spoke. "Hear ny words, Sevtar but before you give | them back to ne as
Cath know that your life is bound by | them"

I

Even if Kelric had intended to answer, he was too dazed to . think of a

response. It didn't matter. Ekaf spoke. "I hear and understand."

A gl ow appeared on the table, a flane in a bow of oil. j Ruddy light flickered
across Dha's face. "For Dahl and for ij Coba, do you, Sevtar, enter the Crcle
to give your Cath?" '$

"I do" Ekaf said.

"Do you swear that you will hold ny Estate above all else, j as you hold the

future of Dahl in your hands and your mi nd?"
"I swear"
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"Do you swear to keep forever the discipline of the Cal anya? To never read or
wite? To never speak in the presence of those who are not of the Cal anya?"
Saints almghty, Kelric thought. Wat is this?

"l swear," Ekaf said.

"Do you swear, on penalty of your life, that your loyalty is to Dahl, only to
Dahl, and conpletely to Dahl ?"

"I swear," Ekaf said. "Wth ny life."

A chinme rippled like a waterfall. Deha passed her hand over the oil, and the
flame flickered and vani shed.

Kelric felt as if he were floating in the shimering air. Deha and her
successor seenmed to materialize out of nowhere, wal king toward the Crcle.
Chankah carried a box of carved wood. \When they reached the rail, she opened
it to reveal two arnmbands |lying on velvet. They | ooked like solid gold.

Deha regarded him "In return for your Cath, | vow that for the rest of your
life you will be provided for as befits a Calani." Then she nodded to Hacha.
When the captain noved behind himand lifted his nanacled wists, Kelric
stiffened. But all she did was release him Bringing his arms in front of his
body, he rubbed his sore nuscles.

"Kelric." Deha spoke softly. "You need to put your hands on the rail."

He set his palns on the wood. It felt cool and smooth under his pal ns.

"The bands | give you are those of an Akasi Calani." Her face gentled. "My
you soneday wear them of your own free will." She took an armband fromthe
box. Picking up his hand, she slid on the band and pushed it up his armunti
it stopped on his biceps. She slid the second band onto his other arm
"Sevtar Dahl," Deha said. "You are now a First Level Calani of Dahl."
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Ni ght's Mve

The escort retued Kelric to the Anber Roomthe same way they had taken himfrom
it; in conplete silence, his wists | ocked behind his back, w thout Deha or

her retinue. The journey up the tower seened endless. He couldn't even use his
hands to | ean on the rail as he clinbed.

I nsi de the Amber Room Hacha freed his wists. Brusquely she said, "Don't try

to leave. An arnmed octet will be posted Qutside at all tines." She turned and
wal ked toward the door, notioning for the others to foll ow
Rev spoke. "I'll stay a while."

Hacha gl anced back and shrugged. "Suit yourself." Then she left with the

ot hers, closing the door behind her.

Kelric sat on the edge of the bed. "Is she always that abrupt? O is it just
ne?"

Rev sai d not hi ng.

"Ekaf took the vow of silence,"” Kelric said. "Not ne."

"I have no right to speak with you."

"Hacha just did."

"Only because she is now captain of your Calanya escort and Deha has al |l owed
it. But she can't talk with you. Only to you."

Kelric exhaled. "I don't understand any of this."

"You can speak with other Dahl Calani," Rev said. "And with Deha. But not to
anyone Cutside."

"You do it too."

"t

"Say Qutside as if it were a title."

"It is," Rev said. "Those within the Cal anya are Inside. The rest of the
universe is CQutside."

Dryly, Kelric said/ That | eaves a | ot of people Qutside."
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"Yes. You are one of a very few"

"CGreat," Kelric nuttered.

Rev sat in a chair. "Kelric, it is considered a great honor anong our people."
He stopped. "I should call you Sevtar now. "

"\Why Sevt ar ?"

"He is the dawn god, a giant with skin nade fromsunlight. He strides across

t he sky, pushing back the night so the sungoddess Savi na can sail out from
behi nd the mountains on her giant hawk." Rev smiled. "Deha thought it
appropriate.”

"What's wong with the name Kelric?"

"Kelric isn't Coban."

"You're right, he isn't. But ny nane is Kelric."

"You have a new name now. "

Kelric shook his head. This was getting himnowhere. He ran his fingers over
his right arnmband. Akasi? Deha rem nded himtoo nuch of Corey, his first wfe,
stirring ghosts better left buried. Corey had been a well-known figure, a hero
of the people. During the Iong days after her death, at the cerenonies and
state funeral, all broadcast to a grieving public, he had stood silent in his
bl ack dress uniform a w dower when he was barely twenty-four. On display

bef ore everyone, he had kept it all inside, howit tore himapart to | ose her
In the ten years since, he had gradually regained his equilibrium Now Deha
cane al ong, throw ng everything off bal ance.

It was safer to think of other things. He regarded Rev. "I thank you for your
speech.”

"I't was ny honor."

"I"m gl ad soneone feels that way. | think Llaach wants to heave ne off a
cliff."”

"There is the matter of Jevi," Rev said.

"Jevi ? He's her husband, isn't he?"

"Yes." Rev paused. "He is also the youth whose neck you threatened to break in
t he Cal anya."

Kelric winced. No wonder Llaach was angry.

Across the roomthe door swung open, leaving Balv framed in its arch, with
torchlight flickering behind him He stepped aside and Deha wal ked in, her
silken robe fromthe OCath Cerenony rippling in the dusky light.
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t
Surprise flashed across Rev's face. "Well. Ah." He stood up. s, "I will go
now. " I’
As Rev crossed the room Hacha and Ll aach joined Balv in the | archway. Wen
Rev reached them the four guards stood | ooking $ at Deha, who had stopped
hal fway between Kelric and the door.
The Manager snmiled. "Do you four plan to stay there all j| night?" Hacha
regarded her. "M am—= | "Yes?"

| Hacha started to speak, stopped, then said "If you
need us, 4 we're right outside." "Thank you Captain," Deha said. "Good night."
The guards shifted their feet, glancing at Kelric. Finally they | closed the
door. j Deha turned to him "It
seens they still don't trust you." |
"Maybe you shouldn't either,"” he said, though in truth he wanted her to stay.

f

She wal ked over to the bed. "I don't." "Then why are you here?" '
| She dinmed the |Ianp on the nightstand until only stars lit the
room Then she knelt next to himon the bed. "I don't trust .1 that you would

do what is best for Coba if you left here. | do | trust the quality of your
judgrment. You won't hurt nme." ' "How do you know t hat ?"

j She brushed the back of her hand over his cheek in a gesture fe
of intinmacy he had conme to know well. "I've played Quis with | you"

.1, Kelric took hold of her wist. He

had started with a half-
formed thought of pushing her away, but instead he drew her into his arnms, as
he had done so many other times recently. In the starlight her eyes nade |arge
pool s of bl ack
Deha eased off his vest, then undid the laces on his shirt and g let it fal
open. Laying her hand agai nst his chest, she murmured, "Your skin is so much
i ke metal. How can that be?" Ji
He brushed his hand over her hair. "My grandfather's ancestors fiddled with
their genes to make thensel ves reflective. To help dunp heat. They lived on a
hot, bright planet." j "l don't know what genes are." Smiling, she
nudged hime;
down on the bed. "But the fiddling sounds good." Wen Kel - i
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ric gave a soft laugh, she stretched out against his side and kissed him her
tongue tickling his nouth until he let her cone inside.

Eventual | y, when they paused, Deha spoke near his ear. "You truly are a
beautiful man. Your eyes are like |liquid sunshine. They grace a face that
woul d shame Khozaar, nost handsome of all gods.™

Kelric blinked. He wi shed he were nore adept at the sort of words |overs spoke
to each other. She didn't seemto expect a response, though. She tugged down
his shirt until it tangled around his el bows and then she traced her finger

t hrough the hair on his chest. "So beautiful. But so tall. Are all Skolian nen
as large as you?"

"Not most." At six feet seven, he was | arge anywhere, even on Coba where nost
everyone was tall. He extricated hinself fromhis shirt, pulling out his arns,
but when she started to stroke himagain, he caught her hand. "Deha."

"Hrmm?" She slid down his body until her head was level with his chest. Then
she took his nipple into her nouth.

"Ah . . ." He stared at the shadowed ceiling while she played with his nipple
ki ssing and gently biting it. After a nmonent he renenbered what he was going
to say. "W can't keep pretending this is a normal wedding night." dosing his
eyes, he added, "Do the other one too."

She noved across his chest. Eventually he said, "You can't force me to stay on
Coba. ISCw Il look for ne."

Deha stopped kissing him "Not if they think you re dead." She slid back up to
| ook at his face. "You are a prince anong your people, yes? | have nmade you
one among nmine. Is that really so terrible?"

"I have my own life." He undid her braid, letting her glossy hair pour over
their bodies. "I want it back."

"I can offer you a better one. No nore being al one.™

Kelric brushed her cheek with his thunb. Although he had no intention of
stayi ng on Coba, at this nonment "no nore being alone" felt just fine. He
opened her robe, revealing a satin shift underneath. Her breasts were firm
the ni pples erect under the satin. As he rubbed them her eyes closed. Pulling




74 Cat heri ne Asaro :

her forward, he took her breast into his mouth and suckled it| through the
satin. She made a satisfied noise deep in her throat, | somewhere between a
sigh and a noan. -f

When he paused for a breath, Deha started to play with the.i flaps on the
seans of his trousers. "You are discreet in hows you wear these," she said.
"dd-fashioned. | like that." |

He coul d guess how those | ess "ol d-fashi oned" wore the' style: fasten the
flaps | ooser and the pants revealed a strip of;

skin fromthe man's waist to foot. He wondered if she saw the contradiction in
giving himclothes that were deliberately provocative and then expecting him
to wear themin a way that hid what they were designed to show. He suspected
not; all he ;

pi cked up fromher was desire, mxed with relief that perhaps he wasn't as
"nmodent as she had believed.

It was soon obvi ous, however, that his clothes were al so
woman who knew what she was doi ng coul d

make renoving them as erotic as she wanted. Deha took her time unfastening the
flaps, her hands caressing his thighs and legs until he was so aroused that
Bolt started up with warnings about el evated physiol ogi cal responses. Kelric
told the node to shut up. :
When he tugged at her clothes, Deha sat up on her heels and slid of the robe,
then pulled the satin shift over her head. She had well-toned curves, slender
and |l ean, with long, muscular legs. Kelric trailed his fingertips across her
flat stomach. The hint of stretch marks showed at her hips, indicating she had
given birth.

"Your body is lovely," he said. "How do you stay so fit?"

"Morni ng wal k. Evening wal k." Wyly she added, "Arguing with ny doctors."
"Your doctors?"

"They worry too much." She smled. "It gives them sonmething to do."

Deha finished taking off his clothes, then lay next to himand slid her hand
up his inner thigh. While she caressed him he rubbed his hands over her
backsi de and his cheek against the top of her head. Then she slid on top of
hi s body, straddling his hips, and eased onto him

They made | ove slowy, building together. Her touch was

designed so that a
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skilled, first gentle, then urgent. Wen he used his Kyle senses to match his
response to her enotions, she murnmured in Teotecan, her words too blurred to
di stingui sh, sinply noises of affection.

One time he caught a nmenory that came into her mnd, the inage of hinself

| aughing, with sunlight in his hair. At that noment she paused, pensive as she
rai sed her head to I ook at him Then she |lay down again and kissed him Kelric
hugged her, stroking her hair.

As they built to their crest, Kelric tried to open his mnd to her, to share
his pleasure. Then the orgasm broke over himand he | ost his senses in her
enbrace and the silver night.

Later when they were drowsing in each other's arns, he tried again to reach
her mind, with no nore success than before. Deha sinply wasn't a Kyle. It
didn't nean he couldn't feel affection for her, but it did leave himwith a
sense of inconpletion

Still, he alnost felt content. Only a dull throb in his tenples kept him
awake. It intensified every time he used his Kyle senses on it. Watever brain
damage he had taken was grow ng worse

Kel ri c wat ched Deha sl eep, wondering how nmuch he should tell her. He had no

i llusions about why these people feared him They kept their autonony because
Coba was inconsequential enough that sone overworked | SC bureaucrat had | et
the Restriction through. But the Twelve Estates didn't merit a status neant
for places so uninhabitable or hostile they required quarantine. As soon as

| SC t ook cl oser notice, Coba's evanescent independence woul d evaporate.
Absorption by the Inperialate would bring the Cobans advanced technol ogy, but
it would also nmean military occupation and obedi ence to Inperial |law, as well
as opening their world to Inperial use.

He wasn't sure why the guards had hesitated to shoot Ixpar. But he felt Dha's
resolve; if he took her hostage and forced his guards to choose between
letting himgo or risking their Manager's life, they would foll ow her orders
to stop him—ven if it neant killing her.
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"No" he said. j

Deha opened her eyes. "You are still awake?" She stretchedl against his side.
"You seenmed so tired at the cerenmpny." ;

He smiled, savoring the feel of her skin sliding against his.' "I guess you
revived ne."

Her face gentled, that expression she showed only himj "You | ook pensive."
He chose his words carefully. "I have a systeminside ny body. It's called

hi onech. " ;

Deha pushed up on her el bow. "W wondered, after your

fight with the guards. You seened beyond a normal hunman." She watched his
face. "But why does that make you pensive?;

"The system needs mai ntenance." That wasn't really the problem but it cane
cl ose enough wi thout revealing his weakened condition

"What will happen if it doesn't get it?" she asked. ,

"It could injure me"

She tensed. "Kelric, anything | can do to help, | wll."

He wondered if she realized she was calling himKelric rather than the

Teot ecan nane they had given him "You can't provide what it needs. | have to
| eave Coba."

Softly she said, "W can't let you go. You know that."

"Even if refusing causes me harn?"

Her voice caught. "lI'msorry."

Looki ng at her, he al nost wi shed he hadn't said anything. He felt her angui sh.
Agai n he caught one of her nenories, a glinpse of her fornmer Akasi, this tine
lying stilt and lifeless on a funeral bower.

"Ai, Deha." He touched her cheek. "I'mnot going to die."

"Anything | can do here on Coba, | will. | nean that."

He pulled her into his arns. "Just lie with ne. Like this."

Eventual ly they slept. Sonmetinme |ater he was awakened by her novi ng about.
Opening his eyes, he saw her sit up and reach for her shift.

"Are you col d?" he asked.

"No." She drew the shift over her head. "I have to finish sone paperwork in ny
office."

"On your wedding ni ght?"

Deha gave hima rueful smle. "Dahl won't stop even for
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that." She pulled on her robe, then | eaned over and ki ssed him "Sleep well,
ny Akasi."

After she left, Kelric lay staring at the ceiling. The throb in his head kept
shifting and resettling, as if adjusting to an inner pressure. Finally he got
up and paced around the suite. In an adjoining chanber he found a bathtub the
size of a swiming pool, tiled in green and gold, with statues of three-I|egged
animals at its comers. He started toward it—

—and pain rocked through his head |ike an earthquake.

Kelric gasped and fell to his knees by the pool. In the water he saw the
reflection of his face contort in agony. Shocks hit himagain and again, built
and subsided, like blows froma hamer. It went on and on unl he wanted to cry

out. But he made no sound, no notion, barely even breathed.

Gradually the trenors came farther apart. Their force eased, |essened, died
away. For a long tinme afterward he remained still, afraid to nove lest it
start again.

A ray of light touched his face. Looking up, he saw the dawn through a w ndow
across the room

Kelric closed his eyes. Bolt.

No answer.

Bol t, what just happened?
I'"'mnot sure. | am d%&—
What ?

I am damaged. The bio-el ectrodes in your brain are al so mal functioning. The
sei zure you just experienced was due to their making your neurons msfire.
can't

You can't what?

I can't fix it: You must go to a biomech repair facility. If you don't, ou may
lose all function

Kelric knew that wi thout his bionech, he had even | ess chance of escaping. He
had to make his nove now, despite his unhealed injuries, before it was too

| at e.

He returned to the bedroom and dressed, not in the sexually suggestive outfit
fromhis GCath cerenmony, but in sone old clothes he found in the bureau. He
braced hinsel f against the door and sensitized his Kyle organs to the guards
out side, using his biomech to anplify the signals fromhis KEB. Wen his |ink
with the guards faltered, he clenched his teeth agai nst
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the pain, overrode the safety toggles in his web, and let a ;

of power surge out of his brain

A cry cane through the door; Bolt had miscalculated ii' applied too nuch
force. Wth his injuries Kelric couldn't rier hinmself against the shock of the
attack as it reflected 'V:

to him It hammered at his mind until he groaned and .f? clouded his vision.

Hal f blinded by pain, he threw his bulk htl the door again and again, until it
flew open with a bang. |

Qut si de, his guards |lay unconscious on the floor. He "liill around their

bodi es and headed for the stairs. |

7

Hawks Fl i ght

f

Deha sat behi nd her desk, bathed in the norning sunshine RT8| ing through the
wi ndow at her back. Piles of folders waited iii, a full day faced her: city
neetings Estate conferences, Quis sions. She reached for the audi ocom—

Anot her hand cane from behind her and bent back the w, switch until the wood
snapped off with a crack. h

Deha spun her chair around—to see Kelric a fewjm)| away, aimng a stunner at
her head. Behind him curtainsSl |owed out froman open w ndow that shoul d
have been i RilH She stared at him remenbering how he had felt in her nn He
| ooked far different now, his expression closed to her. "

"I came for nmy Junbler," he said.

"Junmbl er?" It sounded like a description of himself, or |east what he did to
her enotional state. How had he wnij the tower? '

"My gun,"” he said. "I nmust have been wearing it when 'ilt found ne."

She thought of the nonster weapon they had found on him4 "W left it on your
ship. The explosion destroyed it." In truth, \ she had stowed the gun in her
safe. Her experts said it didn't
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wor k. But then, they were only experts when it cane to stunners.

Kelric looked as if he were straining to hear a nuttered conversation. Softly
he said, "That's what | needed," followed by, "Forgive nme, Deha."

Then he fired.

The guards who had fornerly watched the Anber Room now st ood cl unped before
Deha's desk. Dabbiv stood with them his hands in the pockets of his white
sweat er where Deha knew he al ways put them when he was tense.

"Escaped." Deha was standi ng behi nd her desk, her head pounding in the
aftermath of the stun shots. Kelric had punped her with enough charge to put
her out for the entire norning. "Were were all of you while he was escapi ng?"
"Kelric knocked them out," Hacha said.

Deha scowl ed. "How could he knock out every guard in the tower, sneak into ny
of fice, knock me out, rob ny safe, and di sappear? My entire G tyGuard can't
find one man?"

"W have every available unit out searching,” Hacha said. "I also doubled the
detail at the airfield. W'll catch him"

"You' d better." Deha turned to Dabbiv. "And you. Insisting we stop his

medi cation. No wonder he escaped.”

' The drugs were poisoning him" Dabbiv said.

"If he was in such terrible shape, how did he manage this phenonenal escape?
want hi m back on sedation the instant he's found."

"Deha, no." Dabbiv pulled his hands out of his pockets. "There's no telling

what cumul ative effect the drugs will have on him™
She forced out the words. "That may be. But we have no choice."
"My calling is to heal. Not harm" He took a breath. "lI'd rather you put me on

a city crewthan ask ne to go against that."

Deha pushed her hand through the tendrils that had escaped her braid. "Fine.
You're no longer on his case. You're reassigned to the city." She glanced at
Hacha. "I want reports fromthe search teanms every hour."
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go." As they left, Deha took a breath, trying to calmthe wij of her heart and
ease the pain behind her breastbone thafif|| ated into her neck, jaw, and
arnms. She watched the i B guards bow to a woman who stood just inside the
door way. S "Chankah;' Deha said.
| Her successor closed the door. "Dabbiv told ne

you it himto the city." She came over to the desk. "Deha, why? { does a good
job here." s| "We—di sagreed."

| "Do you really intend to disniss himfromthe Estate?" |
"No. No, | don't." She exhaled. "Everything is a mess. S Kelric makes it to

the port we're finished." 1
"There's no way out of Dahl except by air. We'll catch Wwhen he goes for a
rider." Chankah paused. "Wen we do, .' nust put an end to all this."

| "Lady Death already stole Jaymfromne. | won't give ff.
Kelric too." H "Whether Kelric dies
or goes to prison, he will be .mii Mre gently Chankah said, "Fromwhat |'ve
seen, he's a m»i ? man. But that doesn't change the danger he poses us." J

"So." Deha crossed her arms. "You would lock himup in
Haka prison." "That's right." . | "And
whi ch Estates are strongest, Chankah?" "I don't see how that— "Answer the

guestion.” "Kam and Varz are strongest." "Kam and Varz. The two Estates whose
relations define i!T| word antagonism And after then®" i
"Haka and Dahl ." _J "Haka. Haka." Deha

scowl ed. "You want nme to hand a W genius to the nost powerful ally of Varz?
What other iifeMil would you give Manager Haka?" a

"He'll be in her prison," Chankah said. "Not her Calanya" 1 Deha | owered her
arms. "A dice player as gifted as R belongs in a Cal anya."
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"I hope you're right," Chankah said. So do |, Deha thought.

H dden by a mponl ess night, Kelric | eaned against a clunmp of boul ders. Rocks
l[ittered a trail that wound down the nountain until it |eveled out into
cultivated fields far bel ow Beyond the fields, Dahl gleamed |ike a scul pture
of spires. Lights on the aircontrol tower blinked in the night, beckoni ng—and
unattai nabl e. Too many guards were out searching: in the city, on the Estate,
ever ywher e.

Hunger gnawed at him Al though crops flourished bel ow, eating them nade him
sick, as did drinking water fromfountains in Dahl. Hi s resources were al npst
gone. He still had the Junbler that hung heavy at his hip, but to activate it
required that he key his brain to a neural chip in the gun. Designed with his
own DNA, the chip picked up waves sent by his KEB and filtered by his bionmech
web, making them nore distinctive than fingerprints. It ensured that only he
could fire the gun. But that vaunted safety feature had put himin a now n
situation; using his Kyle senses and bi omech woul d further aggravate his
injuries, but if he didn't do it now he nmi ght never have another chance.

He sent a probe to the gun

Contact—no, he lost it.

On the second try, his probe clicked into synch with the weapon. A nmenu
flashed in his mnd:

Fuel : abiton rest energy: 1.9 eV charge: 5.95X1025 C magnet: 0.0001 T nax
radius: 0.05 M

The nmenu wavered, cane into focus—and nelted. Gitting his teeth agai nst what
felt like a nental version of ripping his tendons, he yanked his link to the
gun back in place. Then he set out for Dahl

ha eaned against a rail on the airfield, brooding in the orning sunlight.
Hacha stood at her side, watching her
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guards patrol the hangars. Then she | ooked up into the nout tains. "He can't
stay out there forever," the captain said. has to cone back in sonetine."

And then? Deha wondered. Kelric was a windstormth( had trapped in a bottle.
Cracks kept fracturing the glass, ai every tinme she tried to repair one, two
nor e appear ed. |

Bal v canme out of the tower and wal ked over to the "Ll aach just reported in.
She and Rev are still at the Calaig Everythin is quiet."

Deha nodded, struck by the irony of having Rev guard | Cal anya. |In past ages,
a dice player with his brilliance wou have been in it. H's Qis expertise was
why she had chos himfor her escort. A Manager could | earn nuch fromwhat h
bodyguards picked up in the Quis. ;
Shouts cane fromacross the field, as guards converged 1 a hangar, formng a
semcirce. "That's it," Deha said. She t(x off anked by Hacha and Balv.

1
At the semicircle, they nade their way to the front. T( paces away, Kelric
stood backed up agai nst the hangar with h weapon drawn.

Hacha stepped forward. "Be reasonable, Kelric. W kno your gun doesn't work."
j

"I't works," he said. "It shoots abitoris. Antimatter particle O the biton. And

guess what Captain. Every electron in yottj body contains hundreds of

t housands of bitons. | shoot, yo get annihilated."
"}
Deha gl anced at Balv. "Do you know what he's tal kin|] about?"
s

"I've no idea" Balv said.

Hacha t ook anot her step—and Kelric raised his gun

The Dahl guards fired in unison, and though Kelric lunge to the side, nany of
the shots hit him Yet it had no discernib efect. Holding his gun in both
hands, with his feet plante wide, he fired across the ground separating him
fromd octets. Orange sparkles lit the air in a narrow beamal where the beam
hit tarmac, the ground exploded in a flash ffl orange |ight. Rocks and dust
flewinto the air. In a second, a chasmstretched the length of the fied, with
debris crunbling fromits edges in miniature aval anches.
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"W nds above," Balv nmuttered.

Deha swal | owed. Apparently his gun worked rmuch better than they had thought.
Kelric ooked at her. "Order the guards inside the hangar to cone out."
"There aren't any," Deha said.

He ainmed into the building. "You have two seconds. Then | shoot."

"Wait." Deha raised her voice. "Unit three, come out of the hangar."

Three guards wal ked out.

"All of them" Kelric said.

"That is all of them"

"There are five nore."

"No one else is in there," Deha said.

Kelric brought his thunb down on the firing stud.

"No!" Deha raised her voice again. "Unit five out."

Five nore guards appeared. After the octet backed away fromthe hangar, Kelric
noti oned at Balv. "Send himover here."

"There's no way you can | eave Dahl," Deha said.
"Send himhere," Kelric said.
"No. "

Kelric didn't argue, he just fired at a nearby hangar. H's target exploded in
a bl ast of orange light.

Deha swore under her breath. Watching her, Balv said, "I better do what he
wants, before he starts shooting at people."

"W have to stop him Balv. No matter what it takes. If you're in the rider
when we catch it—= Deha left the rest unsaid.

"1 understand. "

"Al'l right. Go." Softly she added, "Wnd's luck to you."

He touched her arm Then he headed for the edge of the fied, where the chasm
narrowed enough for himto cross.

Deha turned to Hacha. "Have the guards block their takeoff. And get the other
riders ready to go."

"1 have crews standing by."

"And Captain. If you can't recapture him—~ Deha forced out the words, hearing
themas if another person spoke. "Force is rider into a crash."
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Kelric | oomed above Balv in the hatch. "Put your stunner ¢' the tarmac." Balv
set down the weapon.  "Now clinb in here," Kelric
said. Balv clinbed, acutely aware of the gun Kelric kept trained ) him
I nside, the cabin seemed cramped, dwarfed by Kelric's .w |
Kelric notioned himtoward the pilot and copilot's i)T| the front. "You fly."
k
As Balv sat in the pilot's chair, he | ooked through the «."ii'i| shield and
saw guards running along the fissure. By the rtWhe finished his preflight
checks, several octets were iifcM outside the hangar. Wen he started the
engines a line of »Ma| pie solidified in front of the rider
I
Kelric was standing by the seat, his gun poised near t?ItBt head. "Go." "I
can't. 1'll run over the guards." | I'n response, Kelric
yanked on the throttle. The rider hiMI| into notion
I
"No!" As Balv grabbed the wheel, people scattered in In directions.
Mercifully, he regained control of the craft before | hit anyone. As the area
cl eared, he taxied out of the hangar aii;<|
accel erated al ongside the chasm Kelric sat down in the fliU

lot's chair, still with his gun trained on Balv. Wthin iW'IMI| they had
lifted off the tarmac and were sailing into the gales i|l, the Teotec
Mount ai ns.

Static burst fromthe radio. "This is the Dahl RCt Cone in, Skytreader."

"Don't answer," Kelric said. T Bel ow them the
nountains unrolled in a jagged »B>ninm«l In his side mrror, Balv saw a fl ock
of craft rising fromthe air-1 field. They | ooked |ike specks against the

cliffs towering Vi Dahl. *
"Skytreader." Hacha's voice crackled on the co. "Land now or we'll force you
out of the air." f "Qutrun them" Kelric said. "I can't,"

Balv said. A fist of wi nd grabbed Skytreader and i tossed it upward like a
child playing with a dice cube. "This is crazy. W have to land."
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Kelric touched his gun to Balv's tenple. "W're going to the starport you al
cl ai mdoesn't exist."

"You can't shoot that thing in here. You'll destroy the rider."

"No. Just you."

"I won't fly." Balv swall owed, wondering if he were about to die.

For a nonent there was silence. Then Kelric said, "Get up"

Balv stared at him "Wat?

Kelric flipped over his gun and held it like a club. "Get up."

"You'll kill us both."

"You have five seconds. Then you go to sleep.”

It only took Balv an instant to imagine |ying unconscious in a craft flown by
soneone who had never handled a rider, let alone battled the winds of the
Teotecs. Then he slid out of the pilot's seat. As Kelric took his place, the
rider lurched i ke a drunk ganbl er

"Let me take us down." Balv notioned to a cluster of cloudw eathed crags

bel ow. "1 know pl aces we can land."

"The only place |I'mgoing is hone."

"We can't make it." As Balv slid into the copilot's seat he | ooked back

t hrough a wi ndow. Pai nted eyes and wi ngs showed on the pursuing riders. "You
know they'll catch us."

Kelric made a fast scan of the controls. Then, with no warning, he pulled
Skytreader into a nearly vertical clinmb. Pressure built in Balv's ears and he
had to yell to be heard over the straining engines. "You' re going too high!"
Kelric ignored him taking the rider up in a dizzying half |oop, the horizon
careeni ng past the windshield as the craft turned upside down. Just when Balv
began to fear altitude would finish themas surely as a crash in the Teotecs,
Kelric rolled the rider right side up and angled into a descent, headed the
opposite way fromtheir previous direction. Skytreader streaked into the upper
ranges of the Teotecs, |leaving their pursuers far behind.

They | anded high in the mountains, in a pocket of rock fenced by crags and icy
pat ches of snow. Balv stared through the windshield at a finger of basalt
thrusting into a cobalt sky. "I thought we were going to the port."
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Kelric cut the engines. "So did Hacha. Once she gets turned |t

around, she won't have any idea where to find us." . t.

It al nost made sense; locating a craft up here was virtually | inpossible
unl ess the pilot wanted to be found. But Kelric had | m ssed one "mnor"
fact—+he starport was in the desert. . "You're going to fly me there,"
Kelric said. "Wen it gets f dark."

J "Fly you where?" 1. "To the
starport." %A chill ran down Balv's
back. How did Kelric always know | what he was thinking? "And if | refuse?"

"«9. "You won't." t'
"\Why not ?" "Ijl "Because you want to
l[ive." Balv had no answer for that. | Kelric
| oosened the collar of his shirt. "Does this craft carry
oxygen?"
"Oxygen?" 3"ATr"

| Balv knew a weapon m ght be stored in the cabin

| ocker He
stood up. "I'Il check in back." j
* Kelric raised his gun. "Sit down." | Balv sat.

| "No pilot stores energency air out
of reach.” Kelric's voice | rasped. The air. Now. "
Bal v heard the edge of desperation in his voice, recognized the danger in it.
"The panel is above your head."
Kelric ran his fingers along the hull until he found the catch. \Wen he
clicked the panel open, a mask dropped out, hanging by a hose. He clanped it
over his face and drew n huge lungfuls of air.
When Kelric finally Iowered the mask, his tension had visibly eased. He spoke
in a calner voice. 'The air is so thin up here."
Thi n?" Balv had never heard of thin or fat air. "The concentration of oxygen
is lowfor me." "Air is an element. Its conposition can't vary." "It's a
m xture of elements, Balv. Oxygen and nitrogen, with traces of other gases."
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Balv had no intention of arguing. "Al right."

"I don't get it." Kelric's voice was growi ng hoarser. "Your science is only in
the rudi mentary stages, yet you people can build nachi nes as sophisticated as
these riders.”

"You sound terrible. You need a doctor."

"What | need is the starport.”

Bal v had no response to that. So they sat silent, Kelric periodically

breat hing fromthe mask.

After a while Balv said, "Can | ask you somet hi ng?"

"What ?"
"You are a soldier, yes?"
"That's right."

"Who do you fight?"

"Eubi an Traders."

"\Why 2"

"W have sonet hing they want."

"Why not trade?" Balv wondered what | SC considered worth nore than the |ives
lost to keep it Weal th? Power? What pushed them that they ruled so nuch and
still wanted nore?

"You think it's greed?" Kelric said. "If the Traders had found Coba before we
did, your life would be a lot different now 1'll tell you what we have that
t hey want. People."

"Peopl e?"

"They sell them You want to be a slave? |I'd rather die."

That made Bal v pause. It had never occurred to himthat the Inperialate |ived
with its own nightmares. He chose his words carefully. "During our A d Age
the Estates were always at war. Managers nade their captives into slaves.

Cal ani were bought and sold like prized goods." He grimaced. "I amglad | live
now and not then."

"I had the inpression there wasn't much warfare here."

"Now, yes. But in the Ad Age, Managers were warriors. They nearly fought one
another into extinction. Now we fight with Qus."

Unexpectedly, Kelric smled. "Political hostilities submerged into a dice
gane. That's quite an acconplishment." He glanced at Balv's wist. "Is that
your kasi band?"

Bav | ooked down. He had pulled the gold out from under
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his cuff and was twisting it around his wist. "Yes." He won-1 dered if he
woul d ever see his wi fe again.

Kelric touched his own shirt where the outline of an arm1 band showed under
the cloth. "Why are yours on your wists? |

"I't's not the same thing. The arnbands mean you are a;

Cal ani." Balv stopped twisting his band. "OF course, nowadays some kasi refuse
to wear these."”
Why ?"

"In the Od Age a kasi was his wife's property. He wore. wist guards with her
nane engraved on them Sone men feel the bands are a remmant of those days."
Kel ri c pushed back his cuff, uncovering his wist guard with its engraving of
t he Dahl suntree hieroglyph. "Like this?"

Balv shifted in his seat. "Wll-yes."

"I take it that nmeans |'m Dha's property."

"Yes." Balv felt the need to add nore. "Many of us consider the Akasi Laws
barbaric."

"I won't argue with that," Kelric nuttered. Sweat trickled down his neck

Bal v wondered why Kelric was so hot. The cabin was cold and all Kelric wore
were flinsy old clothes. He ought to be freezing. Balv peered at the skin
above Kelric's wist guard. "Can you roll up your sleeves?"

"Wy ?

"I want to check sonething."

Wat ching himwarily, Kelric pushed up his sleeve—and reveal ed an inflaned rash
of red dots all over his arm "What the hell?" He | ooked at Balv. "Wat is

t hat ?"

"Kevtar's disease, | think. Mst of us get it as children.”
"1'"m sick?"
"It's not serious. You'll be fine by tonight." Balv winced. | should

apol ogi ze. You nust have caught it fromne."

"You don't | ook sick."

"I"'mnot. But Rev and | were at the Med House this morning visiting his
children. Al three of them have Kevtar's."

Kelric grimaced. "Thirty-four is a little old for me to catch a child's
illness.”

"Thirty-four?" Balv stared at him "You can't be that old."

"Why not ?"
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"The way you | ook—ae all assumed you were younger." Kelric shrugged. "It's
just biotech. And good genes." "Ch. O course." That nade no sense to Balv.
"Little Kelric," he nuttered. Hi s voice sounded |ike sand scraping gl ass.
"Baby of the Rhon. Youngest and biggest." He w ped sweat off his forehead.
"Gods, |'mburning up."”

By evening Kelric's rash had spread until it covered his chest and neck. He
paced across the cabin, shivering now, his voice even hoarser than before. "I
t hought you said I would feel fine by now "

"You should," Balv said. "I've never seen Kevtar's affect anyone this way. W
have to get you to a Med House.™

"Not a chance." Kelric shifted his Junbler fromhand to hand. "W're | eaving
for the port."

"We don't have enough fuel to reach it fromhere."

"Maybe not. But we have enough to get damm close.” He notioned with the gun.
"CGet in the pilot's seat."

Bal v knew this might be his |ast chance to nake a nove. He stood up, stepped
away fromthe copilot's seat—and |lunged for the Junbler

Kelric jerked away the gun, his novenments nechanical, as if he were a puppet
acting on reflex. It happened so fast that despite the accuracy and speed of
Bal v' s lunge, his hand closed on air.

Kelric leveled the Junbler at Balv. "Sit."

Balv froze. "You don't want to shoot ne."

"That doesn't nmean | won't."

Balv sat in the pilot's seat, his mnd racing to find a solution. Wat if
Kelric reached the port? Were the tales true, that entire worlds had been
puni shed for an offense against the Rhon? If Kelric was their youngest, the
one they felt nost protective toward, their wath would be even greater

He | ooked up at his abductor. "I won't fly you to the port."
"Fly or | shoot."

Bal v took a deep breath. "Then you'll have to shoot."
"You're willing to die to keep me here?"

"Yes."

Kelric stared jt himas if he were trying to extract the truth of Balv's words
fromhis brain. Then he jerked his gun toward the hatch. "Take what you need
to survive and get out."
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Bal v junped out of his seat and strode toward the back o| the cabin, noving
fast, before Kelric changed his mnd. Kelric' had already taken the stunner
fromthe | ocker, so Balv grabbed, a jacket and a box of flares to signal the
search panis. :

When Bal v heaved open the hatch, chill wi nd blasted! through the cabin,

t hrowi ng back his hair. He junped out onto the ice-encrusted rocks around the
rider where the snow tha nelted during their |anding had refrozen

Wthin seconds the rider was airborne, |eaving Balv alone in the freezing

wi nd.

A burst of static fromthe co jolted Kelric awake. One gl ance| at the controls
told himthe craft was losing altitude. As he;

brought up the nose, the radio crackled again, with a voice buried in the

static. 3 A Skolian voi ce.

" identify yourself. You are approach ... Restricted zone off limts
identify .. ."

"I"'ma Skolian citizen," Kelric rasped. H s fever was worse now and his voice
had grown so hoarse he could barely talk. | "Do you read? |I'm an |nperial ate
citizen."

". .. off limts to all Coban . . . identify yourself." "o "Is anyone
t here?" he asked. "Anyone?" | The nessage continued to

repeat . | The rider faltered, coughing and spluttering.

A fast check | showed what he had feared would result fromhis'erratic fly- |
ing: the fuel tanks were enpty. As he opened the wings and | rode the w nd
like a hawk, the desert sped upward in a blur 5;

of red. |

Kelric did his best to control the dive, trying to glide on the | wind. At the
| ast monment, he hunched over and covered his head with his arms. Wth a shriek
of splintering nmetal, the rider '':

hit ground and plowed through the sand. The inpact nearly tore himout of his
seat despite the harness. The craft rolled over, wenching himfromside to
side, and the crack of break-

ing glass added its cry to the chaos.

Wth a final shudder, the rider rocked to a stop. Slow and cautious, Kelric
rai sed his head. The wi ndshield was broken and the cabin | ooked |ike a storm
had hit Jt. Equi pnent |ay
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thrown all over the deck. Two passenger seats had ripped | oose and his Junbler
| ay snmashed under a crunpled section of the hull. H's Quis dice were scattered
everywhere, nost of them crushed.

Kelric untangl ed hinself fromhis seat, noving stiffly, both fromthe damage
he had sustained during the crash and fromthe fever raging in his body. He

i nped across the cabin, piking his way over the debris. The rider rocked,
then listed to one side, leaving the deck at a slant that sent himsliding
into the hatch.

The buckl ed dor cane | oose under his shove and fell out onto the desert.
Scorching wind poured into the cabin, acconpanied by a rain of sand that
insinuated itself everywhere. Raising his armto protect his eyes, he clinbed
out into the heat.

Red desert stretched everywhere. Nothing but sand, sand, sand, and the towers
that reached into a pale blue sky like fingers froma giant buried hand—
Tower s?

Kelric squinted in the heat shimrer of the air. Then he grinned.

It was the starport. -

Lift one foot. Put it down. Again and again and again ....

The inmpact of his body against sand jarred Kelric out of his daze. He rolled
onto his back and stared at the twilit sky. The stars dazzled. It didn't
matter that Coba had no noon. She had enough stars to light a hundred nights.
"Port," he munbl ed. He clinbed back to his feet and resumed his trudge.
Deceptive sands. He had forgotten how a desert could lie. The towers had
taunted himall day with their distance, coming closer w th naddening

sl owness. But he was al nbst there now. He could make out the 1SC insignia on
the tallest structure. Even in a fully automated port, regul ations required at
| east one shuttle be avail able for transport.

Fevered thoughts darted through his mnd. Wien he reached HQ he had to report
on Coba. ISC would take a long | ook at the Twelve Estates. It was obvi ous Coba
clained rich
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resources, both in material terns and the harder-toquantify

val ue of human mind and culture. Had the Cobans been nore i accommodating in
their first contacts with | SC, Coba nmight | have earned Inperial citizenship,
but now he had no idea what woul d happen. | SC woul d see their unpredictable
behavi or as| a potential threat.

And Deha? Inperial |aw recognized marriages on anyi planet under |SC
jurisdiction, including Restricted worlds., Dissolving his union with Deha
woul d require legal action, and if he revealed the circunstances of its

formati on she would. | cone up on crimnal charges. Gven his titled position
within the Inperialate, she was in serious trouble. He didn't want her
destroyed that way. Hell, he wasn't even sure he wanted the ;i narriage

di ssol ved. |

He woul d have to make his report with caution, when his | mnd was clear
Stress how these people saved his life. If he | wasn't careful, he could
destroy the Cobans because he was , too clunmsy with words to choose ones t hat
woul d ward off the wath of 1SC and his family. Wen this fever-cool ed he
could i think better ;

What woul d happen if he got into space and the fever grew worse? Any shuttle
in an automated backwaters port like this "

woul d be bottomof-the-line, with mininmal nedical facilities. The fever was
devastating his system raging faster than his crippled nanoneds could fi ght
it. If he didn't cool it off, the shuttle would deliver a corpse to | SC. Then
what woul d hap pen to Coba?

The grow of an automated crane lifting freight interrupted his thoughts. He
was cl ose enough now to see it nmoving within the port.

But there was still another runble.

An engi ne?

Kelric spun around and stared at the sky. Stark against a crinmson sunset, the
bl ack sil houette of a rider was growing in size.

"No!" he shouted. "Not now. "

Conbat node toggled Bolt thought. Wirling around, Kelric ran for the
starport, using enhanced speed.

Warning. Bolt created a display of statistics. Fenur, tibia, and
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fibula hydraulics malfunctioning. Sciatic fiberoptic thread: 48 percent |oss
of efficiency. Auriculotenporal thread msfiring. Estimat&-3##

The grow behind himswelled into a roar. Then a shadow passed over his head.
He shouted a protest, his voice lost in a thunder of engines as the rider

ski mmed al ong the ground in front of him Even before it rolled to a ful

stop, its hatch burst open and his escort was junping out Balv included.
Kelric tried to veer away. Bolt shoul d have analyzed the terrain, his reflex
libraries should have guided his feet, and his hydraulics should have
supported the abrupt direction change. Sonewhere the systemfailed. He tripped
and fell forward, slanmng into the sand.

As he struggled to his knees in the evening's fading light, he saw the guards
running toward him

Kyl e magni fication activated, Bolt thought.

Deactivate.' Kelric thought.

Preparing attack.

No! He shouted the thought. You can't use ny brain for that! STOP!

But he had pushed his injured systens too far one too nany tinmes. The safety
protocols failed and an attack expl oded out fromhis Kyle centers, anplified
so far beyond what his brain could tolerate that Bolt quit trying to calcul ate
the resulting damage and just flashed red warnings all over the disintegrating
di splay of stats. Uncontrolled, the attack slammed into the escort with a
force only a nmenber of the Rhon could summon.

Kelric tried to stop the onslaught, cut it of, swanp it out, anything to end
the nightmare. But his danaged systens refused to respond. The signal held
true, unrelenting, dragging himfurther and further into his link with the
escort, until their dentities merged.

He was Hacha. level after level of personality, each peeling back like a skin:
strength, traditionalism pride in her work, |ove for her husband and child.
Rev's nmind was a conplex of dice patterns, shifting, unceasing. He lived Quis,
t hought Quis, dreamt Quis . . . Balv thought of flying, of his famly, of his
job. Impressions of Llaach | anced though the barrage;

newest nenber of the escort, |east confident. Deeper down he found her |ove of
her husband: Jevi, Cal ani
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Li ke a runaway web vins, Kelric's anplified signals a away at their mnds.

LI aach buckl ed first, her neurotransm ters going wld, attacking her own
brain cells. As she die Kelric screamed, dying with her, experiencing every
instant < it, unable to break the link that bound the five of themtogethe
And when the other three guards began to die, Kelric final in desperation,
broke the link by breaking his own m nd.

8

The Square

"The Tribunal of Dahl," Chankah said, "is now convened."

She stood in the Hall of Voices, a large roompaneled in wood, filled with a
sense of antiquity. The table in front of herj reflected |ight from ambergl ass
| anps overhead. At her back,| a rail set of a gallery filled with benches. An
enpty gallery. This Tribunal was closed to the public i
The Estate aide Corb stood at her side, adjusting his spectacles. About five
paces in front of them the judges sat at:

their hi gh bench, |ooking down fromits gl eani ng expanse of darkwood. Their
robes rustled as they noved. For this ase there were six judges instead of the
usual three: two on defense, two on prosecution, and two neutral, including

t he El der Judge.

The El der regarded Chankah. "Successor Dahl, do you agree to act as Estate
Manager until Deha Dahl can once nore assume her duties?"

"Yes," Chankah said. No, she thought. Not this way. But no choice existed.
Deha—her |ifelong mentor—tay near death in the aftermath of a nassive heart
attack brought on by whatever had happened three days ago, out in the desert.
One fact remrained clear: Llaach was dead. Although the Tribunal would focus
primarily on her death, the ranifications of
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any deci sions made here would go nuch further than Ll aach. The future of the
Twel ve Estates was at stake.

"We shall begin,"” the Elder said. She waited until Chankah and Corb sat down,
then said, "Bring in the Tribunal party."

An Estate aide pulled back the bolts in a door to the left of the bench and

| eaned her weight into it. Wth the creak of old wood, the portal slowy swung
open.

The Voice entered first, a tall man in a violet robe, his silvered hair swept
back from his face. The witnesses cane next:

guards fromthe city, airfield personnel, doctors Rohka and Dabbiv, and
Captai n Hacha. The captai n | ooked pal e, but her wal k was steady.

They brought Kelric in |ast.

Dressed in a black prison uniform he wal ked surrounded by an octet of guards.
A chain four handspans long joined the iron manacl es fastened around his
wrists above the gold gl eam of his Cal anya guards. Watching him Chankah felt
a sense of grief. So much was lost, both for Dahl and for Kelric, all because
he had the misfortune to crash on a world where he was both coveted and

f ear ed.

The Voice crossed to a table on Chankah's right and the aide directed the

wi tnesses to the gallery. The Square of Decision stood to the left, a chair
surrounded by a wooden rail. The guards seated Kelric in the chair and took up
posts around the rail.

The El der spoke. "Before we begin, do any here have petitions that concern
this Tribunal ?"

The | arge nunber of people who approached the gallery rail worried Chankah
How coul d there be so many petitioners when so few citizens knew what had
happened? She had kept the incident quiet, backed in her decision by the
Mnistry. If know edge spread about Kelric's identity, it could start a panic.
News of Llaach's death had | eaked into the Quis, but nost people believed she
di ed apprehending a Dahl citizen who had stolen a wi ndrider. Chankah had
revealed the full story only to a select few city elders, top oficials, and
Deha's kin

Four people stood in the first group: two wonmen and two nmen. "Please identify
your sel ves," the El der said.
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"I am Yeva," the first woman an swered. "Two decades ag< before Deha Dahl
became Manager, she worked in the Chi dren's Cooperative. During that tine she
was my priml guardian.”

"I am Tabbol ," the first man said. "Manager Dahl was m guardian in the
Cooperative. "
"I am Sabhia," the second wonan said. "Manager Dahl w also nmy guardian.”

The younger man spoke | ast. He watched the judges wit famliar eyes, huge and
bl ack, like dark pools. "I am Jaynsol Deha Dahl is ny nother."

Chankah stared at him It had been | onger than she realize since she had seen
Jaym . He wasn't "Jaym " anynore. Deha' son, her only biological child, had
grown into a nan.

"What is your petition?" the El der asked.

Yeva read froma docunment in her hand. "If Manager Dat dies as a result of her
heart seizure, Sevtar Dah should be trie for her nurder as well as that of

LI aach Dahl . "

Chankah al nbst swore. Did they realize what they were asl ing? Wether they
acknow edged it or not, Kelric was the stepfather. Al they saw in hi was the
conqueror incarnate, nightmare cone to |life. Watching Jaynmson, she felt a dee
| oss. She suspected he would have |iked Kelric once he had th chance to know
him but that woul d never happen now.

"Your charge is severe," the Elder said. "On what ground do you bring it?"

"On the grounds,"” Yeva said, "that Manager Dahl's cond tion is a direct result
of the accused' s actions."

The El der considered her. "This is not a nurder trial. W ai met to deternine
what transpired in the desert why Ll aach Da died, and what our response shoul d
be." She paused. "G ven th far-reaching ramfications of any decisions we make
here, yoi petition will require a private conference by the Bench."

"I understand," Yeva said. "W await your decision." Sh gave her docunment to
the Tribunal aide and withdrew with h group

Chankah recogni zed the second petitioner: Avahna Dan Speaker for the Cal anya.
The painful duty of telling Llaach husband that his wife had died had fallen
to Chankah. Whe
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he requested to see the Speaker, she thought he wanted to send a nessage to
LI aach's kin. Avahna's presence here was an unwel cone surprise.

The aide Corb spoke to her in a low voice. "Are you going to allow this? \Wat
if Jevi demands Sevtar's life for Llaach' s?"

Chankah pushed her hand through her hair. "It's Jevi's right to petition. Just
pray we don't have to intervene."

Avahna said, "I speak for the Calani Jevi."

"What is his request?" the El der asked.

"He asks," Avahna said, "that if the Bench acquits the accused, then Sevtar
never be allowed to live in the Dahl Cal anya. Should this be unacceptabl e,
Jevi asks to | eave Dahl for the Cal anya of another Estate."

Synpathy gentled the Elder's face. Wen she gl anced toward the table, Chankah
nodded, relieved.

The El der turned to Avahna. "You may tell Jevi his petition is granted."
Avahna bowed. "Thank you, your Honor."

The final petitioner was a woman wi th coppery curls spilling down her back
She wore the blue junpsuit of a guardian fromthe Children's Cooperative and
| ooked ill at ease in the severity of the court.

The wonman took a breath. "I am Chala Dahl. | represent the Elders of the Dahl

resi dences: the Wnen's House, Men's House, Couples' House, Parents' House,
and Children's Cooperative." She shuffled her papers self-consciously, then
read fromone. "Although we abhor the nature of the events that led to this
Tribunal, we feel conpelled to make this statenent:

t here have been no executions for centuries. If Sevtar Dahl is given such a

sentence, it will set us back to an age when viol ence was our way of life. For
this reason we exhort you to refrain fromany such ruling."
Yeva junped to her feet. "I object to this girl's clai m=

"You are out of order," the Elder judge said.

"Your Honor, | apologize," Yeva said. "But this girl claims to represent al
Houses of the city when in fact she speaks only the naive opinions of a few
peopl e. "

Chankah stood and the petitioners fell silent. She considered Yeva. "Do you
claimto represent the Houses of Dahl ?"
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"Successor Dahl." Yeva bowed. "All | state is this: the sev ity of the crines
brought before this Bench require neasue of equal severity when dealing with

t he perpetrator.™ ;

Per petrator. Chankah frowned. Yeva spoke as if Kelric' guilt were already

deci ded. The hearing hadn't even begun an already they had convicted him It
underm ned the very foun dation of a Tribunal, which was that the person who
sat in i Square of Decision should receive a fair hearing. They neede to coo
of f the courtroom give the tension tinme to eas Chankah turned to the Eder and
t he judge nodded, undei standi ng her unspoken nessage.

The El der regarded Yeva. "If you wish to present a state nent, you nmay do so
prior to the norning session tonmorrow. She turned to Chala. "W will take your
petition into consic eration."

Chal a and Yeva nodded. After everyone had taken thei seats, the El der picked
up a nmall et and knocked it against small gong on the bench. "This Tribunal is
ow in session, She turned to the Voice. "Evid Dahl, step forward."

The Voice went to stand before the Bench

"Do you swear to remain inpartial when you question th wi tnesses?" the El der
asked.

"l swear," Evid said.

"Please call your first wtness."

Testinmony of officers fromthe CityGuard filled the norr ing, and after M dday
recess the airfield personnel were ques tioned. The witnesses laid out a list
of Kelric's actions; fight! threats, assaults, abductions—t all forned a

vi ol ent pictur incongruous with the quiet man who sat in the Square c

Deci si on

"And so the matter before this Tribunal," Yeva finished, "is on with no
precedent in nodern history. As such, it require unprecedented justice.
Yesterday it was clainmed we regress t barbarismif we deal with the accused as
he has dealt with u

| answer with this: if his crinmes go unpuni shed what messa will that send out?
That a person may nurder without cer sure 7

Mutters runbl ed anong' the witnesses. The El der waite
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until the noise died down and then spoke. "No one woul d deny we nust avoid
such a message. However, we rem nd you that Sevtar Dahl has been convicted of
not hi ng. "

"I understand, your Honor," Yeva said. But as she returned to her seat, others
nodded their support to her

The Elder turned to Evid. "Summon your next witness."

"l call Dabbiv Dahl," Evid said

Dabbi v went to stand before the Bench. The Elder said, "The Tribunal oath
requires you tell the facts with truth. Do you swear to do so?

"Yes," Dabbiv said.

"Be seated then."

The Square of Wtness, to the left of the Bench, |ooked rmuch like the chair
where Kelric sat. However, no guards stood around its rail. After Dabbiv was
seated, Evid said, "Doctor, in what capacity do you know Sevtar Dahl ?"

"I was his physician," Dabbiv said.

"Was? You no | onger are?"

"Manager Dahl took me off his case.”

" \Npy 2"

Dabbi v hesitated. "W di sagreed about his treatnent."

"Di sagreed how?"

"She wanted ne to give himdrugs that made himsick."

Evid raised his eyebrows. "Manager Dahl w shed to poi son her Akasi?"

Dabbi v flushed. "OF course not. The drug was a sedative, a powerful one, but
saf e under proper superviston. Safe for a Coban, that is. Kelric, | nean
Sevtar, isn't a Coban."

A prosecution judge beckoned to Evid. He talked with her, then turned back to
Dabbi v. "Wen was the last time you gave Sevtar the drug in question?"

"The day of his Qath cerenony,"” Dabbiv said.

"After which he escaped froma | ocked roomat the top of a tower, knocked out
all of his guards, shot Manager Dahl, wecked the airfield, kidnapped a pilot,
and flew to the starport?"

Dabbi v reddened. "Yes."

"Since these events, do you believe the drug had any effect on himat all?"
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"I don't know how he managed to nullify it, but it was poi| soning him"
| Bl
A neutral judge bent to Evid. He listened, then spoke tl Dabbiv. "Could a side
effect of this drug be to induce psyH

"I't made himphysically ill," Dabbiv said. "Not mentally.” U "But is it
possi bl e?" if "I don't know. "

B "Coul d his adverse reactions, both to food and nedi ci ne,
b psychol ogi cal in origin?" /11TL "1 doubt it."

Evid | eaned forward. "Then tell ne this. Can a change in eye or skin
pi gmentation dramatically alter the way a persoB reacts to sedation?”
"Il "I don't know. It doesn't seemlikely."
;] "Yet," Evid pounced, the only difference between Sevtar| and you or
me is coloring. Wiy then should a substance that is? harm ess to us poison

hi nP" "> "He only | ooks |ike us." Dabbiv thunped
his fist on the;

chair. "What do | have to do to make you people see? This nman;| isn't from
anot her Estate. He's from another world." \ "Young man," the El der
said. "Please control yourself." 3 Dabbiv scowl ed at her A prosecution

j udge beckoned Evid. He listened, theni turned to Dabbiv. "Are you still a
menber of the Estate staff?" "o The doctor stiffened. "No." "What is your
position?" ;

"Medic for the city maintenance crew." "Manager Dahl disnmissed you fromthe
Est at e?" ' Tightly, Dabbiv said, "Yes." S

"I see." Evid glanced at the judges for confirmation, then said, "We have no
further questions Doctor." "

Chankah frowned. The nore she heard, the less inpartial Evid sounded. She rose
to her feet. When the El der nodded, Chankah said, "It should be nade clear in
transcript that Man- \ ager Dahl fully intends to recall Dabbiv in his
position as one of her physicians.” i
"Very well." The Elder glanced at the Scribe. He sat to the right of the Bench

at a Quis table recognizable by its distinc-
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tive structure, a round top on a fluted pedestalL The Scribe di pped his quil

in ink and turned Chankah's words into hieroglyphs on his parchrment. The next
Wi t ness was Seni or Physician Rohka. "Hi s reaction was severe," Rohka sai d when
guesti oned about Kelric's bout of Kevtar's disease. "The night they brought

hi m back here his fever was so high we had to pack himin ice. Wthout

treatnment, he would have died." "Do you know what caused it?" Evid asked. "He
probably lacks inmmunities we're born with.” "Can't enotional stress nmake sone
peopl e sick?" Rohka considered the thought. "It's possible."” "Could that have
led himto attack the escort?" "It would take nore than stress to explain how
he killed Ll aach Dahl." The doctor blanched. "Every bl ood vessel in her brain
was ruptured.”

A murmur runbl ed through the petitioners and witnesses. Evid waited until it
qui eted, then said, "W have no nore questions, Doctor."

After Rohka left the chair, Evid bowed to Chankah. "I now call the acting

Est at e Manager of Dahl."

So, Chankah thought. It was a rare occurrence for a Manager or her successor
to be called in a Tribunal. But then, this was no normal Tri bunal

When Chankah was seated, Evid said, "Successor Dahl, please describe the
events that led to your discovery of the escort.”

"I was with the two riders that found Balv," Chankah said. "After he took over
as pilot for the other craft, it outdi stanced the one in which Manager Dahl
and | rode. W found it that night near the starport.”

"And the escort?" Evid asked. "Their bodies were on the ground nearby." "What
was Sevtar doi ng?" "Kneeling in the sand." "That's all?"
"There wasn't much el se he could do. He was catatonic."
what caused Manager Dahl's heart seizure?"

Evid frowned. "Then
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"I't happened when she realized Ll aach was dead. She knelt ;| next to the
body." Chankah steadi ed herself against the nmenory. 'Then she said, 'No/l'm
not ready,' and coll apsed."”

"Ready? For what ?" oo}

"I think she realized she was having a heart attack." Quietly Chankah said,
"She nmeant she wasn't ready to die."

"How did Sevtar react?" Evid asked. 1

"Her voice roused him He tried to go to her. But he could; H hardly nove."
'a

Evid considered her. "Successor Dahl, your statenent indi- | cates that

besi des Manager Dahl and the escort, only Ixpar 1 Kam knew Sevtar well. Since

M nister Karn refuses to |let her e successor testi—=
I
"Her wha!" Kelric's interruption vibrated in the air.
Silence followed the words. The El der | ooked down at | Chankah, her face
flushed. "Perhaps you should . . . ?"
The request startled Chankah as much as Kelric's outburst. \ By law, no
wi tness could intervene with any person in the Square of Decision. Then she
understood; as acting Estate

Manager only she could speak to a Cal ani. ' "o
Chankah hurried over to Kelric. "Please. You nustn't dis- ¢ nipt the
testimony."

He clenched the rail in front of him "lIxpar is the Mnister's heir

"Not heir. Her successor to the Mnistry."

"Way isn't she here to testify? Her word could nake a | ot of difference."
"Sevtar, please. Nowisn't—=

"My nane is Kelric."

"Qutbursts like this only hurt your case."

He regarded her with the | ook of a nman who expected to die. "Wat case?
They' ve al ready convicted ne."

Chankah regarded him Then she returned to the Bench and spoke to the El der
"W need a recess.”

The aide Corb sat on the bench that circled the al cove, watchi ng Chankah pace
across the small room Sunlight slanted through the arched w ndow and
reflected off his spectacles.
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"Kelric is right," Chankah said. "They' ve already decided his guilt. BEvid is
hardly any nore objective than the petitioners who want an execution."
"They're afraid," Corb said.

"That doesn't excuse the charade going on in there.'
Karri should be here. Her testinmony is inmportant”

"l don't see how the Mnister can refuse our summons."

Chankah grimaced. "She's the Mnister, that's how "

"You should talk with Elder Dahl."

"Cood idea. Check with her aides. See if we can neet before the Tribunal
reconvenes." She went to the wi ndow, watching the hawks drift in lazy circles
above the city. "Tell me, have you ever seen an althawk?"

Chankah stopped. "Ixpar

He adjusted his spectacles. "Wll, yes. O course. Alot of themnest in the
peaks above Dahl Pass."
"Not the common hawks. | nmean the giants. The beasts our ancestors rode

t hrough the skies.”

"How could 1? They're extinct."

She turned to him "Legends say a hawk chose one warrior and one warrior only
whose touch he would tolerate. He killed anyone else who tried to catch him™
Corb studi ed her face. "Wy do you bring this up now?"

"Because the giant hawks aren't extinct, nmy friend. One cane down fromthe
stars." She rubbed her hands al ong her arns. "W caged himwith an oath and
pi nioned himin gold. Now we're so terrified of what we've done, we're afraid
tolet himlive."

The Elder lifted her robe off the chair in her chanbers where she had draped
it during the recess. "To say your suggestion is unusual, Chankah, is an
under st at ement . "

"Who else is there to speak in Sevtar's defense?" Chankah asked. "Only
Successor Kam and the Mnister forbids it."

"Dabbi v spoke for him™"

"And Evid did his best to nake Dabbiv | ook like a fool. W have only
prosecutors in this hearing. No defense."

The El der settled the robe on her shouders. "Perhaps because there is no

def ense. "
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Chankah wondered what had happened to the El der's;

vaunted neutrality. "Or because we wi sh to see none."

"To |l et Sevtar take the Wtness Chair would violate his Cath."

"As acting Estate Manager | can allowit."

A tap sounded on the chanber door. "Elder Dahl?" a girl called. "The other
judges are ready to enter court."

"Al'l right." The El der regarded Chankah. "I must think nore on your
suggestion. "

When the Tribunal reconvened, Evid summoned Hacha. Watching the captain take
her seat, Chankah fet as if a weight descended on her. Hacha's word carried
authority in Dahl. And from the begi nning she had despised Kelric. Her
testinony woul d destroy him

Evid spoke. "Captain, you were the only witness to Llaach Dahl's death. Can
you descri be what happened?"

"Sevtar afected our mnds," Hacha said.

"He had a weapon that worked on your brain?"

"No. He did it hinself."

"He attacked you physically?"

"No. He didn't nove."

"Then how did he kill Oficer Dahl?"

"I"'mnot sure," Hacha said. "It was an accident."

Evid frowned. "You nean the deceased 'accidentally' burst every blood vesse
in her brain?"

"No," Hacha said. "I nean Sevtar never intended for it to happen.”

"Then why is Oficer Llaach dead?" Evid denanded.

"He only nmeant to knock us out," Hacha said. "But he couldn't break his ink
with our mnds. So he broke what created it. He burnt out his brain."

"Ah." Evid relaxed. "I see." He alnost sniled. "You believe he used—what is
t he word? Tel epat hy?"

"l don't know what it was."

"Ll aach Dahl suffered massive brain henorrhages,” Evid said. "lIsn't it
possi bl e the accused' s weapon affected your brain as well, making you think
this mental force existed?"

"He wasn't carrying any weapons."

"Wwuldn't it be nore accurae to say he had no weapons you recogni zed?"
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Hacha snorted. "Is that any | ess absurd? An invisible gun that expl odes bl ood
vessel s in the brain?"

Evid | eaned forward. "No nore absurd than a gun that does nothing until fired
by the accused, at which tinme it tears holes in airfields and disintegrates
hangars. "

"He didn't shoot us."

Evid studied her. "The fact that he let you live nust nake you grateful ."

"I defend him" Hacha said, "because he didn't conmt nurder."

"No?" Evid demanded. "A menber of our G tyGuard—an officer in your conmand—s
dead. "

Hacha | eaned forward. "All four of us would be dead if he hadn't sacrificed
hinself to save our lives."

Evid's voice grew |l ouder. "Murder is no sacrifice.”

"Ll aach's death was an accident."

"How can you defend a nurderer?" soneone yelled

Looki ng out at the gallery, Hacha raised her voice. "I'Il mourn Llaach for the
rest of my life. But killing Sevtar won't nake her live again." She turned to
the Bench. "If you execute him it's you who are the nurderers.”

One of the judges flushed. "You dare nake such an accusation?"

"W nds above," Chankah nuttered. The runbles in the gallery were grow ng | oud
and harsh. Several of the w tnesses stood up, staring at Kelric with hostility
bred by fear. Watching himpull at his manacl es, Chankah's mnd forned the
ugly image of a nob attacking a nman trapped in chains.

She strode to the Bench. "Stop the Tribunal. Now. "

Rising to her full height, the El der banged her nallet on the gong. A sonorous
not e peal ed out above the din.

"This is Tribunal," the El der boonmed. "Not a contest of |ung power." Wen the
room qui eted, she said, "W are in recess until tonmorrow nmorning. If an
outbreak like this occurs again we will close these proceedi ngs conpletely."
"And so it is our decision," the Elder fnished, "that Sevtar be allowed to
make any statement he w shes. Anyone who interrupts himw |l be expelled from
this courtroom”
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Chankah | ooked out over the gallery. The watchers sat ii silence, as if
subdued by the capacity for violence they had di covered in thensel ves the
previ ous day.

As Kelric sat in the Wtness Chair, he pushed a curl of ha hair away fromhis
eyes. His sleeve slipped, revealing both hi Cal anya guards and nanacl es, cold
iron paired with gold Murrmurs of dismay came fromthe w tnesses.

Is this how Dahl will become known? Chankah brooded. A the Estate that put a
Cal ani in chains?

Kelric took a breath. "I cone before you with—with grea regret."

H s voice was deep and husky, with a lilting accent. Fromnormal nan such a
voi ce woul d have captivated. Froma Cala it devastated. Hearing him Chankah
could believe the I egend o the warrior who, after coaxing only one word from
her queen' Akasi, became so enanpred of himthat she comitted suicid because
he was unattai nabl e.

But after his first words, Kelric froze. The El der waite then notioned for
Dahl's acting Estate Manager.

Chankah went to the Chair. "Kelric? What's wong?"

He swall owed. "I'mnot sure | can do this."
"But why?"
"Speaking in public—+ could never do it well. |I'ma sodie:

not an orator. And now |I'm+4've a neurol ogical problem Th electrodes in ny
brain. They're danmaged. They're naking mneurons msfire."

"I know what an electrode is," she said. "But how could yo fit somnething so
big in your brain?"

"They're small. You can't even see themw th the unai de eye."

Chankah wondered at the marvels his people had achieve But at what price?
"You're talking to ne."

He twi sted the chain that joined his manacles. "Publi speaking—+t makes ny
tension junmp. | can't—t's triggerin sonmething in my brain that affects the
el ectrodes. They mak my neurons misfire. Then | stutter. O lose ny thoughts.'
Al t hough Chankah knew his reaction had no connection t his oath of silence,
the instincts it evoked in her went deep( than logic. Every time he stunbl ed
with his speech, it was a
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i f he struggl ed agai nst breaking his Calanya Gath. It nmade her want to protect
him care for him assure himeverything would be all right.

It was, in fact, an effective defense on his part.

"Going ahead with this could help you," she said.

He rubbed his palns on his knees. "I'Il try."

After she returned to her table, Kelric said, "Manager Dahl and her
guards—they saved ny life. | have the greatest of gratitude for that. | never
want ed—+ never neant for Llaach's death to happen. If | could change it—ndo
it—+f only ..."

If only, Chankah thought. So many ifonlys.
Kelric glanced at the petitioners who wanted his death. "Deha is ny wife. |

woul d never—-how could you believe | would try to kill her?"

Spots of red touched Jaynmson's cheeks and even Yeva | ooked subdued.

Kelric took a breath, then continued. "My mind has injuries. |'ve described
it—to your doctors. It is real. | needed—eed even nore now—+ have to get
treatment. And |—the food. The water. | can barely even eat here."

He pushed back his curls, looking like a Calani out of an Od Age legend. "In
the desert—the |ink Captain Hacha descri bed—t was real. |-+ malfunctioned. |
became the escort.” He swall owed, his face pale. "Wen Llaach died—+ died with
her. | couldn't make it stop" H's voice cracked. "For the rest of ny life I'l

live with the menory of her dying."

Then the only sound was the scratch of the Scribe's quill

Chankah wondered if the others realized the full inpact of his words. Hi s own
m nd had i nposed a sentence on himworse than any a court could issue. He
would Iive with Llaach's nenories until the day he died.

When it was clear Kelric had no nore to say, the El er spoke in a subdued
voice. 'This Tribunal is nowin recess until the Bench reaches its decision."
The clang of nmetal woke Kelric. He lifted his head fromthe cot and peered
into the darkness. Aglowlit the end of the hall outside his cell. It cane
closer, resolving into a guard who carried a | anp. Captain Hacha wal ked with
her .
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When they reached the cell, the guard peered through th|a bars. "I think he's
asl eep, Capt'n."

Kelric sat up, swinging his | egs over the edge of the cot. Thel guard bunked
at him then turned to Hacha. "If anyone finds odi| | let you in here I'll be
in more trouble than a fly in a vat of hof wax."

I won't stay long;' Hacha said.

The guard muttered under her breath. But she opened tl door and w t hdrew down

the hall, |eaving Hacha alone witf" Kelric.
f
The captain cane into the cell. "Rev and Balv ask that | give
you a nessage." : "Yes?" Kelric asked.

[j "They thank you for their lives." Quietly
she added, "As | do

for m ne" | (

He wasn't sure what he had expected fromthe captain, but this wasn't it. "Are
they all right?" t

"Yes. They're both out of the Med House now " She sat on t the other end of
the cot. "Kelric, | don't understand you.| | doubt | ever will. But | know

what happened out there. The only thing preventing you fromreaching the
starportt was the four of us. To escape Coba, all you had to do was let i us
die."

He spoke quietly. "In the past, |I've wondered what | would do if | ever faced
such a choice. | always assuned | would save , nyself." Wth an edge of
bitterness, he added, "I was wong. 1 Now |I'mgoing to die for it."

She regarded him "There is a phrase. Chabiat k "in. It cones t from an

anci ent | anguage, older even than A d Script. The lit- ? eral translation is
"the day is guarded, watched over.' But it is ? nore than that. It is a
spiritual thing, a guarding of life. My | ancestors used it to nean the life a
warrior gives by offering t her own to save others." Lanplight flickered on
her face. H "There is that between us now. "

The guard appeared in the doorway. "W've done with | changing shifts, Capt'n
You got to leave or I'min trouble." J

Hacha stood and spoke in a low voice. "I won't forget Kel- s ric."

Then she was gone and the door clanged shut. «
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* * *

Fatigue creased the Elder's face as she stood, |ooking out at the courtroom
"W are met today to issue a decision in the case of Sevtar Dahl."

Chankah sat with Corb, her hands clenched in her lap. A tense sience filled
the hall.

The El der continued. "It is true that Sevtar's actions |led to Manager Dahl's
injuries. However, he is responsible for neither her heart condition nor her
deci sions. W thus bring no charges against himfor any calamty that results
fromthat illness."”

"No!" Yeva Dahl stood up. Two guards noved away fromthe wall and started
toward her. She | ooked fromone to the other, her face flushed. Then she sat
down.

The Elder waited until the nmurnurs anpbng the w tnesses quieted. Then she said,
"We may never fully understand Sevtar's abilities. We |lack the background to
determi ne whether or not he misused them For our decision in the matter of

Ll aach's death, we nust rely on the testi nony we have heard about Sevtar's
character and our judgment of the statenent he nmade to this Bench."

When the El der paused, Chankah coul d al nost feel every person in the room

| eaning forward to hear her words.

"It is our conclusion," the Elder said, "that the accused did not intend to
kill Llaach Dahl. W therefore rule her death as accidental mansl aughter.™

So, Chankah thought. The penalty for manslaughter varied, but the nmaxinmm
sentence was a lengthy prison term She was surprised how nmuch it relieved her
to know that Kelric would live.

"I'n deciding sentence for this case," the Elder continued, "we are faced with
an unprecedented situation. If Sevtar ever escapes—no, if Kelricson Garlin
Val doria, third heir to the mlitary rule of Inperial Skolia ever escapes, al
Coba wi Il suffer the consequences." She spoke in a strained voice. "W have no
wi sh to pass sentence on a Calani. Nor do we desire to revive punitive
nmeasures unused for centuries. And it is clear the accused is a man of good
character." She sounded as if she were struggling under a weight. "But
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agai nst our desire for |eniency we nmust weigh the safety d our world."

Her final words fell into the air. "The Dahl Bench therefo sentences Sevtar
Dahl to execution by honed discus, to be ca ried out on Halften, at Night's
Fi rst Hour."

9

Quee' Arch

| xpar wal ked al ong the sunhall, soaking in the sunlight tha poured through its
many wi ndows. An arched door swun, open farther down the hall, making a

pl easi ng shape. Then i closed, |eaving Jahit Kam behind in the hall

"Ixpar." The Mnister waited for her. "I was |ooking fo you."

She came al ongside Jahlt. "I just finished my physics tutorial

The M nister wal ked with her. "Avtac Varz is coming t visit."

| xpar thought of the Varz Manager; a steel-gray woman wh knew her power well
and pitted it against Kamoften. "Wy?

"A good question. If you ask Avtac, she will say she cone to discuss nining
rights on the Mesa Plateau." Jahlt snortec "The real reason she conmes is to
make trouble. As usual."”

| xpar al nost sniled, wondering if the Varz Manager said th same thing to her
staff when Jahlt visited Varz. "lIs she bring ing her successor?"

"Yes, Stahna cones. Mnager Varz has suggested you an Stahna exchange Quis."
"They know |'ve never played Council Quis before."

"They al so know St ahna has twi ce your age and experience. Jahlt paused. "There

will be no |oss of honor if you decline."
And back down to Varz? "I'll play."
Jahlt gave her a | ook of approval. "Avtac has no idea of you gift with the

Quis. You will dice spirals around Stahna."
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| xpar didn't know about that, but she intended to spend all her free time in
preparation. "Tev will be inpressed.”

"Tev?"

"He's in nmy mathematics tutorial."

"Ah. He." Jahit smiled. 'Tell me about him"

| xpar warmed to the subject of Tev. "He's beautiful. His eyes are brown. Like
hazel | e eyes. They al nost | ook gold when the light hits themright."

Jahlt's smle vanished. "I thought you left that behind."

"Left what behind?"

"The Skolian."

| xpar stiffened, and silence acconpani ed them for the rest of their walk.

An Estate aide was waiting in the antechanber at the end of the sunhall. She

bowed to the Mnister. "A construction forewonan is here to see you, ma' am
Sonet hi ng about a contract for her crew”

"Al'l right." Jahit turned to Ixpar. "The file on the Mesa mning treaties is
in my desk. You should read it before Avtac arrives."

| xpar went on alone to Jahlt's office, a coner roomfilled wi th sunshine.
Arncthairs uphol stered in fine old | eather stood on the rugs and bookshel ves
lined the walls. The top drawer of the desk contained a clutter of quills, two
ink bottles, and a pendul umwatch. The Mesa file lay tucked into a comer.

As | xpar took the file, the door opened. She tued to see an aide enter the
room

The wonman bowed. "Successor Kam" She gave |xpar a letter. "A rider delivered
this at dawmn. The pilot said it was urgent, to be opened by you only."
Curious, Ixpar turned the envel ope over. The gilt stanp of the Dahl suntree
enbl em gl eamed in one comer. Who in Dahl would send her a secret

conmuni cation? Kelric? The instant the aide left, Ixpar tore open the letter
The nessage was from Captai n Hacha

Jaht opened the door of her ofice and found |xpar staring at her fromthe
center of the room The girl held a crunpl ed paper clenched in her fist.
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"It's alie," Ixpar said.
Jahit frowned. "What?"
"Alie." Ixpar's usually vibrant voice was flat with fury.

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Have they killed himyet? Murdered himfor the good Coba?"

So. Ixpar knew. Woever caused this trouble would so regret it. "Who were you
tal king to?"

"No one. The Mesa file wasn't in your desk so | looked it. |I found this."

| xpar raised her fist with the paper. "Wdidn't you tel nme about the Tribunal ?
| should have testifio

Jahit cl osed the door. "You nust accept that Kelric gone."

"No! You can't let themexecute himtonight. It's wong."

Jahit went over and pried the paper out of her fist. It was t letter Chankah
had sent after the Tribunal. "Let those with t necessary experience decide his
guilt or innocence."

"I know him Better than any of you."

Jahit laid a hand on her shoulder: "You see only what y want to see. The
handsome prince in need of a protector. isn't reality. It doesn't even cone

cl ose.”

| xpar shrugged of f her hand. "What happened to your wot about justice? How can
| believe you when you don't folk them yourself?"

Jahit notioned to a dice table by the window "Sit dowi She would engage | xpar
in a Qs session. The evolving str tures would tell the story of the

I mperial ate, revealing far bi ter than words what it would nean for Coba to
beconme occupi ed worl d.

After they were seated, they rolled out their dice. Jahit set orb in the
center of the table. A gold orb, for Kelric. S watched |xpar, waiting to see
how the girl responded.

Jaht knew | xpar would try to convince her, through t dice, that they should
let Kelric live. But Ixpar had ne\ faced the full power of her mentor's Quis.
It was no coin dence Jahit ruled Kam none could hold their own against t

unm tigated force of her dice, especially not a child. She h hoped to spare
the girl the blistering pressure of such a se sion. But |xpar was com ng of
age and it was time s
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| earned the ways of power. She had lived her entire life in freedom and was
too young to conprehend from her history | essons what it neant to be

subj ugat ed by conquerors. Caught in her infatuation, she refused to see the
danger Kelric posed.

It was time the girl faced reality. Then she woul d understand why Kelric had
to die.

Still breathless fromrunning, the aide | eaned on the table in Chankah's
suite. "The nessage cane over the air tower co. The rider must have broken
every known speed record."

Chankah forgot the dinner she hadn't been able to eat anyway and left with the
ai de. They strode through the city, tall figures passing through the falling
dusk, and reached the airfield in tine to see a windrider descending in a
glare of lights, buffeted by angry winds. The craft bore the Kam synbol: a
giant althawk with its wings spread in soaring flight.

As soon as the rider |anded, the hatch swng open—and the M nister of Coba
stepped out into the night.

Leani ng agai nst the w nd, Chankah crossed the tarmac. She bowed to Jahlt. "You
honor mny Estate."

Shadows hooded Jahlt's face. "The execution. Is it done?"

"No. In an hour."

The M nister said, "I want to see himfirst."
Kelric heard the prison door clang open. Boots sounded on stone in the hal
outside his cell. He stood up and gazed out the high wi ndow of his cell, at

the stars that gl eamed between the bars. Good-bye, he thought. Then he turned
to face his executioners.

Chankah was coming down the hall with an octet of guards. An unfamliar wonan
acconpani ed them a tall and gaunt figure in black trousers and jacket.

After a guard unl ocked the cell door, the gaunt worman turned to the others.
"Leave us."

Chankah started to speak. "It's not safe—=

"Leave us," the woman repeated. Under the force of her stare they al
retreated down the hall and out the door at its end, |eaving the gaunt woman
alone with Kelric.
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i0" into his celL "You are PTin Kelrics | It unsettled Keinc to hear his
title in Coban "Yes " & :
I am M nister Karn."

i? s you' Had they all cone

to see himd? "Is Ixpar vf | "Ixpar is not your concern" ;;I|fshecame-1 don't
want her to see the execution"

You have contam nated her nmind enough. | have no in lion of letting you do so
further.” f

"You cane alone to witness it?" |[[ "No." Jahit regarded
himwi th night-back eyes "I can | alone to neet the man who so affected ny

succr t t convinced nme to grant hima stay of execution 'c At hrst the words
made no sense. He heard them but th wereoy sounds. Slowy they filted into h
| odged there with a spark of hope. A stay"

| stopped the execution,” Jahit said. "Your sentence i n lalife termin the
Haka prison." sentence is n
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Ruby Wedges

Set in notion by the wind, the desert rolled in fromthe horizon |like an ocean
of sand and broke in red waves agai nst the Teotec Muntains. As the rider
descended, Haka materialized out of the sandstorm spread out on the desert
floor and clinbing into the Teotecs. Towers the hues of a pale sunset were
carved out of the cliffs, with windows |ike square eyes. \Wen the rider glided
past them Kelric could see people staring out at it.

He turned away and | ooked around the cabin. H's guards filled eight of the
seats, but they weren't who his gaze sought. Deha sat behind the pilot, with
Chankah at her side. She was staring out the window, her face pensive.

The rider skimed into the whirling sand and | anded at the airfield. Deha

di senbarked first, followed by Chankah, both of thempulling their jacket
hoods tight in protection against the blow ng sand. Then the Dahl guards
brought out Kelric.

An octet of Haka guards waited on the tarmac, eight giants in yell ow uniforns
and dusty boots, dark skinned and dark eyed, each with a tasseled scarf

wr apped around her head as protection fromthe blowi ng sand. In addition to

t he usual stunners, they also carried daggers with blades as long as a
forearm

As the Haka guards cl osed around Kelric, Deha canme over to him Although it
was i npossible to hear her in the keening wi nd, he understood the words her
lips forned: Good-bye, mny husband.

Softly, Kelric said, "Good-bye, ny wife."

Then the guards took himaway, into the sandstorm

Mount ai ns rose fromthe desert in huge steps, domi nating |and and sky. At
their feet, | esser peaks alternated with stretches of
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desert |ike rocks on a treacherous shoreline. Wnd whipped the' sand into

pl umes that sprayed agai nst the crags.

Surrounded by guards, Kelric wal ked nunbly, uncaring of the sand that
scratched under his clothes, his hair, his arnbands and nanacles; A lifetine
sentence, with no chance of parole. At leasti one ray of |light eased his

gl oom Deha was recovering. It neant nore to himthan he knew how to express,
and it also gave him' the illogical hope that he nmght find a way to escape
this ness.

They took himto a small peak jutting up fromthe desert. A netal door in it
opened into a tunnel with iron-gray wals,;

They foll owed the passage to a huge cavern partltloned mAN cubi cles, with a
ceiling so high it hid in shadow.

The guards took himto a cubicle where a clerk waited at a podium "Sevtar
Dahl ?" she asked.

"That's right," the captain said. She pulled down the tasseled scarf that had
protected her face in the sandstorm "He's to go to Conpound Four."

"Any val uabl es?" the clerk asked.

"Arnmbands," the captain said. "Ankle and wist guards, too, but they're wel ded
on."

"He's a Calani T The clerk stared at Kelric, then remenbered herself and | ooked
at the captain. "He better |eave the arnbands here."

Kelric held up his wists. After a guard renoved his manacl es, he gave his
arnbands to the clerk. She gently set themon her podium then pulled out a
gray uniform

The captain took the uniformand turned to Kelric. "Take off your clothes."
He stood, |ooking at the guards. They just |ooked back. So. No privacy.
Gitting his teeth, he undressed. The clerk and several guards averted their
gaze, but the rest of the group watched. When he was done, he waited, sweat
evaporating off his bare skin in the dry air.

The captain nmotioned to him "Turn around and put your hands agai nst the
wal | ."

Kelric stared at her. Why a search? Wen he paused, bal king, the guards
dropped their hands to their dagger-swords. So he turned to the wall and put
his palms against it. He didn't
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like what it said about the prison adm nistration, that a guard could take
such actions, apparently with no fear of reprisal

The captain, a wonan about his height, stood behind himand | aid her hands on
his shoul ders. As she rubbed his skin with her fingertips, she murnured, "The
gold really doesn't come off." She slid her hands down his back to his hips,
speaking next to his ear in a |low voice only he could overhear. "So this is
how a Cal ani feels." Stroking his hips, she added, "What a waste, to put you
in prison."

Cenching his teeth, Kelric said nothing, just stared at the wall, trying to
i magi ne hinsel f el sewhere. Anywhere el se.

The captain spent a long time with her search, as if she could actually find
somet hing on bare skin. But finally she gave himthe uniformand |l et him
dress.

They | ed himback through the cavern to a new tunnel. After various turns and
twists, it exited into the sandstorm A clearing surrounded by crags stretched
before them Several buildings stood in its center, partially obscured by

bl owi ng sand;

beyond them nountains rose into the sky.

The guards took himto the fourth building. Inside, they followed a hall that
ended at a massive portal. Opening it revealed a second portal. Only after
they ushered himinto the room between the doors and | ocked the first did they
open the second. It was |ike going through a huge airlock

The second door opened onto a hall lined with wi de archways, with drifts of
sand piled against the walls. The captain led himto the third cell. "This is
it. Home."

Home? For the rest of his life? After the guards left, Kelric walked into the
cell, a sandstone room about ten paces wi de. A blanket lay on a pallet and
sunlight slanted past the bars of a skylight in the ceiling. He went back into
the hall. The roons near the airlock showed signs of occupation: a shirt on a

pallet, a dice pouch in the sand, a clay pot in a corner

A large man with shoul der-length black curls and a thick beard appeared in the
archway of a cell. "Got a bone for slithering snakes, heh, crooner?"

"What ?" Kelric said.

"This one's slow in the upper level, heh? And the hum says
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he's Cal ani." The nman | aughed. "Croon away, boy. Cre away." He cane forward
until his nose was a handspan fro Kelric's face. "Your skin offends ne."
"That's your problem" Kelric said.

"Think you' re bigger than the w nd, heh, boy?" The ma snorted, deliberately
turned his back, and wal ked away.

Kelri c shook his head. Then he went to his cell and lay o the pallet. He
slipped into a fitful doze, waking at ever sound.

Toward eveni ng footsteps entered his cell. When his visitc crouched by the
pallet, Kelric snapped open his eyes an grabbed the wist of a hand coning
down at his head. Abov / him sil houetted agai nst the skylight, he
saw the angelic fao of a teenage boy.

The boy tugged at his wist. "Let go. | ony cane to se what you was." Kelric
dropped his wist and sat up. "Now you know. "

, The boy shrank away fromhim "You' re even bigger'n Zev.' "Wo is
Zev?"

"Zev Shazorla. He was here when the beaks brought yo in." The boy nade a face.
"He's the one got everyone callinj nme Little Crooner. Kicks ne off mad as a
scowl bug for then to call me that, but seeing as they're big and I'm not,
that's mname. But it used to be Ched. Ched Lasa Viasa."

It was the first triple name Kelric had heard. The boy nus : have
been born in Lasa and | ater noved to Viasa. "Lasa is

Secondary Estate, isn't it?"

: " 'Course it is.

: Ched squinted in the dimlight. "You | oot
i ke netal ."

Kelric shrugged, tired of the coments on his coloring. i "You from
Ahkah Estate?" Ched asked.

. "Way woul d | be from Ahkah?"

"I heard they talk funny." "My accent is Skolian."

"Sure." Ched | aughed. "And |I'm Manager of Haka." He set: tied by the
pallet. "Were you fromreally?" ; Kelric saw no point in arguing

"I was at Dahl."

"Haka's boss nmust be a happy clawcat tonight."
"Why shoul d ny sentence make Manager Haka happy?"
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"You slow in the upper |evel or what?"

Kelric scow ed. "Let's just say ny upper level is enpty. Fill it up."”

Ched | eaned forward. "Haka is a happy clawcat because what brews Dahl brews
Kam and what brews Kam strokes Haka pink."

Dryly Kelric said, "That's clear." He wondered if anyone here spoke normnal
Teot ecan.

"How | ong you here for?" Ched asked.

"Life."

The boy's smile vani shed. The question Wat did you do? hung in the air. Then
Ched's nouth fell open. "Hey! Were's your dice pouch?"

Crushed in a windrider crash, Kelric thought. He regretted losing Deia's gift.
"l don't have one."

"Everyone's got one." Ched seemed nore disturbed by his lack of dice than his
life sentence. "And you told Zev you was a Calani. A Calani with no Quis dice.
What a croon." He reached for Kelric's arm "l can prove you're no Calani."
In reflex, Kelric knocked away the boy's hand. The notion pushed up his sl eeve
anyway, and his Cal anya guard gleaned in the nurky Iigh

"You got guards!" Ched said. "You steal 'enP"

"What woul d possess nme to steal then®?"

The boy peered at the gold. "Themis old. Ancient. Miust be worth half an
Estate." He | ooked up. "CGot 'em on your ankles too?"

"Yes."

"Real gold and old as Haka. You better sleep with your eyes open."

"They're wel ded on. You can't get themoff."

Ched shrugged. "All the gold on Coba won't do me no good in this place. But
there's crooners here razy enough to cut of your hands and feet for those

t hi ngs."

"Great," Kelric muttered. "Just great."

It was obvious to Deha Dahl that the Haka Manager had spared no effort to
ensure her visitor received the finest treatnent. They sat at a gl eam ng
table, drank wine fromcrysta
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gobl ets, and di ned on cream pheasant. A handsonme youtH stood ready to refresh
their drinks. Rashiva Haka's intended nessage was al so obvi ous: Haka had nore
weal th, norel power, and nore prestige than Dahl. ;
Despite the excellent nea, Deha only picked at the food She felt too drained
to eat, particularly when faced with the;

vi brant beauty of the wonan across the table. Rashiva Haka was a desert
goddess. She glowed with youth. Her hair glis' tened |like black satin and her
eyes slanted upward, black opal& in a face as smpoth and as dark as

j ava- cr eam j

"I's the meal to your |iking Manager Dahl ? Rashiva askedl

"Excel l ent, Manager Haka," Deha sai d. '

"I"'mglad we had this chance to relax." Rashiva smiled j "Even Estate Managers
need a rest sometines.”

"So they do." Deha remenbered her first years as a Man-, ager. "You will find,
t hough, that the Managi ng beconmes eas-'? ier with tine."

Rashiva's smle took on an edge. "I wasn't aware | found it i difficult.”

]

So much for polite conversation. Deha w shed this ordeal were over.

"Wuld you like to take our drinks in the Kejroon?";;

Rashi va asked. "The tapestries there nmay amuse you." -1

Deha tried not to think about the doctors at Dahl and their adamant warni ngs
to avoid liqueur. If she refused the customary jai rum Rashiva woul d suspect
t he weakness of her health. She smled pleasantly. "Yes, let us retire for our
drinks." '

Rashi va Haka, Manager of Haka Estate, felt |ike a msplayed dice cube. The
Dahl Manager's inposing presence nmade her' acutely aware of her inexperience.
As she ushered Deha into the Kejroom she |ooked around at the tapestries on
the walls, rich with scenes fromthe Od Age: warriors aloft on giant

al t hawks, Cal anya cerenoni es, battle scenes. Rashiva w shed she coul d soak up
the ferocity of those ancient warriors to help her deal with Dahl's form dabl e
queen. '

Deha wal ked about | ooking at the tapestries. "These are beautiful ."

"They were a gift fromKej Estate," Rashiva said. "A Kej
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Manager gave themto Haka over a thousand years ago, when the two Estates
joined forces during the Desert Wars."

"Such detailed work." Deha studied a piece woven in gold, red, and bl ue
thread. "It's a pity Kej didn't survive the Wars"

Rashi va stiffened, wondering if Deha meant to belittle Haka's alliance with
Kej. To hide her reaction, she turned to a co on the wall and flipped the
switch. "N da?"

Her aide's voice floated into the air. "Here, nma'am"

"Manager Dahl and | will take our jai in the Kejroom"

"Il send soneone up right away," N da said.

Deha snil ed as Rashiva clicked off the co. "Shall we sit down?" The inpeccabl e
courtesy of her voice made her host seeminestinably rude to | eave her

st andi ng.

"Most certainly," Rashiva said. "Let us be seated.”

So they sat facing off in arnthairs until a youth arrived with the liqueur. He
poured two gl asses of jai rum then set the decanter on (he table between them
and withdrew fromthe room

Deha picked up her glass. "Well." She glanced at the Quis pouch on Rashiva's
belt. "Shall we roll a game of dice?"

Gane? Rashiva thought. Wen two Managers sat at dice it was no ganme. Deha
Dahl's mastery over the Quis was infanmous. She would wipe the floor with
Haka' s young Manager.

"Perhaps another time," Rashiva said.

Deha nodded. "Another tine, then. Wien you are ready."

When she was ready. The barb stung. Rashiva forced herself to relax. "How are
t he renovations goi ng at Dahl ?"

"Very well." Deha settled in her chair. "If Mnister Karn pardons Sevtar,

will reopen the Akasi suite."

Rashi va nearly spluttered rumall over the table. Pardoned? Was Deha nmad?

When she regai ned her equilibrium she spoke in a mld voice that hinted at
skepticism "Wy would he be pardoned?”

"He no nore belongs in prison than | do."

She wondered what Deha was up to. Jahit Kam woul d never pardon Sevtar. Rashiva
tried a discreet probe. "Prison does seeminappropriate for a Calani. A waste
of his talent."”

"So it is." Deha sipped her jai. "After all, he mastered Qutsider Quis in ony
a season."
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Rash|va al nost snorted Did Deha think her a fool? "One | rarely hears of such

tal ent. | 'True. But then, such talent rarely
exi sts. " | I'f ever. Yet it was an odd boast to nake. Wat
advantage lay | init? If it were true, Sevtar was a geni us who now bel onged
to ;

Haka. Why woul d Deha want her to know that?
O course the "genius" was also a killer. Deha would be delighted if Haka
rehabilitated Sevtar, taught him Haka Quis, and then sent himback to Dahl. No
better way existed for one Manager to gain power over another than by
obtaining a Calani versed in her Quis. The question was acadenic, though.
Sevtar was as likely to get a pardon as the desert was to get up | /
and wal k away.
But... the docunents specified only that he serve his sentence at Haka. They
didn't di ctate where at Haka. No stipul a: tion said he couldn 't go
i nto the Cal anya.

Rashi va consi dered the thought. To acquire a Calani fromi
another Estate, a Manager paid a stratospheric price for his $
contract. But suppose she agreed to take Sevtar into her Calanya and teach him
Quis for as long as he was in prison? She would pay nothing for his Dahl
contract. OF course, were he ever pardoned, he would return to Dahl wi thout
Deha having to pay for his Haka contract. Considering the nonexistent chance
of a pardon, Haka could only benefit from such an agreenent.
She chose her words with care. "It is unfortunate Sevtar i never had a
chance to realize his potential." Deha regarded her. "So it is.” "One could
al ways hypot hesi ze alternatives.” "I'mnot sure | follow you Manager Haka."
Rashi va si pped her rum "Suppose a nan is tenporarily
I sworn to a Calanya. Say for the duration of his visit sonmewhere."
She paused. "Perhaps a visit to prison. Assunming he . can be
rehabllltated I "CGo on."

"When his prlson termends he is released fromhis tenporary
Cath." Dryly Deha said, "Not nmuch of a bargain, if his termis life.
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The original Manager is handing a genius to her adversary for nothing."
"True," Rashiva said. "But were he ever pardoned, the original Mnager would
get a Calani from her adversary for nothing. It would be a ganble for both

parties."

For a | ong nonent the Dahl Manager was silent. Rashiva couldn't tell if Deha
was studying her, thinking, or sinmply pausing for effect. Wen she finally
spoke, her voice was unexpectedly soft. "A worthy ganble, | would say, if it
will free himfromprison."

Rashi va stared at her. She hadn't seriously expected Deha to consider the
proposal . It was too obviously weighted in Haka's favor. So. Dahl's form dable

gueen had a weakness. Sevtar. Deha nmust |love hima great deal if, to get him
out of prison, she would consider letting one of her greatest adversaries take
himinto her Cal anya.

Rashi va set down her rum "Perhaps we can discuss this hypothesis in nore
specific terms."

"Perhaps we can," Deha said.

They penned and signed the docunents that night, an agreenent that in al
respects favored Haka. Yet when it was done and fini shed, Rashiva had an odd
feeling, as if she had been out maneuver ed.

Kelri c awoke into darkness as soneone flipped himonto his stonach. Hands

pi nned down his linbs and a knife touched his throat. Fingers funbled at his
Cal anya guards.

"You jus' lie still," Zev said. "Cooperate and you won't get hurt." He

| aughed. "At |east not hurt as rmuch as if you fight."

Kelric's refl exes took control. Even without full support from his damaged
enhancenents, his conbat techniques were far superior to the methods used by
his attackers. He knocked out two of the three innmediately, then flipped Zev
onto his back and knelt on his chest with his fist raised.

"I didn't nean nothing," Zev gasped. "Nothing. 1 swear."

"Ever touch ne again," Kelric said, "and I'Il smash your goddamed head open."
Then he sent the Shazoria man into oblivion
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An armflickered in an archway. By the tine Kelric realized;

it was only Ched, he had al ready caught the boy.

"Lemme go," Ched warned. "Or 1'll yell so loud everyone in Haka'll hear."
Kelric released him "I'mnot going to hurt you." ;

"Sure. | saw what you did to them" He peered right and left' then slipped
into his cell and knelt by his pallet. A spar junped in the air and then he
held up a lit candle.

Kelric stood in the cell's entrance. "Were did you get the:
candl e?" "]

"From Bonni." Chad retreated, going to sit against the backj wall. "She's a
guard. But she's all right. Not |ike Zev an' them"

"They come after you, don't they?"

"None of your business."

"I'"'mmaking it my business."

Ched hugged his knees to his chest. "Wat am | supposed to do? |I'm no giant
like you and I don't know nothi ng about fighting."

"Can't you protest to the authorities? File a conpl aint?"

"File a conplaint,"” Ched minicked. "Sure."

"I'f you've never tried, how do you know it won't work?"

"I didtry. I won't do nothing that stupid again."

"\Why 2"

Ched scow ed: "You ask too nuch."

"Why are you afraid to answer?"

"I"'mnot afraid of nothing." Ched curled his fist around the candle. "After ny
first night here, | told the guards | wanted to talk to our warden. They said
"He's busy' and left. Then one time the top warden cane here for inspection
Zecha Haka. Keyclinker for the whole place. Wien |I told her about Zev and
them you know what she sai d? That | rnust've asked for trouble and ne being
who | was | deserved it."

Kelric stared at him "You deserved it? That's sick."

Ched shrugged. "Zev knew | tal ked. Wien they was done with me, | was two days
in the Med House. They told the guards | fell in the quarry. So don't tell ne
to file a conplaint.”

"I'f you were beaten that badly, it should have been obvious you didn't fall."
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"That's what the neds told Zecha. You think she cares? She hates nme. And | got
bad news for you, netal nman. She hates Calani too."

"Can't you talk to Manager Haka?" Kelric asked. "If she's anything |ike Deha
Dahl, she woul d be outraged by what you just told ne."

Ched snorted. "Sure. We talk to the Manager all the time. Besides, the |ast
Manager never cane round at all. | don't know about the new one."

Kelric didn't Iike the sound of it. The nore he saw of Haka, the worse it

| ooked.

"You know," Chad said, "I never saw anyone put out a body fast as you put out
Zev and them Whoosh." He grinned. "Just like that, they was out flat."

"I"ve been trained to defend nyself in virtually any circunstance."

"Virchilly. Sir-stance." Ched | aughed. "If your words was pictures you could
sell "emfor a lot of nobney. Real Calani, heh? But you got trouble. One night
here and already Zev don't |ike you."

"I'"1l manage."

"Listen," Ched said. "What you need is a friend. Someone to let you know how
things are here."

' That someone being you, 1 take it."

"I could do it."

"What is it you want in return?"

"Keep them away fromnme. Be ny protection.”

Deal or no deal, Kelric had no intention of standing by while the others took
out their frustrations on the boy. "Al right."

Ched smiled. "You're not so bad. You get cooped for what sonebody el se
pul | ed?"

“No. | didit."

Ched made a show of | ooki ng nonchal ant. "Did what ?"

"Killed a guard on my Cal anya escort."

The I'ight vani shed as Ched dropped his candle. "Wnds," he nmuttered. "Where
did that flint go?"

"You left it under your pallet."

"That's right." H's voice shook. "Pretty slow of nme, heh?"

"Ched, it was rul ed accidental manslaughter."
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"You just renenber I'mwth you. Al right?" The boy relit his candle. Inits
dusky gl ow he | ooked scared and vul nera- «'?'" ble. ,
"You're so young," Kelric said. "This is no place for ay child"

. i "Don't go calling ne a child."
1 "Why are you here?" "Why? Because |'ma crooner. That's why."
Kelric crossed his arns. "I protect, you talk. So talk." |
"Heh. Don't get mad." Ched retreated to sit against the wall 1 :
again. "I was a tavern kinsa in Viasa. That was after | left
Lasa" I "Ki nsa?
What ' s t hat ?" |
$ "You really must be fromouter space.” 1"
" Ched. " ;
" "I got paid for making the custoners happy.", : " Happy
how?" ;

"I was real nice to the wonen. In private." Ched squinted at | him "You
know. " |

"You were sent here just for solicitation?" |

"No. |'m here because of a scunrat." Ched | eaned forward.

"See, things was finally going better for ne. Feni, she hired me out of the
tavern. Took care of nme." He scow ed. "Then she ' went prowing after that

scum When he canme to live with us, | he treated ne ike nold in the pipes.
Thi ngs got worse an' | worse. So one night | put ny hands around his scrawny
neck | and squeezed till he turned purple. If people hadn't heard him'

yel ping | woul da squeezed off his head."
It nmade no sense to Kelric. He was generally a good judge of people and Ched
hardly struck himas a nmurderer. "Couldn't you just |eave Feni? |Ixpar told ne

nost city Houses will give soneone a neal and a bed in return for chores.™
"Well, it don't always work that way. How would this |xpar Pixpar know
anyway ?"

"Her nane is Kam"
Ched snorted. "Sure. Successor Kara herself. Wnds, but you can croon."
Sand scattered as Kelric wal ked across the cell. He crouched
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in front of the boy. "I don't like being called a liar. Understand?"

Ched flattened hinmsel f against the wall. "Y-yes."

"Good." Kelric stood up. Cone on."

Ched scranbled to his feet. "\Were are we goi ng?"

"There's some garbage in ny cell. 1'"'mgoing to put it where it belongs. You
better stay with me, in case they wake up."

After they carried the unconscious nen back to their rooms, Ched settled down
on the other side of Kelric's cell. Wthin nonents he was asl eep.

Kelric lay down on his pallet. Bolt? he thought.

No response.

He tried various resets, but none worked. H s enhanced reflexes had tried to
kick in during the fight, so he knew Bolt still functioned. H s bioel ectrodes
nmust have stopped working, preventing himfromcontacting the node. He hoped
the system coul d nanage at |east a partial repair. He had devel oped a
symbiosis with Bolt over the past fourteen years.

To be without it was ike losing part of hinself.

11

Rock Vel

Zecha Haka, head warden at the Haka prison, sat tensed at her desk. The | ast
person she had expected to show up in her office was the Haka Manager.

Rashi va' s dodderi ng predecessor had never cone to the conpounds.

"The prisoner from Dahl." Rashiva was sitting across the desk from her.
"Sevtar."

"I sent himout with a quarry crew this norning,"'
"You put a Calani on a quarry crew?"

"He's a convict now, nma'am"

Zecha sai d.
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Rashi va | eaned forward. "I want himmade into nore. Rehabilitate him And give
him Quis instruction."

Bones and bugs, Zecha thought. "In cases like his, rehabilitation rarely

wor ks. "

Rashi va stood. " have faith in your abilities Warden."

After Rashiva left, Zecha swore. Cal ani, heh? Lazy dice players who lived in
uxury with everything given to them for nothing. She, Zecha, had worked for
her position, starting as a ' nobody. Her nother was a disgrace, a |losing dice
pl ayer who ganbl ed away everythi ng she owned. Her father had been a Lasa kinsa
like that boy in Conmpound Four. But none of that stopped Zecha. She had worked
at her Quis until she becane a power to be reckoned with. Wy should she give
favors to a Cal ani ?

"Think the wind only blows for them don't they?" she nuttered. "W'Il| see
about that."

The Iine of prisoners and guards wound into the cliffs, sweltering in the heat
of a sun barely risen above the mountains. Kelric trudged up the path with
Ched, hol ding the hood of his jacket tight against the bl ow ng sand.

Ched grinned. "Like our weather?" Wen Kelric glowered at him the boy
smrked. "You see Zev this norning? Got himan ugly eye. Black as tar." His
smi | e vani shed. "You better watch yourself today." He hesitated. "Both
ourselves. That's the deal, isn't it?"

"Yes."

"Yiss. Yish." Ched grinned as he inmtated Kelric's accent.
nmy side of our deal. So. What you want me to tel you?"
Kelric considered. To nmake escape plans, he had to know what he faced. "About
Haka. Is it |ike Dah?"

"No way. Haka is home of the Scowl Laws."

"Scow Laws? What are those?"

"They're old as the nountains. They say a man can't snile at a woman unl ess
she's his wife. Snile at a Haka woman and she thinks you' re a whore."

"That's crazy."

"That's Haka, nmetal man. Haka nmen can't go outside w thout an escort neither
and if they do go out they have to wear robes

mready to keep
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that cover themfrom head to foot, and these woven scarves that hide their
faces, except their eyes." Ched snorted. "It's them Haka wormen. They spend
half their tine figuring ways to protect their men's honor and the other half
trying to conpromise it."

"But |'ve seen nale guards here."

"They aren't from Haka." Ched nodded at a guard on the trail above them "Like
him He has yell ow hair. Hakabom have bl ack hair and bl ack eyes."

"\What about the prisoners in the other conmpounds?"”

"They're fromall over." Ched flipped his hand in disnissal. "They're in for
little stuff. Four is where they put real troublemakers. There's el even
crooners in the Conpound Four women's coop." He grimaced. 'Those are sone big
clawcats. Men's coop has Zev, Cossi, lkav, and us. Zev killed a Scribe in
Shazoria and Gossi bl ew up a Cooperative at Ahkah."

"Cods," Kelric muttered.

"I don't like themneither," Ched said. "They're in for life."

"What about | kav?"

"He stole some dice. Got ten years."

"For stealing diceT

"Cal anya dice. He's lucky that's all he got."

Kelric fell silent, turning the information over in his mnd. At the top of
the trail, they came out onto a plateau. The line of prisoners stretched
across it, alnmost lost in the whirling sandstorm Wen they reached the far
edge, Kelric saw it forned the top of a staircase that descended into a
quarry. Sand cliffs |looned on all sides, jutting into the sky like red
fingers. Eons of wind had eroded the cliffs until they were riddled with hol es
that bore an eerie resenbl ance to wi ndows. Gal es noaned through the cliffs

i ke a chorus of ghosts.

As they descended the steps, Ched nmuttered, "This place gives ne nightnares."
"I"'mnot surprised," Kelric said.

At the bottom a massive man about Kelric's height stood checking off
prisoners. A rough scarf with black tassels hung around his neck. He gl anced
at Kelric. "Sevtar Dahl?"

"Yes?" Kelric asked.

"What was that?" the man asked.

"Say sir," Ched whispered. "Yhee, sir.
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"Yhee, sir," Kelric said.

The man made a check on his clipboard. "You'll work on the rimcrew "

As Kelric and Ched hi ked across the quarry with their guards, the boy said,

' That was Torv Haka. Conpound Four men's warden. You call all them keyclinkers
"ma'am and 'sir.' " Ched raised his hand as if to strike Kelric. "If you
forget they rem nd you."

"I thought Haka men had to wear robes."

"Can't have our warden running around in robes. How woul d he keep control over
scum | i ke us?"

Kelric grimaced. But the warden was his |least worry. He felt an
all-too-famliar nausea. "Ched—f a prisoner needed a special diet, would he
get it?"

"You got to be joking. This isn't a Calanya, you know. "

Kelric blew out a gust of air. "No, it certainly isn't."

Zecha stood with Rashiva at the rimviewing station. She indicated a distant

i ne of prisoners w nding across the quarry floor. "Down there. The big one
with the odd coloring."

Rashi va | ooked. Sevtar Dahl stood out |ike gold anmong pewter. But what caught
her attention nmore was the quarry. She saw no w ndbreaks to protect crews from
t he sandstorns, and the water system | ooked defunct. "What's wong with the
aqueduct s?"

"The sand erodes them" Zecha said. "The system kept breaking down, so | quit
using it. Ateamof carriers brings water up fromthe conpounds instead."
Rashi va frowned. "Why hasn't this been reported?"

"I wasn't aware a report was required."”

Rashi va consi dered her. The arrangenent that gave full authority over the
prison to the head warden nade sense; a Manager didn't have time to run the
prison as well as the Estate and city. And Zecha had an i npressive record.
Rashi va doubted the grizzled warden appreci ated being questioned on it. Still,
she had no intention of ignoring the prison as her predecessor had done.

"I want to see a report each quarter," Rashiva said. She nod-
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ded at the quarry. "Have the water ducts repaired and nore w ndbreaks
installed."

Zecha kept her voice neutral. "Yhee, ma' am"™
"And Varden. "
"Yes."

"Keep me posted on your progress with Sevtar."

Zecha regarded her with an inscrutable expression. "OF course, na' am"

A guard issued Kelric a pickaxe, a sentry directed himto a workstation, and a
captai n warned hi m about the consequences of trying to use his pick on people
i nstead of rock. Another guard assigned hima trundle in a train of cars that
ran through the quarry. His job was sinple: cut rock and fill his trundle.
Normal |y Kelric wouldn't have minded the work. It was hard but reasonable, at
| east for someone with his strength. But not today. The first spasmhit him
whil e he was carrying a bl ock of stone. As his stomach lurched, his grip on
the bl ock slipped and it crashed to the ground. He fell to his knees, wapping
his arnms around his wai st.

"Hey!" Ched ran over to him "You don't got to lift such big—w nds, what's
wrong

Leani ng over, Kelric vomted behind the block. Wen the spasm eased he spoke
in arasp. "Can you get me water?"

"They don't give us hardly none," Ched said. "The pipes broke."

Foot st eps sounded behind them Ched spun around, then relaxed. "He's sick
Bonni . Can he have sone water?"

A guard knelt next to Kelric, a tall woman with the dark col oring of the
Hakabom She brushed her hand across his forehead. "You're burning up.”
"Today's his first day," Ched said. "He used to be a Calani."

She smled. "A Calani? | heard runors, but | thought that was just a story."
"It's true." Ched pushed back Kelric's sleeve, uncovering the gold.

"Cuaz above." Bonni |ooked at Kelric. "Wat are you doing here?"
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A shadow fell across him "Trouble, Bonni?" Torv Haka | stood over them a
truncheon in his hand.
Bonni stood up. "This man is sick"
"He's from Conpound Four," Torv said. "They'|ll give you | any story." '

I
Kelric stood slowy, watching the warden. Torv regarded himlike a fum gator
who had found a bug. "If you think you'll get high-level treatnent because of
that gold on your wists, you're wong."
Kelric gritted his teeth. "Yes. Sir."
Torv's voice hardened. "I don't like your tone, Calani."
"So choke on it," Kelric said.
"Cuaz me," Ched nuttered.
Torv smled. Then he whipped his club through the air. Kelric caught the pole,
stopping it with enough force to knock .Torv off his feet. As the warden fell,
other guards in the area ran over. They grabbed Kelric while Torv clinbed to
his feet. Wth his face contorted in fury, the warden fired his stunner unti
Kelric collapsed, blackness closing around him
Kelric came to in a pocket hidden fromthe quarry by crags of rock. He was
kneeling in front of a boulder with his arnms pulled around it and his wists
bound to a ring enbedded in the stone.
"So," a voice said. "You woke up."
He | ooked around to see Torv Haka hol ding a thick belt. "Thought you'd knock
me around, heh, crooner?" Torv grabbed Kelric's shirt and ripped it off his
back. "You'll think differently soon."



12

Reopen

Kelric lay on his stomach on the pallet in his cell. In the starlight, he
could just make out the jug of water Ched was setting next to him The boy
tore a rag fromthe remains of Kelric's shin and dunked it in the pot. Then he
went to work cleaning the welts and cuts on Kelric's back.

" ' Choke on "it.' " Ched shook his head. "Wat gets into you, talking to the
war den t hat way?"

"I"mnot accustonmed to being spoken to like that," Kelric said.

"I think maybe you got too rmuch pride for your own good." Ched's frown shifted
into a grin."You got guts, though. It flew round the quarry faster than w nd,
about you knocking hi m down. One day here and already you' re fanous." Wth a
smrk, he added, "And guess what? Torv put Zev and themon third shift at the
quarry. Seens they didn't feel so good today. Al they was doi ng was
conplaining.” His smle faded. "Starting tonorrow you're on three shifts a
day, too, for a tenday. You gonna be all right? You was pretty sick today."

"I need to boil my water," Kelric said.

"There's nothing here to make a fire."

Hal f heartedly, Kelric thought Bolt?

&unct ** degrad

He tensed, elated by the response. Boh, what's with my nanoneds? Can't they
hel p nake the water drinkabl e?

Series J has suffered severe depleti

Bol t ?

No response.

Kelric exhal ed. Series J included the nanomeds best equi pped to deal with the
bacteria in the Coban water, so its depletion explained his increased

probl ems. However, as far as
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he could tell, the meds that repaired his cells, retarding his aging process,
still worked. So if he survived, he faced the unpal at abl e prospect of severa
centuries at Haka.

"You don't | ook so happy," Ched said.

"Has anyone ever escaped from here?

"I't's a dunb idea, nmeal man. Even if you got out, which is al nost inpossible,
the only place to go is the city. They'd catch you in no time. The next

cl osest place is the starport and that's way out in the desert."” Ched finished
cleaning a cut on Kelric's shoulder. "Wien | first heard about Skolians |
thought it was a big croon. Then Mnister Kamsaid it was real. People from
above the sky. Thing is, they won't even let us into their port." He went to
work on Kelric's arm "Maybe it really is a croon. | never seen no Skolian."
"Yes you have."

"l have?"

"Me." Kelric smiled. "If I tell you who | am vyou'll really think I'"mcrazy."
Ched's interest perked up. "This sounds |ike a good croon."

"My brother commands | nperial Space Command. |'mone of his heirs. Just think
Ched. You're talking to the future Inperator of the Skolian enpire.”
The boy chuckled. "If you plan to take over the universe, you better get sone

rest. You're a mess."

Kelric laughed. "All right." He closed his eyes.

Sonetime |later a sound scraped by the pallet. He | ooked to see Ched kneeling
down with a clay flask.

"I boiled sone water," the boy said. "Wth ny candl es.™

Sitting up, Kelric took the jug the boy of fered and gul ped the water, slow ng
down only when the |last welcone runnels of warmliquid ran down his throat.

Then he |l owered the jug. "Thanks. | know what those candles nean to you."
"Heh. Well." Ched shrugged. "It's not like |I'm scared of the dark or nothing."
"I know." It hadn't taken Kelric long to realize the night terrified Ched.

"But | thank you anyway."
Ni ght [anps threw a glare over the quarry, cutting the dark with shears of
light. Kelric's pick caught glitters of light as it
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arced through the air. Were the tip hit stone, sparks junped and chips
swirled in the wid. Swing. |Inpact. Swi ng. |npact;

H s fatigue bl ended with the nonotony, nunbing his mnd.

"Sevtar."

Kelric jumped. The guard Bonni stood nearby. As he stared at her, trying to
focus his thoughts, her hand went to the javelin slung across her back. That

was when he realized he still had his axe raised in the air. Wen he | owered
it, Bonni considered him then came over and handed hima foil package.
Opening the foil, he uncovered slices of neat and spi cebread. Dunbfounded, he

| ooked at her. "Why?"

"Ched told me the food in Four nakes you sick. He said you could eat this."
Her voice softened. "You're a miracle for that boy. Wthout protection, he'd
be dead within a year. It's wong. He shouldn't be here."

The sane thought had occurred to Kelric. "It's hard to believe he tried to
commit nurder."”
"He tal ks tough. But he's no killer. Get under his arnor and you'll see.™

"All right." He lifted the package. "And thanks."

Bonni nodded. After she left, Kelric ate sone of the food, then slipped the
package into his wai stband under his shirt. He hefted up a bl ock and headed to
his trundl e car, hiking past sandbl asted water pipes.

As he reached the trundle, a worman called out, "Hey, Goldy. You that color al
over?"

He squinted into the wind. On a | edge a few hundred paces away, the Conpound
Four woren's crew stood watching him Cunped in a pack, they stood as tall or
even taller than him their hair hanging in greasy tangles around their
massi ve shoul ders.

Kelric grimaced. Then he headed back to his workstation.

On his next trip, one of the biggest wonen was hoisting a block into his car
"Well, looky that," she said. "CGoldy."

He dunped his bl ocks in the trundle.

"Where's the Little Crooner?" she asked.

"Hs nane is Ched."

"Not on third shift, heh?" She scratched the huge expanse of her stomach. "Too
bad. He's near as good to | ook at as you."
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v "So | ook somewhere el se.”

She | aughed, showing a row of gaps and rotted teeth. "I just watch the
scenery. | don't nuch care whether or not it takes to |» being watched."
Kel ri c shook his head and headed back to his workstation, ;|| his shoul ders

twi tching under her stare. It felt like her eyes | were burning holes in his
cl ot hes. |
Bonni was waiting for him "If that bunch gives you trouble, let me know. "

"It's no problem"” He smled. "But thanks." :

She flushed and averted her eyes. It wasn't until after she 1 left that he
figured out why. She was Hakabom She probably never saw any man smile except
her husband. '

The night wore on interm nably. Wen the shout for shift's

end canme, Kelric was noving in a haze. Three shifts were « nore than his
recently healed | egs could handle. He Iinped 1 after the other prisoners,

t hi nki ng of sleep. The clinb out of | the quarry dragged on forever, each
flight seem ng steeper | than the |ast.

At the top, an unfaniliar octet of guards stopped their crew. | The captain
cane over to Kelric. "Sevtar Dahl ?"
It took a nmoment for the nane to register through his daze. | "Yes?"

"Come with us." |

Cods, he thought. Now what? They took himdown the '| mountain and past the
conpounds. By the tine they reached | the gatehouse, dawn was tinging the sky.
I nsi de the gat ehouse

it was dark, but. an office glowed with Iight at the back. A woman there was
pouring herself a steam ng mug of Tanghi tea. She was tall, with a lean build
and dark red hair wound in —a braid on her head. Sun and wi nd had weat hered
her face until she | ooked like a rusted pole.

As the guards brought Kelric into the office, the unfamliar woman turned to
the captain. "He make troubl e today?"

"None," the captain said. "Filled his quota and then sone."

The rusted worman nodded at a pouch on the desk next to «;

Kelric. "Quis dice. For you. Take it." ;

As he picked up the pouch, the woman spoke to his guards. | "You can take him
back to the quarry." '
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The captain stared at her. "But he's done three shifts today."
"And you just have tine to get himback for a fourth.”

"No," Kelric said.

The rusted worman turned to him "I hear a | ot about you being a troubl enaker
Cal ani." She took a swallow of her Tanghi. "I don't |ike troubl emakers."
Kelric knew there had to be regul ati ons agai nst working prisoners until they
dropped. "I want to talk to the head warden. Zecha Haka."

"You are." Zecha turned to the captain. "That will be all."

Kelric gritted his teeth, knowi ng further protests would get himnothing nore
than retaliation, probably in the formof nore extra shifts. Cenching his
fist on the pouch, he went with his guards.

Qut side the building, he funbled with the pouch, trying to tie it onto his
belt. It slipped fromhis fingers and thudded into the sand.

The captain knelt down and scooped up the pouch. "Sevtar, |I'msorry."
Standi ng, she tied it on his belt. "About the shifts."

He swal l owed. "So am|."

As they clinbed back into the cliffs, he wondered what he was supposed to do
with a pouch of dice.

13

Contiuity

<You'll die here,> the voice said. Everywhere Kelric turned, nonoliths bl ocked
his escape. No light, no food. no water, water, water, water.

"W nds above, wake up." Ched shook him "Come on. | got you water."

Kelric sat bolt upright in the darkness, knocking down the boy. "What?"
"You don't got to push ne over." Ched sat back up. "You
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were thrashing around, noaning for water. So | boiled sone."

Kelric practically yanked the flask out of Ched' s hand. He swallowed its
contents in huge gul ps, nearly choking as the water quenched his parched
thirst.

"You feel better?" Ched asked.

Kelric |l owered the now enpty flask, feeling a bit sheepish. "Yes. Mich
better."

The boy | eaned back on his hands. "Had nme a big surprise today. | net ny

quot a. '

"That quota is absurd." Kelric |ay down again, his surge of nightmare-produced
adrenal i ne subsiding. "I don't see how you ever neet it."

"l never do."

"You just said you did."

"I should maybe put it different. My trundles was filled when the captain cane
round to check. But it wasn't me who cut half them bl ocks."

"You probably just lost track."

Ched | eaned forward. "So how cone you didn't neet your quota? You cut nore

t han you needed. "

"You must have m sjudged the amount."

"You been filling ny cars. Wnds know, | appreciate it, metal man. But | want
you to stop."

"Stop what ?"

"Cuaz me." Ched threw up his hands. "You're inpossible."

Kelric sm |l ed.

"Well," Ched said. "I'Il just thank you for filling ny cars you didn't fill

and let you sleep."

Kelric thought of his nightmare. "Don't go."

"Bad dream heh?" Ched nodded. "I get 'emtoo." He frowned. "W could play
Quis, 'cept you left your dice pouch Iying around and | kav pixed it. You got
to be nore careful."

"He can have it." Kelric closed his eyes. "lI'd rather sleep."

"Now, maybe. But we'll be off late shift in a few days. You'll see how boring
it gets."

Kelric opened his eyes. "Wwe?"

"I asked for a third shift." Ched | aughed. "Now the' guards really think I'm
crazy."
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"So do I. Wiy did you do it?"

'To get ahead on ny quota so you'll quit killing yourself to fill ny cars.

Besi des, Zev and them are off late shift tonorrow. | don't want to be here
when they are and you aren't."

The sane thought had occurred to Kelric. What would hap pen to Ched if he
escaped? He could try to break out the boy, too, but he doubted Ched woul d
last long on his own. And when faced with Ched's vulnerability it was too easy
to forget he was in prison for a reason

"Why are you |l ooking at me like that?" Ched said.

"I was wondering about the man you tried to kill",

Ched tensed. "What about hin®?"

"Way did you try to strangle hinP"

"What do you mean, why? He was sewer scum He deserved to have his head popped
off."

Kelric could imagi ne the efect Ched' s | anguage made at his Tribunal. "Wat did
he do?"

"He didn't do nothing. Never. Except put drink inside hinmself." The boy
flinched. "That's when he decided | needed | essons." Ched made a fist. "That."
"He hit you?"

"He said | made himdo it. That last tine he was trying to kill nme." Ched
swal | owed. "Seenms | fight real good when I'm scared outta nmy head."

Kelric stared at him "Couldn't you get help anwhere?"

"Right. A kinsa. They woul d've | aughed in ny face."

"You have as much right to civil protection as anyone el se.™

"The right to get cooped in a city jail."

"What about the Children's Cooperative?"

"What about it?"

"Coul dn't you go there?

"No. "
"Why not ?"

"None of your business why not."

Kelric considered him "Is there any way you can serve your sentence in a |ess
severe compound?"”

"You mean transfer?" Ched |aughed. "If | kept ahead of ny quotas, if Torv put

inawrd for me, if Zecha was in a good nmbod-hot a chance."
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"Bonni would put in a word for you." f Ched blinked. "You
know, she mght." i A clang rang through the hall, the sound
of the securit 1 doors opening. Ched junped to his feet and ran to the
archwayl j of Kelric's cell. "lIt's guards. Bundles of "em" t,.
"
Kelric joined him Four guards were striding dowmn the hall,| the blades of
their swords glinting in the starlight. Mre guards stood at the doors,
keepi ng watch as Zev and the others 1 appeared in the archways of their cells.

' The captain halted in front of Kelric. "Turn around."
| Disconcerted, Kelric turned. Soneone |ocked his wist | guards behind his
back—and then tied a blindfold over is eyes.

» Leave him al one Ched protested. "He hasn't done noth-

ing." "Heh," Zev called. "Torv planning to work himover again?" 1 Gossi
| aughed. "dad it's you, Calani, and not ne." Kelric tensed, disoriented by
the blindfold. A guard slipped
a hand under his el bow and guided himforward in the darkness. They took him
out of the corridor and through the building, |eading himy touch. Then they
were outside, in the . stinging sandstormwhere the wind bl asted unseen grit
at him ";
He forced hinmself to put one foot in front of the other, having to trust their
gui dance. ;
Eventual ly they entered a protected space, wal king down an incline. After a
short time they stopped and a door clanged shut. Someone freed his hands and
renoved his blindfold. When his eyes adjusted to the light, he saw a room
paneled ' with gl ossy anberwood and carpeted by a lush gold rug. In the center
of the room Zecha sat at a Quis table. She notioned to an arnthair across the
table. "Sit down." Kelric stared at her, then settled into the chair. Zecha
gl anced at the captain. "Where are his Qs dice?"
"l kav had them" The captain pulled the pouch out of her jacket and set it on
the table.
Kelric blinked at the warden. "You brought ne here to play dice?"

"We'll wager work shifts." She took out her own pouch.
| ose, you work one extra shift."

"For each gane you
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| don't believe this, Kelric thought. "Wat if | wn?"

"Then you don't have to work the shift."

"That's not nuch of a bet." He pushed at the thick curls spilling down his
neck. "How about a haircut for a win? A shave for a second win."

Zecha shrugged. "Whatever." She set a blue cube on the table. "Your nove."

It was hard to change nental gears to Quis. He felt too tired. But the
prospect of nore shifts or being beaten again by Torv was worse. So he poured
out his dice and set blue cube on top of Zecha's die. She added a red ube to
t he stack.

"You can't do that," he said.

"Why not ?"

"Red can't go on blue."

She snorted. "I thought you knew how to play Qis."
Bol t, he thought.

SDFJI$(

Bolt, cone on. Can you access ny files on Qis rules?
FD5A87I |

Kelric gave up and fell back on intuition, placing a rod on the table to pul
Zecha's play away fromthe cube stack. She set a sphere near the rod, and he
added a rosewood arch between the sphere and stack

Zecha | aughed. "My gane."

"Your game?" He | ooked at her. "It's not your gane."

"You made a bridge. Both ends touch ny pieces. A baby knows better than that."
Dam. He hadn't even noticed his arch touched her sphere. By bridging it to
the stack, he had formed a structure. The conbi ned rank of Zecha's pieces in
it easily surpassed his, so she could claimit for the win if she wanted.

The warden cleared the playing area and set down a dodecahedron. Kelric put a
blue triangle on top of it.

Zecha smirked. "Extra shift nunmber two."

"1 lost?"

"M serably."

"\Why 2"

"My dodecahedron has bl ack edges."

"So what ?"
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"So you can only pla black on it." Zecha flipped his trian-1 gle back to him
and | eft her dodecahedron. "New gane. Your! nove."
f
Kelric rubbed his eyes, trying to stay awake. He set a heptat | hedron on the

tabl e. , Zecha | aughed. "Shift three for
you. " | For puggi ng sake, he thought

i
; "I thought he was a Cal ani," a guard muttered. |
"If you can't give nme the reason why you |ost Zecha | j added, "you
get a fourth shift." i Kel ri c wondered what possessed the head
warden of the i ; entire prison to drag hi m blindfol ded across Haka
inthe md- | ; die of the night for a Quis lesson. "It's a

continuity law he 1 said. But which one? Col or? Shape? D nmension. That was it.
I Di mensi on

"I lost on the first nmove of the |ast game he said. "You opened this new
gane with the dodecahedron you played before. So continuity holds. | had to
fix my 1osing nove fromthe previous game by properly placing a piece with the
same di mension as the one | nisplayed before. Which neans a flat piece. Two

di mrensions. But | instead played a threedi nension piece."
2 "Fourth shift Zecha said snugly.
1 He gritted his teeth. "Wat for?" | "Your piece
al so had to supersede ny dodecahedron.” | "Nothing supersedes a
dodecahedron. " ] "That's right." She took away his die and

| eft the dodecahedron. "Your nove." ;
Kelric scow ed. The nore sides on a polyhedron, the higher its rank. In Quis,
no pol yhedron had nore than a dodecahedron's twelve sides and in the current
structure no other shape would outrank a pol yhedron. She had himtrapped in an
infinite | oop of |osses.

"Looks |ike another shift," Zecha comrented. Behind Kelric, the door opened. A
girl cane over and spoke to the warden in a | ow voice. Zecha frowned and
nodded. \

After the girl left, Kelric bal anced an ebony ball on the dodecahedron
"I"'msorry," Zecha said. "But that nove is illegal."
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H's mouth almost fell open. It was the first civil phrase she had ever uttered
to him When he recovered fromthe shock he said, "It's legal. | msplayed a
t hr ee-di mensi on piece the |last gane and a ball is a three-dinensional piece."
True," she agreed. "But it doesn't supersede a dodecahedron.”

"Yes it does."

Her polite veneer cracked. "Don't contradict me. You need a piece with nore
than twelve sides. You don't have one."

He grinned. "A ball has an infinite nunber of sides. It's the limt of letting
t he nunber of sides on a polyhedron go to infinity."

Wth a scowl, Zecha knocked his ball off her die. Then she took her
dodecahedron out of the playing area. "Wll? You won. So open."

Kelric resisted the urge to |augh. He put down a pyram d and the gane took
of f, rapidly evolving into a conplicated series of structures. After a while
somet hing began" to tug at him What... ? Yes, there. Zecha had built a
convol ut ed snake of green dice and was trying to close the coil

She drunmed her fingers on the table. "Are you going to take forever?"

"No." He played a blue pyranid.

She shoved a green pyramd into a structure. "Your nove."

He smled. "My gane."

"I't's not your ganme. Make your nove."

Kelric tapped his finger along a |ine of pyram ds w nding through the
structures. "Bl ack, brown, red, orange, gold, yellow, green, blue, purple,
violet, black. Al nine except for the red and green." He |aughed. "G and
augrment ed spectrum ny advantage. You owe ne a shave and a haircut Warden."
Zecha glared at him Then she turned to the octet. "You can take hi m back
now. "

When he stood up, they | ocked his wists, then blindfolded himand led him
away.

Zecha | eaned against the table in the Interstice roomthat connected the
Estate to the underground tunnels of Haka. It irked her that Rashiva insisted
she hold her Quis sessions with
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Sevtar here, where a wi ndow of one-way gl ass all owed the Manager to watch
unobserved. Spying, that's what Rashiva was doing. Smart idea to put that girl
on | ookout, to warn her if the Manager showed up.

Across the room the door opened and Rashiva Haka entered.

Zecha bowed. "Manager Haka.™"

"Morni ng, Warden." Rashiva chuckl ed. "He caught you S with the
i nfinite-sided pol yhedron, heh, Zecha? And that spec: trumwas a
beauty. "

"You mssed his first games. He played like a child."
Rashi va stretched her arns. "Wy did you schedul e the session before dawn? If

nmy aide hadn't seen you cone in, | would have slept right through it."
Zecha had intended to be done with the "l esson" before the early-rising
Manager awoke. "I didn't want to bother you, ma'am"”

"I't's no bother." Rashiva | eaned against the table. "Do you need to blindfold
and restrain himthat way? It nust be unpleasant for him"

"I'f we don't blindfold him he'll learn the route here fromthe prison
Wthout restraints, he could break into the Estate." Maybe she ought to |et
himloose. If Sevtar knocked around Rashiva's staff, it nmight cure the Manager
of this rehabilitation nonsense.

"He doesn't act dangerous," Rashiva said. "He seenms a pleasant fellow"

"That 'pleasant fellow killed LlIaach Dahl."

Rashi va exhal ed. "Yes. He did." She thought for a noment. "Let himoff quarry
crew today. He's obviously exhausted. And give himthat shave he wanted. Just
trimhis hair, though. It's too gorgeous to cut off."

Bones and bugs. Rashiva expected her to mani cure crooners? "It could be
dangerous to let himnear a razor. He might go for the blade."

"Take whatever precautions you think necessary."

"Yhee, ma'am"

After Rashiva left, Zecha brooded. So she was supposed to : coddl e
Sevtar, heh? No chance. Maybe he expected his beauty
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to get himspecial treatment. She'd seen his snmiles. H s seductive behavi or

m ght blind Managers but it wouldn't work on Haka's warden.

But Sevtar got to her in another way. Sonehow he crept into her brain. It had
been years since she suffered nightmares of people talking in her head. Back

t hen, she had feared she was going insane, until finally she stopped it by
putting up an enotional wall that shut everyone out. It nade her lonelier than
a kinsa lost in the desert, but it kept her from hearing other people's

t hought s.

Now Sevtar cane, eating away at her fortifications. Zecha gritted her teeth.
Thi s Sevtar business had gone too far. She had to get rid of him

« When Ched entered the cell, Kelric was holding hinmself up by the skylight,
peering out at the blue sky. "Cuaz and Khozaar ne," Ched said. Kelric | ooked
down. "What does that mean anyway?" "It's just sonething people say. Cuaz and
Khozaar are w nd gods, Akasi to the sungoddess Savina." Ched frowned at him
"You can't break the skylight bars, netal nan. We've all tried.” Kelric
dropped to the floor. "Want to play Quis?" "No. You al ways beat ne." Ched

fl opped down on the pallet. "Know what 1'd like? A big feast, with lots of

wi ne. Afterward, two beautiful warrior wonmen carry us off and have their way
with us."”

Kelric smled. "Sounds interesting.'

"You ever been in | ove?"

"Twice." Kelric sat by the wall. "The first tinme | was younger than you.
Fourteen. Shaliece used to sneak up and watch ne swmin the river. One day |
saw her. | was so nortified that after I got nmy pants back on, | chased her

all over the woods."

"\What happened when you caught her?" Kelric |aughed. "That, young nman, is
private." Ched grinned. "She got you in trouble, heh? Happened to ne too." Hs
snmle faded. "I was thrown out of the Children's Cooperative in Lasa 'cause of
it." 'Thrown out? Why?"
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"I let this girl talk me into stuff.” Ched sat up. "Next nmom ng she woul dn't
have nothing to do with ne. But she talked. |? ? Pretty soon all themgirls

was telling stories about ne. It was f » all lies. | wouldn't touch those
clawcats. | only liked that one but she wanted sonmeone el se. And you know
what ? She got « 1 himin trouble. To protect himshe said | was the father
Wth | . all those stories about me everyone believed her" He swept his |

hand across the floor and sent sand flying. "So the Cooperative 1 guardi ans
ki cked me out." . ;

Kelric frowned. "They had no business turning you out." , "That's why
went to Viasa. No Lasa House would take ne. i People called me trash." He
shrugged. "CGuess they was right." "They weren't, Ched. Never believe that
about yourself."

The boy hesitated. "You think naybe different?" , "Absolutely.
You' ve a |l ot of potential. You just need a chance to develop it."
' "Heh. Well." Ched gave him an enbarrassed snile. "You

know, you're all right."

Rashi va paced across Zecha's office. "He | ooks so vul nerable."

Zecha sat back in her chair. "Don't let Ched's innocent face fool you."
"Bonni says he's a nodel prisoner."
transferring himout of Four." ;
Model prisoner? Zecha al nost snorted. She knew his kind, how they mani pul at ed
worren. Her father had been Ched's age ! when he propositioned her nother

Maybe her nother had been happy with the unexpected result of that night's

pl easure, but Zecha still burned fromthe chil dhood taunts: kinsabom
Whor e- baby.

"Ched's al ways been a problem" she said. "He's kept ahead of his quotas
lately, but | doubt it will last."

Rashi va frowned. "Wat quotas?"

Bones and bugs. Didn't Rashiva ever mss anything? "lIt's a reward system |f
prisoners neet certain quotas they get privi-

| eges."” As soon as Zecha had realized Rashiva didn't intend to

doze her way through her reign |ike her doddering predecessor, she had cl eaned
out her files. Certain records could have been

Rashi va stopped pac- . ing. "She suggested
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m sinterpreted, particularly those detailing how she routed profits fromthe
extra quarry shirts to her own accounts. So she got rid of them Her files
were pristine now "l can show you the records."

"Al'l right," Rashiva said. "And go ahead with Ched's transfer. Put himon
anot her crew. Maintenance maybe. He doesn't | ook strong enough to work in a
quarry."

Zecha stiffened. Who was warden here? Still, better to win Rashiva's
confidence on a trivial matter like this. It would give her a stronger
bar gai ni ng position on critical issues.

"I can send himto Conpound Two," Zecha said. "They do mai ntenance."

"Good." Rashiva resuned pacing. "How is Sevtar com ng al ong?

"He isn't. You' ve seen his record. He started a fight his first night here and
attacked Torv Haka his first day in the quarry."

"Per haps you should separate himfromthe others." Rashiva considered. "Let
hi m concentrate nore on Quis. Working in a quarry is a waste of his tal ent
anyway. "

A plan was fornming in Zecha's mind. "I think that's a good idea." Yes, an
excel l ent idea.

She m ght never have to worry about the Sevtar problem again.

Sand stung Kelric's face as his guards | ed himthrough the sandstorm They
stopped at an isol ated storehouse far fromthe conpounds. Wien he saw Zecha
waiting at the building's metal door, his unease grew. She heaved open the
heavy portal, revealing both it and the storehouse walls to be over six
handspans t hi ck

H s guards prodded himforward with their swords, honed points nicking his
skin as they pierced the cloth of his uniform Inside the storehouse, he found
a single large roomwith a pallet and a bl anket. A row of barred w ndows
stretched the length of one wall, set so high he doubted he could see out of
them even if he junped. Puzzled, he turned to Zecha.

"You' re being separated fromthe other prisoners,” she said.

"For how | ong?" he asked.
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Her eyes glinted. "Forever Kelric lunged for the door, but the guards were
already $ heaving it into place. As the portal slammed shut, he smashed , into
the netal. "No!" He pounded his fists on the door. "NO" No sound cane from
beyond t he storehouse i

el

1 t

Rock' s Chute

In the beginning Kelric raged, smashing his bul k agai nst the walls that
confined him Each time his fury spent itself, he collapsed to the floor, his
shoul ders heavi ng as he gasped in air.

H's jailors had converted one of the storeroomclosets into a bathroom The
other closet held a blanket, a jug of liquid soap, and cleaning rags. Each
nmorni ng his food appeared in a narrow tunnel cut through the bottom of the
storehouse door. After he finished his neals, he shoved the enpty bowl s and

pl ates back into the tunnel. Wen he heard soneone renoving them he tried to
grab their arm but he couldn't reach far enough into the tunnel

He refused to eat, hoping a hunger strike would force themto release him
After several days, when his jailers showed no reaction to his untouched neal s
in the tunnel, he wondered if Zecha wanted himto die by self-induced
starvati on.

He quit the strike that night.

Eventual | y he devel oped a routine. In the norning he exercised, and for the
rest of the day he played Quis solitaire. Wen the Iight faded into night he
escaped into sleep and when dawn trickled in the. wi ndows he awoke, every
norni ng of every day, until the days becanme seasons.

Autumm cooled into winter, with rains that trickled in the w ndows, saturating
his world with danpness. Once he caught a fever, becom ng so sick he could
barely move. In his lucid noments he wondered how anyone woul d know i f he

di ed.
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After he recovered, he nmade a cl oak out of his blanket, using a shard of rock
to cut arnholes and fashion a hood. He pushed the remaining scraps of cloth
into the tunnel, and the next morning a new bl anket came with his food.

Wnter warmed into spring. His hair grewinto a shaggy mane and his beard
curled in a red-gold mat on his chest. In sumer, he lay sweltering in the
heat. Sand blew in on the hot wind and settled over his body.

At night, dreans fromhis home world of Lyshriol haunted his sleep. He sawits
pl ains of silvery grass and the ancient dappled forests where he had played as
a child. In other dreans he held a | over, often Deha, sonetines his first

wife, nore rarely other wonmen he had known. It felt so real that when he awoke
he wanted to beat the walls in protest of the enpty spaces that greeted him
He had al ways been an introvert, recharged by tine alone, but this was beyond
all reason. Wen he becanme depressed, Bolt released chemicals in his brain,
powering up an endorphin high. It hel ped his npbod but didn't counteract the

| oneliness, and it strained the already damaged conputer, until finally, after
several seasons, he lost contact with it. Bolt's silence saddened hiny he no

| onger had even the voice in his head to converse with.

So he talked to the sand, the floor, the food. He naned the insects that
humred in the wi ndows. \When he found hinmself giving a funeral to a dead

ai rbug, he knew he had to find a distraction fromthe |oneliness.

Qui s becane his existence. He covered the floor with structures and nade extra
dice with cenent he chipped off the walls. Wen the rules grew constraining he
added new ones. The Quis he played was his and his alone, with no influence, n
history, no cultural nenories, no input fromany other player. The sinple
patterns he had | earned at Dahl seened | aughabl e now. He wove his perceptions
of Haka, of Coba, of the Inperialate, of the universe, into his Qis. The
patterns evolved, illum nating the past, predicting the future, revealing

hi dden mazes in the subconscious corridors of his mnd

H s dice took on personalities. Ched was the silver cube.
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| Every pattern he built of the boy's life in Conmpound Four

evolved into death. He tried to find patterns of hope, but the 5 dice refused
to lie. He often found sonber dice of mourning around the silver cube.

The obsi di an decahedron was Zecha. Sonetines he trapped | it in torturously
convol uted structures, destroying its rank. Gher tines he built pattern after
pattern, trying to understand why she | loathed him She remained an eni gna.
For sone reason, even thinking about her here, alone in his cell, drove himto
barrier | his mind. She crept into his brain, negating himlike an an-

enpat h.

Gradual ly his dice took on nore conpl ex aspects. Equations evolved in his
patterns: conplex variables, differential 1 equations, topology, catastrophe
theory, Selenian nystimatics. He created new theorens, becom ng so absorbed in
his life- | long passion for abstract math that at tines he even forgot the
wei ght of his solitude. In his sleep he dreant Quis equations.
Then the dice turned introspective, forcing himto relive the ee:
scorn of his half brother, Kurj, the Inperator: Mathematics, { Kelric? Wy
frustrate yourself in a pursuit beyond your abil- \ ity? The Quis showed what
he had never understood: his | brother's contenpt nasked fear.

3
It woul d have made no difference what dreans Kelric pur- j sued, his brother
woul d have crushed his confidence, tearing | Kelric down to protect against
what he, the Inperator, per- | ceived as a threat to his power. Kurj saw only
hi nsel f when he | | ooked at Kelric, and having gained his title through
vi ol ence | and death he woul d never trust his own heir. ;
That was when Kelric smashed his hand through the dice, throwi ng them across
his cell.
After that he sought fonder menories. He wove patterns of his father, a farner
benused by the glittering technology of his wife's universe, a |oving man who
doted on his fanmly, never ] dream ng he woul d soneday becone an interstellar
potentate. The patterns of his nother were warnth and a shinmering
gol d beauty so great a gal axy bowed before it. She was the sun | of hone, the
warnth of the hearth—and a political pundit who | wal ked the halls of Inperial
power . |
Through his dice Kelric grieved for the loss of his honme, his |
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fam ly, his hopes, his future. He lived anong the structures, balanced on the
edge of madness, unable to remenber how it felt to touch another human bei ng,
until he wondered if his nenories were no nore than the dreans of an insane
man.

15

Deert Tower

The Topazwal k spanned the top | evel of Haka Estate like a tawny corridor of
l[ight. Made fromtinted glass, it |ooked out over a sea of sand. Two figures
wal ked together along the corridor, bathed in its ruddy light.

"I"'msorry to be blunt," Zecha said. "But bring Sevtar onto the Estate and you
will regret it."

"Your reports make his progress sound excellent,"” Rashiva said.

Zecha knew she had trouble. It had taken tine and work to win Rashiva's
confidence, and part of that success cane from her encouragi ng reports about
Sevtar. In truth, she had paid little attention to what he was doing this past
year. Who coul d have known t he Manager neant to take himinto her Calanya] It
was i nsane.

"It's true, he's made progress in a controlled environment," Zecha said. He
had, after all, done nothing but play Quis. If he hadn't |earned anything by
now, he never would. "But | have grave doubts about his nental stability.
There's no telling what mnight make him snap.”

Rashi va nodded. "He will be kept separate fromthe others until we know i f
he's stable."”

So. The Manager had her doubts. Zecha took stock of the situation. If he told
tales of solitary, would anyone believe hinf? That Rashiva paid nuch cl oser
attention to the prison than her predecessor would hel p here. The Manager knew
about the delusions suffered by the prisoners in Four, and
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what ever margi nal sanity Sevtar had possessed prior to his solitude was
certainly gone now G ven his weak mind, he was probably raving mad. She coul d
have her prison doctors certify himas insane, a nmadness that subsided only
under their expert care.

Sevtar woul d soon be back in prison

The grate of metal scraping on stone woke Kelric. He raised his head and
peered into the predawn darkness.

The door of his cell noved.

The portal slowy swung open, revealing an octet of guards. They entered the
cell like waiths, shadow and gray in the dimlight. Kelric rose to his feet,
unabl e to speak, surrounded by the Quis structures he had built. Seven of the
guards took up a shadowed formati on around himand the eighth gathered up his
di ce.

Stop, he thought. They were destroying patterns he had worked on for days. But
he stood frozen, afraid if he noved the dream figures woul d vani sh.

They gave himhis pouch, the small sack bulging with dice. Then the captain
rai sed her armtoward the door in a ghostly invitation. He | ooked fromher to
t he other guards, still unable to absorb their presence.

Then he wal ked out of the storehouse.

They made their way through a daze of swirling, whirling sand, until they
reached one of the | esser peaks with a door enbedded in it. They entered the
crag and foll owed a nmaze of tunnels that sloped down under the desert.
Kelric's sense of direction soon failed himin the sameness of the passages
and their turns. He didn't bother asking Bolt where they were; the node had

| ong ago stopped respondi ng.

At the junction of two corridors, his guards took himinto an office. The
captain renoved sone clothes fromthe desk: suede pants with sewn seans, a

| aced white shirt with Quis designs enbroidered on its cuffs, knee boots the
color of sand, and a robe nade fromlightwei ght russet cloth. She gave hima
woven scarf as long as he was tall, made fromwhite yamw th bl ack tassel s al
around its borders. Quis designs adorned it,
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sewn in nmetallic yams that glittered even in the rooms cold light.

After the guards withdrew, |ocking the door behind them Kelric stood hol di ng
the clothes. He couldn't conprehend them For a year he had worn the same gray
uni form washed and rewashed by hinself until it drooped with holes.
Eventual | y he changed into the new cl othes. The robe covered himfrom neck to
foot, with | oose sleeves that came to his wists. He had no idea what to do
with the scarf, so he draped it around his neck and let it hang down his
chest. Then he waited.

A knock sounded on the door, followed by a pause. The captain canme inside and
wal ked over to him then bowed fromthe waist. She lifted the scarf and wound
it |oosely around his head, covering his neck and face, except for his eyes.
She finished by raising the hood of his robe, hiding all of himbut his eyes.
The octet took himback into the tunnels and escorted hi mdeeper into the
maze. At a rotunda that | ooked down onto a | ower floor, they rendezvoused with
anot her octet, one whose bearing and nmanner he recogni zed.

Cal anya guards.

Finally Kelric understood. Hallucination. Loneliness had driven himto create
t hese bi zarre scenes.

The Cal anya escort led himfarther into the naze, clinbing upward now, unti

he was sure they were above the desert again. The stone under his feet changed
into glazed tiles and the tunnels expanded into halls wth arabesques scul pted
on the walls. Msaics graced the corridors in geonetric designs, with
intricate borders around arches, niches, and colum capitals.

He devised Quis rules to describe the patterns.

They came out into a painfully bright corridor where sunshine poured through
floor-to-ceiling windows. It nearly blinded him By squinting, he could make
out the desert far bel ow, sweeping to the horizon

The doorway at the end of the hall |ooked |ike the keyhole for a giant

skel eton key, with a stained-glass wi ndow in the
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upper circular portion. It had Quis designs carved around its edges and the
Haka synbol of a rising sun at its apex.

Beyond the door was a suite. Spice roons. Colors. Kelric could barely absorb
it; his last year had been spent in shades of gray. These walls bl ended from
ci nnamon near the floor into gold and then creamat the top. Plants with
saffron bl ossons stood in vases and spheres of glass painted with flowers hung
fromthe ceiling on gold chains.

They showed hi mthrough roomafter roomof luxury, until finally it becanme too
much. Kelric bal ked at an arbitrary archway when the captain pulled aside its
curtain of reeds.

She smled at him "Go on in. It's yours, after all."

H s? He wal ked into the room beyond the reeds. Larger than the entire Conmpound
Four nmen's wing, it was only a bath chanber. A pool fed by fountains filled
over half of it.

"Manager Haka had purifiers installed in the wells that serve the pool," the
captain said. "So you won't get sick if you swallow any water."

A fountain in the shape of a flower stood at one edge of the « pool. Kelric
sat on the |ledge of its basin and | ooked into the water-filled bow inlaid by
green and blue tiles. He trac.ed his hand through the water and it swirled in
Qui s patterns.

The captain spoke again. "I amKhaaj. My octet will be Qutside your suite. If
you need anything, open the Qutside door and we will sumon the Cal anya
Speaker . "

Speaker? He only knew how to speak to hinself.

"A barber is waiting to give you a shave and a haircut," Khaaj added. "The
nmet al worker will be here later this afternoon to change your Cal anya guards."
Kelric stared into the pool, devising Quis equations to describe its ripples.
He didn't turn around as his escort left, he just continued to watch his

hal | uci nati on of a fountain.

It had finally happened. He had gone insane.

Fresh fromhis bath, dressed in his new clothes, with his hair cut and his
face shaved, Kelric sat on cushions in his suite and stared at his wi st
guards. The only synbol he recognized was the Haka rising sun. \Why Haka
guards? If his deranged m nd
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needed to create an illusion, why not Dahl guards? Hi s only good nenories of
Coba cane from Dahl .

"Sevtar?" Captain Khaaj pulled aside the reeds in an archway across the room
and bowed to him "You have a visitor, with Speaker's Privilege." She w thdrew
and a new hal | uci nati on appeared.

Kelric stared at it. \Wen the silence becane strained, the hallucination
spoke. "I know |I'm under your |evel now, netal man. But couldn't you talk to
me just this once? Manager Haka gave perm ssion.”

For the first tine in a year Kelric spoke to another human bei ng. "Ched Vi asa
is dead."

Ched grinned at him "l guess nobody let me know " He wal ked across the room
"I"ve never seen a place this nice. Manager Haka takes good care of you, heh?"
Kelric tried to absorb his presence. "Conpound Pour—2"

"Bonni hel ped me get transferred, just like you said. | went to Conpound Two."
Ched | aughed. "You know what |'ve been doi ng? Laundry. | haven't seen that
hole in the cliffs for a year."

"Laundry." Kelric's voice shook

Ched cane over to him "You all right?"

"No." He fought the tears but they came anyway, running down his face. He
wasn't sure why he cried, whether it was Ched, the suite, the sound of a human
voi ce, or his insane hope it was all real

As Ched sat next to himon the plush rug, Kelric w ped his cheeks. "Not much
of a nmetal man after all, am|?"

Ched smiled. "Well, you know what they say. 'Never iron cold is the touch of
gold." It's a saying nore about people than netal."

Kelric smled. "I"'mglad to see you."

"They |l et nme cone because of your being sworn tonight." Ched hesitated.
"Manager Haka tal ked to the warden—ot Zecha, thank Cuaz, but the one over in
Two. The warden knew Bonni knew you, so she tal ked to Bonni and Bonni tal ked
to me and | said, yhee, if it was all right with you, so Bonni told the

war den—
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"Ched, wait." Kelric alnost |aughed. "I |ost track aboUt| when the warden

tal ked to Bonni."

"I just don't want you to think I'm pushing where | have no! right to push.”
I

"Why woul d | think that?" "

"Because you're supposed to ask."

Ask what ?" \

Ched averted his eyes. "Me to be your Cath Brother."

Cat h? As in Cal anya Gath? That nade no sense. But he vaued Ched's offer of

friendship nore than he knew how to say. "WII you?"

"Sure." Ched relaxed and grinned at him "I've sure m ssed you."

"Do they treat you well in Two?"

"It's all right. | get to take |l essons froma Scribe, reading witing, stuff
like that. To make nme smart, for when | get out." He glanced at Kelric's robe.
"Can | |l ook at your Tal ha? |'ve never seen one up close before.”

Kelric offered himthe robe, but Ched took only the scarf on top of it. "It's
rolled right sharp, nmetal man."

"It's what?"

"ou don't recognize it, do you?" When Kelric shook his head, Ched said, "Haka
men have to wear Tal ha scarves in public. It's part of the Propriety Laws."
"Propriety Laws?"

"Scowl Laws." Ched brushed his fingers over the scarf. "Don't you renmenber?
Warden Torv wore a Tal ha up at the quarry.”

Kelric dredged up his nmenory of the Conpound Four men's warden. "I thought it
was to protect himfromthe sandstorns. "

"That too. A lot of wonmen wear themfor the same reason."” Ched gave hi m back
the Tal ha. "Theirs are just plain, though. The ones |ike yours are for

hi gh-1 evel men." He nodded. "Manager Haka nmeans you great honor."

Kelric regarded the scarf, with its gl eam ng designs and ornate tassels. If
Manager Haka neant him so much honor, why had he just spent a year in hell?
The Sunset Hall gl owed beneath the colors of a true sunset. Stained-glass

wi ndows surrounded the hall, their |ower edges
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flush with the floor and the tips of their onion-shaped crowns touching the
high ceiling. Dark red curtains hung on the walls between wi ndows and gl azed
bowl s sat on tiled pedestals. Tendrils of snoke curled up fromthe bow s,
scenting the air with incense. No furniture intruded; the highborn of Haka sat
on the floor, anobng enbroi dered cushions with tassels at each comer, the wonen
in jackets and trousers of brocaded silk, and the nen in robes and Tal ha
scarves.

Bathed in fiery light, and dressed in robes and Tal has, Kelric stood with Ched
in the sunken hollow of a circle. Arail made from gold wood encircled them
Cynbal s chimed in soft rhythm followed by the conpelling beat of a drumand a
pi pe's haunting nel ody. Then a man's voice soared into the nmusic. He sang in
an unfam liar |anguage, one with an anci ent sound, evoking i mages of Estates
burni shed like gold in the desert. The nmusic swirled in the sunset, then faded
into silence like a sun vanishing behind the horizon

A woman' s dusky voice coal esced out of the air. "Ched Lasa Viasa, do you stand
as Cath Brother to Sevtar?"

"l do," Ched said.

"What do you speak for hin®"

Ched took a breath. "Sevtar was a better friend to nme than anyone else | ever
knew. He stood by ne no matter what. And he believed in ne." He glanced at
Kelric. "Knowi ng himmade me a better person. | can't think of anyone nore
worthy for your Cal anya."

Kelric touched Ched's armin thanks, and the youth's face gentl ed.

A young girl spoke. "Your words are heard and recorded, Chedofiasa."

Ched bowed, then stepped out of the Crcle and withdrewto sit with his
guards.

Cynbal s chi med again. Then the woman with the dusky voice spoke. "For Haka and
for Coba do you, Sevtar, come to the Crcle to give your QCath?"

Was this the price of freedon? H s betrayal of Deha? Kelric stood mute, his
silence stretching out in the gilded topaz light. As murrmurs cane fromthe

wat chers, the curtains at the end of the hall rustled.
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Then a woman appear ed.

Vo. Kelric clenched the rail, trying to anchor hinself in itsl reality. Only
in a hallucination would he see, on Coba, the fer-| tility goddess Viana from
t he nythol ogy of his home world Lyshriol. She wore a | ong white robe that
clung to her voiupl tuous body like fluid rippling in a stream Gaced with
creany j dark skin, her face had a mesnerizing beauty. Black |ashes j fringed
her |l arge eyes, and a braid of glossy black hair as thick as a fist fell over
her shoul der to her hip. Rubies in her necklace glittered agai nst her skin.
She came to stand before him "Do you refuse Haka your Oath?"

Kelric pulled down his Tal ha, uncovering his face. "Are you the Haka Manager?"
"Yes. | am Rashiva Haka."

"Dahl already has ny Cath."

"Manager Dahl has relinqui shed your vow "

"I don't believe you."

"Wy would | lie?

Wy i ndeed. What possessed his fevered nind to create this nocking

hal | uci nati on? He |iked Deha. Wy imagi ne she rejected hinf? or that matter, he
couldn't see why he would imagi ne an Estate where a nan had so little choice
inthe mtter of his Gath that its Manager didn't bother to explain the
situation before the cerenony. Rashiva acted as if it had never occurred to
her that he m ght not obey. Why would he hallucinate this? Hell, he didn't
know. He was insane anyway.

Rashi va spoke quietly. "I can offer you a better life than you will ever have
in prison. But | won't force you to deny Dahl. If it is your wish to return to
t he conpounds rather than enter ny Calanya, | won't nmake you stay here.”

A vision of his isolation rose in his nind |like a nightmare. "How did you
force Manager Dahl to allow this?"

"I forced no one. It was her idea."

He refused to believe Deha had thrown himaway the nonment he becane a
l[iability. This was a delusion created by a man driven mad with | oneliness.
But a delusion of solitude would be as crushing as the reality.

In a flat voice he said, "Then take ny GCath."
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Rashiva's voice took on the quality of a ritual. "Hear my words, Sevtar. But
bef ore you give them back to ne as Cath know that your life is bound by them
After a noment he realized she was waiting for a response. "All right," he

sai d.

Softly she said, "You answer '| hear and understand.'’
"l hear and understand."”

"For Haka and for Coba," she said, "do you enter the Circle to give your
Gat h?"

"Yes."

"Do you swear you will hold ny Estate above all else, as you hold in your
hands and your mind the future of Haka?"

"Yes."

She watched himw th night-dark eyes. "Do you swear to keep forever the

di scipline of the Cal anya? To never again read or wite? To never again speak
in the presence of those who are not of the Cal anya?"

"Yes." It made no sense to him but he would have agreed to stand on his head
if it kept himout of the storehouse.

"Do you swear—en penalty of your life—that your loyalty is to Haka, only to
Haka, and conpletely to Haka?"

"I'f you want," he said.

"'l swear,' " she murrmured. " 'Wth ny life." "

She waited, watching himwi th her unsettling gaze. So he said, "I swear. Wth
my life."

Rashi va rai sed her hand and the sound of a gong vibrated in the air. The
colors in the hall were deepening into crinson shadows. "In return for your
Cath," she said, "I vowthat for the rest of your life you will be provided

for as befits a Calani."

What did that nean? Deha had tod himthe sane thing.

Rashi va reached into the folds of her robe and wi thdrew four arnbands. She
first slid on his Dahl bands, white gold engraved with the suntree synmbol and
ot her hierogl yphics, including just about the only witten Teotecan he
under st ood, his Coban nane, Sevtar Dahl, the first word depicted by the glyph
of a man striding across the sky, the second by the suntree glyph. The next
pair of arnbands she slid on himwere a darker gold. He saw his Dahl nane
followed by a third synbol, the Haka rising sun. Sevtar Dahl Haka.
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One ot her synbol on the Haka bands was familiar, a man with a mane of

shoul der-length curs, his head turned to the right and his armraised, bent at
the el bow, with the pal mat shoul der height and turned to face the ceiling.
Kelric knew its neaning. The turned head synbolized fertility, the long hair
denoted desirability, the raised pal macceptance. Husband. These were Akasi
bands.

H s anger stirred. For a year he had lived in a hell of solitude. Now this
siren appeared out of nowhere and lured himw th an alien vow of |ove.
Triunmph flickered in her eyes. "Sevtar Dahl Haka, you are now a Second Level
Cal ani of Haka."

16

Hawk's Fire

The audi ocomrefused to stop its insistent buzz. Chankah Dahl, the Dahi
Successor, rolled over in bed and funbled for the switch. "Wio is this?" she
grunbl ed.

Seni or Physici an Rohka's voi ce snapped out of the co. "You have to cone to
Deha's suite. Hurry. She's had another heart attack."

Chankah ran barefoot through the halls, her robe flying out behind her. Inside
Deha's suite, she found the doctor Dabbv pacing in the living room G ef
etched lines in his face.

"Why i s she so rock-headed?" he demanded. "Wy does she insist on working al
ni ght ? W warned her, Chankah. Over and over. W warned her."

Chankah stared at him Before she could respond, Deha's son appeared in an

i nner archway and beckoned to her

She found the Manager lying in bed, her face pale. Chankah | eaned over her.

" Deha?"

The answering voice was faint. "l can't see you."
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Chankah turned up the lanmp on the nightstand. "Is that better?"

"Alittle." Deha watched her with faded eyes. "Renmenber all 1 have taught you.
You carry much responsibility now. You are a power anong the Estates second
only to Kam "

Chankah swal |l owed. "Don't talk that way. You'll be up sooner than you can

whi stle.”

"Not this tine. Ah—hani."

"I"'mhere. R ght here.”

"You nust take care of him"

"H nP"

"Kelric. Get hima pardon. Pronise.”

Chankah woul d have sworn to deliver the wind if it eased her mentor's dying.
"I promise. | swear it."

Deha's voice faded. "Don't nourn . . . My life has been rich . . . Good-bye .
"No, Cone back!" Chankah cl enched the bedpost. "Deha? Deha"

No |ife showed in the eyes of Dahl's queen

Rashi va stood at the end of the Topazwal k, watching an octet conme down the
tunnel of light. The elderly Calani they escorted was distinguished, with
silver hair and gray eyes. His escort towered around himlike refugees froma
worl d | ess serene than the one he inhabited. Saje Viasa Varz Haka was the
elite of an elite, a Third Level Calani, one of the few anong the Twel ve
Est at es.

When Saj e reached her, Rashiva smiled. "You | ook well today."

He nodded his greeting.

She turned to the escort. "You may wait Qutside the Hyella Chamber."

After the guards w thdrew, Rashiva noved aside to let Saje enter the tinted
sphere of glass that ended the Topazwal k. Nanmed for the translucent orbs that
floated on the tips of hyella reeds, the chanber sat poised at the top of a
tower, overlooking the desert. A glass bench ran around its interior wall and
a glass Quis table stood in its center



i

164 Cat heri ne Asaro
As they sat at the table, Saje studied her face. "The man .|" fromthe prison
troubles you." "I played Quis with himthis norning," Rashiva said. . ¥

" And?" "Deha Dahl was wong. Sevtar isn't talented." Regret showed in Saje's
eyes. "You are certain?" She took a breath. "Tal ent comes nowhere near to
describ <ing his gift with the dice. It's like defining the desert as a grain

of sand. Sevtar isn't a grain. He's an ocean." "Such a gift should pl ease

you. "
"Every pattern he nakes is sorrow, Saje. He weeps with his
dice."
The Third Level sighed. "Well, Manager Dahl is dead." | "He doesn't know. |
don't know how to tell him" She paused. "He is her Akasi, after all." "Ws.
He is yours now " i|] I'n nanme only, Rashiva
t hought. Sevtar was a stranger she | sawonly during their Quis sessions. "I'm
concerned about | how he will react. Warden Haka thinks he is dangerous. Her
doctors say he is insane." j "What do you
t hi nk?" | "I don't know. He's like the blank
face of a cliff. |I need your | advice."
I

"To give you counsel," Saje said, "I must know him To | know him | nust sit
at Quis with him™" 1 Rashiva stiffened. "No."

| Saje waited. "It isn't safe,"” she said. He continued to
wait. "I can't risk your life," she said.

"I'f you believed himto be that dangerous," Saje said, "he wouldn't be here on
the Estate.”

Rashi va | ooked out at the desert where sand swirled in patterns inpossible to
fathom Like Sevtar. Saje was right. It was tine Sevtar sat at Quis with a
true Cal ani.

When Captain Khaaj and the escort cane for him Kelric bal ked. He had been
alone in his suite for the past ten days, since his Cath cerenony. The only
person he had seen besides
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hi s guards was Rashiva, three tinmes, when she cane to play Qis. They never
spoke during the ganes. Apparently she hadn't found what ever she sought in his
di ce and now had sent his guards to take himback to prison and isolation

He refused to | eave the suite. No one forced him the octet sinply waited.
After an hour, Kelric began to wonder if he were wong. He wal ked over to the
octet. Khaaj bowed, then lifted her hand, offering to escort himout of the
suite. He considered her. Then he finally went with them

They followed graceful halls, clinbed the spiral stairs of a tower, and cane
out in a corridor of glass. The wal kway ended at a spherical chamber where an
elderly man sat playing Quis solitaire. He wore three bands on each arm over
his sl eeves rather than under them as Kelric wore his. Kelric's guards took
up positions with the Cal anya escort already waiting outside the chanber,
standi ng beyond the range of conversation but close eough to reach it in
seconds. Kelric suspected their concern was for the elderly gentleman rather
than him

As Kelric entered, the man | ooked up. "Ah. Sevtar. My greetings." He indicated
a chair across the table. "Please. Be confortable.”

Kelric sat down, watching him

"I am Saje." He set a velvet pouch on the table. "Manager Haka wi shes to give
you this."
Kelric made no nove to take the pouch. "I have Qis dice."

Saje slid the pouch over to him "These are Cal anya dice."

Kelric turned the bag over several times. Then he nudged out the dice. Not
only did the pouch contain a full dice set, it also included unusual shapes
such as stars, eggs, and boxes with hinged lids. And they were real. The gold
ball was just that-solid gold. White pieces were dianond, blue sapphire, red
ruby. Some of the gens, |ike the opals, gave mi xtures of colors that sparked
ideas in his mnd for mani pul ating color rank within dice structures.

Saje rolled out his own dice gens. "Shall we begin?

"I can't." These new di ce were strangers.

Saje didn't | ook surprised. "Use your other set today. In tine you will feel
confortable with the new one."
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Kelric refilled the new pouch. He tied it onto his belt, then took off his
ragged bag and rolled out his dice.

"Stop hovering over ne, Rashiva." Saje eased down anong the

cushions on the lush carpet in the sitting room behind Rashiva's office. "I'm
not a blown-glass Quis die."

She sat next to him as tense as a nountain clinber's rope. "How did your
session go?"

"Your Sevtar is a remarkable young man." Saj e paused. "But strange. He has no
sense of his own genius. He never analyzes. He does it by instinct. W give
hi m di ce so he plays Qis."

Rashi va nodded. "Yes, | thought so too. And his dice have al nbst no patterns
of the prison. Just loneliness and solitude. If | hadn't known he's been down
in the conmpounds, | would never have guessed it fromhis Quis. He plays as if
he taught hinself, with no input from anyone else."

Saj e nodded. "I detected a faint reference to the prison. But it was very
old." He spread his hands. "Perhaps it is the conditions under which he has
pl ayed dice. He needs to sit at Quis with other Calani. He should live in the

Cal anya. "

"It's too dangerous. Warden Haka thinks he's nentally ill."

Saj e spoke quiety. "H s only illness is |oneliness. He needs conpany."

Rashi va had no answer for that. How could she risk her ' Cal anya with

hi m when she wouldn't risk herself?
i The days bl ended together, each a repetition of the last. Kelric |
pl ayed Quis with gens now i nstead of rocks, and his guards

brought his nmeals on silver trays instead of shoving them -. t hr ough
the door, but the rhythmof his |life was otherw se
unchanged fromhis tine in solitude. He lived in a trance. : One

break existed in the pattern; each day either Rashiva or Saje sat at dice with
him in sessions so intense that conversation was an intrusion. As he | earned
Saje's Quis he cane to know the man, his wi sdom and gentl e hunor, better than
had t hey exchanged words instead of dice. His sessions with the Third Level
were an oasis in his |oneliness.

Rashi va remrai ned an eni gma, craved but denied. He



-The Last Hawk 167

wat ched her fromthe fortress of his mnd, hungering to touch her, hating her
for tornmenting him

H s dreans junbled in confused i nages. Sonetimes he was a Jagenmaut, fighting
endl ess battles with no reprieve. O her tinmes he saw Deha lying in death, her
heart stopped. He relived Llaach's death again and again. In some nightmares
he forced Rashiva to give himwhat he craved, with a brutality that left him
stunned when he awoke. O el se ghosts entered his dreans, soldiers he had
killed in battle. Each time he bolted awake, his mouth working to rel ease a
screamthat never cane.

Gradual |y an obsession took hold, a desire to go out into the desert, as if
its endl ess space could release himfromthis agony of solitude, parch himdry
until he no longer hurt. A thought worried at his mnd like a dog with a bone:
he woul d shatter a window and junp out. He tried with his fists, pounding the
gl ass, but he nearly fractured his hand and still the thick glass remained
solid. Another night he used a chair. It broke into pieces |long before the

wi ndow weakened, and the noise brought his guards running into the room

After that, Saje no |longer canme to visit.

He changed hi s approach, using his Quis to deceive Rashiva. Like everyone el se
he had nmet on Coba, including Saje and Deha, she had no idea how to play dice.
He hadn't realized it at Dahl. They were all children with Quis, blind to its
intricacies. Rashiva never knew how his dice |lied. He wanted her to suffer for
what she let Haka do to him his Quis told her that he was content, adjusting
well to his newlife.

On a night when clouds nassed around the cliffs and |ightning clawed the
desert, an unfanmiliar octet came for him They took himthrough corridors
enptied by the late hour, their boots echoing on the floors. Wth a nunbness
born fromtoo | ong dreading this journey, he waited for the halls to becone
tunnel s that ended at a barren gray cell

They stopped in an alcove lit only by a torch in a claw on the wall. An

anci ent door faced them The captain pushed it open, revealing a tower with
spiral stairs. They clinbed up and around, up and around, up and around ..

A door at the top opened into a suite that nade his own quarters | ook neager.
Chandel i ers hung fromthe ceiling,
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sparkling with colored crystals. Then he realized the "crystals”

1 were gens: di anonds, rubies, topazes. The furniture was nmade from
a lustrous black wood with red overtones, and uphol- | | stered in
dark brocades. Uns as tall as his shoulder stood in ; coers, glaed with
intricate Quis designs, and tapestries on :< the walls showed desert scenes.
No wi ndows softened the

: suite, only heavy drapes and walls paneled in rosewod. ,
After the escort left, shoving bolts into place and | ocking the door, Kelric
wandered through the roons. In one he found a bed covered in gold brocade,
wi t h darkwood posters at its cor- | ners and a canopy of red velvet. He took a
bl own- gl ass vase off j the nightstand and turned it over in his hand. Wy this
new 1 prison, this cage within a cage? At least his old suite had w ndows t hat
et himsee the world. Had hey noved himhere so j he couldn't try breaking
the glass? The walls pressed in, confining, suffocating—

The vase snapped in his clenched hand. Its body fell to the . floor and
shattered on the darkwood parquetry, |eaving himholding a shard of glass. He
stared at it. Then, slowy, he pressed its jagged edge against his wist.

Soon he would be free.

In another room a clock chimed. Sonetime later it chined again.

Kelric dropped the shard. Then he gathered up the pieces of glass and arranged
them on the nightstand, taking care to place each shard in its proper place.
Finally he lay on the bed.

"Sevtar?"

' Kelric hid in the gray world between sl eep and waki ng. ;
"Sevtar?"

He doesn't exist, Kelric thought.

Fi ngers brushed his cheek. Opening his eyes, he saw , Rashi va

kneeling on the bed next to him She was wearing a red | ace robe that cane to
her thighs and she had freed her hair, letting it pour in |lustrous waves over
her body,

She watched himw th her dark gaze. "The vase—\Why?"

"It fell."

Her voice caught. "Into Quis patterns of death?"
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I nstead of answering, he put his arm around her wai st and pul ed her down on
t he bed. Wen she resisted, he held her down and rolled on top of her. Taking
huge handful s of her hair, he clenched his fists in the holl ows where her
shoul ders net her neck
"Sevtar, stop." She pushed against his shoulders. "It hurts."
He noved one hand to her breast and dug in his fingers. "lIsn't this whatyou
canme for?"
"Not like this. Not in anger." Fear nade her voice dusky. "This wasn't in your
Quis."
"It was easy to fool you. You play Quis like a child." He watched her face.
"You never asked if | wanted a wife. | don' | already have one."
As soon as she tensed, he knew sonething was wong. "What is it?" he demanded.
When she didn't answer, he gripped her shoul ders. "Answer ne!"
She stared at him still silent, but it didn't matter. Her reac tion was so
strong that even his injured Kyle centers picked it up
Dead. Deha was dead.
He suddenly heard a rushing noise, one in his head rather than his ears. H's
voi ce cane through the tunult. "How did she die?"
"Why makes you thi nk—=
"Don't lie to me."
Softly she said, "Deha died of the heart sickness. Last season.”
Last season? \When was she going to tell hinP? Next year? Next century? A red
haze blurred his vision. Had Rashiva gl oated over Deha's death? Had she sat
snmug in her power over himwhile he rotted in solitude? He wanted to hurt her
so much it burned in his mnd. Burned.
He | ay poised on the edge of brutality, a heartbeat away from viol ence. Except
he couldn't do it. He couldn't inflict that harm on another person
Kelric let out a long breath. Then he rolled off her, onto his back.
Hearing the covers rustle, he | ooked to see her kneeling at the edge of the
bed, her hand resting on the nightstand' s co




170Cat heri ne Asaro-

switch. But she didn't call for help. Instead she spoke quietly. "lI'msorry. |
shoul d have told you. | didn't know how. "

"I don't want you," he lied. If he lay with her now, he knew

he woul d hurt her.

"Then what do you want ?"

What indeed? He rolled onto his side and pushed up on his el bow To play Quis.
Put me in your Cal anya."

She gave him an incredul ous | ook. "After what happened here toni ght?"

Hs fist clenched in the velvet covers. "If you expect ne to

use sexual favors to get what | want, you can wait until the end of tine."
"Why do you say such a thing?"

"It's what you expect, isn't it?"

Softly she said, "I would Iike you to behave nore |ike a Haka man. Is that so
out rageous? | am a Haka wonan."

"I"'mnot a Haka man." He reached out and pul ed her sash, |loosening it unti

her robe slid off her shoul ders, revealing her body underneath, her skin
creany dark against the rich red silk. "You better |eave, Rashiva. If you
don't, you'll get what you came for. But you won't like howit cones."

Wat ching him she swall owed. She slid off the bed and put on a | ong robe she
had draped over a chair. Then she left the room her bare feet padding on the
fl oor.

17

Mul ti pl e Buiders

"A child," Rashiva stood in the Hyella Chanber |ooking out at the desert. "He
thinks | play Quis like a child."
"He only understands Quis solitaire,’
Cal anya. He should be init."

She turned to face the Third Level, who was standing by the Quis table. "I
can't."

Saje said. "He is right about the
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"You keep saying this. 7 can 'l. Why not? Wat has he done to warrant this
distrust? Tried to break a window? Is this truly so dire?"

If only you knew, Rashiva thought. But her night with Sevtar woul d al ways
remain private. What would she have done if he had raped her? Sent him back to
prison, an adm ssion of her weakness? No. Never would she |let such humliation
become public. She would find other ways to dea with this. And she woul d dea
withit.

The intensity of her reaction gave her pause. Despite how he had obviously
wanted to hurt her, he had held back. So why did she want to puni sh hin?
Because he had deceived her with Quis. He rejected her. If she did nothing, it
woul d al ways be there between them this inbalance that undermi ned her
authority. It would eat away at her selfconfidence, nake her |ess of a woman,
less in command at Haka.

No. Rashiva took a breath. She couldn't let this ruin her confidence. Nor
could she let it interfere with her ability to run Haka. She had to make her
deci si ons based on what was best for her Estate, not her pride.

Confortable on cushions, four men were sitting on the carpeted floor around a
low Quis table, too intent on their game to notice Kelric and Rashiva, who
stood watching fromacross the room The roomwas | arge, octagonal in shape,
with walls painted in desert hues.

Rashi va spoke in a low voice. "This is the main common room " She indicated an

arch in another wall. "Smaller comon roons are through there, and an exit to
t he parks."

He tried to absorb it. People. "How many Cal ani |ive here?"

"Seventeen." She raised her voice slightly. "Adaar?"

A Calani lifted his head, blinking like a diver comng to the surface of a

| ake. As the others | ooked up, Adaar rose to his feet and wal ked over to
Rashi va.

She smiled. "Adaar, this is Sevtar."

Adaar bowed to him "Wl cone to Haka."

Kel ri ¢ nodded.

"Do you know where the others are?" Rashiva asked Adaar
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"In the gardens, | think. | can get them" t "Yes. Thank you."
I

As Adaar left, Rashiva drew Kelric over to the table, where? the other players

were getting to their feet. She introduced him to all three, including Raaj,

a First Level with the handsome i features of a desert prince. H's dark stare

grazed Kelric like | sandpaper

A ripple of conversation spilled into the room followed by | nore Calani. As
they gathered around, talking at him Kelric f

felt as if he were suffocating. He had thought he wanted this, ? | but being
pl unged anong humans so suddenly was too much. i. |
Finally Rashiva said, "You can talk to himnore later |I'm
himhis suite.” -

More nods, nore words, and then he and Rashiva escaped into a private suite.
Except for its entrance into the main co- |> nmon room it was otherw se nmuch

i i going to show

like his spice suite. ) i

"This is where you will live" Rashiva spoke with awkwad t | formality. The
conmon roons are open to all, but no one can i cone in here unless you invite
them" f;

"Does that include you? he asked. M

She stiffened. "No." |

Kelric hadn't neant it to sound so hostile. He fet as if he | had been
suffering a fever, not in his body but in his mnd, one T he hadn't realized
was burning until it began to ease. Like a distant voice nearly lost in a cave
where no light had shone for years, thoughts were stirring, awakening from
their slunber, trying to bring himcool ness and heal th.

Rashi va pushed her fingers through her hair tousling her ! normally perfect
braid. "I will leave you to rest now. " Her brocade trousers rustled as she
exited the room

He wandered through the suite for a while and eventual ly stopped in the
bedroom For a long time he stood at a wi ndow gazing at the desert. He tried
to think about Dahl, but he | couldn't imagine it w thout Deha. Tears ran down
his face. He didn't nove or make a sound, he just kept watching the desert t
while he cried. For Deha. P

It wasn 't until later that afternoon that he returned to the arch- \ way that
opened into the common room Wen he pushed aside the screen, he saw Saje in a
near by al cove tal king to Adaar. I

\ -
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"Ah. Sevtar." The Third Level nodded to him "WII| you join us at Quis?"
Kelric retued the nod, trying to relax. Quis he could do.

Wth Adaar's assistance, Saje wal ked stiffly to a table where several Cal ani
had been anal yzing a Quis ganme. The players all rose, standing until Saje had
settled into his cushions. After everyone was seated, Saje nodded to Raaj, the
Hakabom prince. "WII you begin? W will work on the Mesa Pl ateau."

Kelric rolled out his dice, wondering what a plateau in Mesa had to do with
Quis. Raaj set a gold dodecahedron on the table and the session took off. At
first Kelric had trouble following a gane with so many players, but gradually
the patterns becane clear. The structures described an Estate. Mesa? Its
Manager was young. Gold. Sun. It cane up again and again.

"Savina," Kelric suddenly said. The sungoddess."

Heads jerked up. Raaj scowl ed and Adaar dropped a cone, knocking over a
structure.

"Yes," Saje said. "Savina is the name of the Mesa Manager. Pl ease do not

di srupt the session again."

Kelric winced. But as soon as the game resuned, he becane absorbed in the
patterns. It was as if he circled over Mesa, dropping nearer. It nestled in a
val l ey where the nmountains net a plateau that boasted a wealth of mineral
deposits The Manager who controlled the Mesa Plateau controlled the nineral
mar kets of the Twel ve Estates and so wi el ded great power. But Varz Estate
rather than M esa dominated the patterns. The once-wealthy M esa had declined;
unti now it depended heavily on Varz.

After the picture was conplete, the players projected various futures for
Mesa into the structures. If a pattern forned with the Kam M ni stry dom nant,
they destroyed it the same way an Qutsider playing dice for noney sought to
destroy an opponent's advant age.

New patterns devel oped with Varz ascendent.

As they played, Kelric finally began to understand what the Cal ani did
cloistered in their Calanya. They were shaping the future of their world.
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* * *

Saj e ushered Kelric into a private alcove in the Third Level's | suite. They
sat anong cushions on a carpet so thick that Kel-| ric's toes sank into the
pile.

"Tormorrow, " Saje continued, "I will sit at Quis with Rashiva and build her
patterns of the work we did today." |

Kel ri c was begi nning to understand what |xpar had neant, ;

that Cal ani advi sed t he Manager. "Wat happens then?" i

"She plays Quis with selected aides. They play with others. Her input soon
creates powerful ripples in the Quis net that. spreads across the Twel ve
Estates."” He slid a cushion under his legs. "It works both ways. She interacts
wi th many high-1evel players, including other Managers, and then inputs her
know edge into our Quis by playing dice with us. W use the information to
find advantage for Haka."

"But everyone plays Qis."

"Yes. Every woman, man, and child in the Twel ve Estates.'
one ganme. W have been playing it for a thousand years."
A new pattern was unveiling itself in Kelric's mind. Quis was the Coban

equi val ent of the star-spanning conputer networks that tied together the

I mperial ate, the reguar electro- . optical webs and aso the psi berspace webs
only Kyl e operators could access. Quis was a third type of web, one the Cobans
"accessed" every tinme they played dice. This was a subjective net, dependi ng
on fluxes of personality "and dice expertise rather than electricity or
guantum physics. Its "menory" was the social, cultural, and racial menory of a

Saj e paused. "It is

peopl e.

"Consider the situation at Mesa," Saje said. "W nust help , Varz stop the
M nistry fromtaking control of the Plateau." S

"Why ?" -.

Saje snorted. "I should think this is obvious. If the Mnistry controls the
Plateau, it will give Jahit Karn nore power. She already has too nuch.”

"She's the Mnister,"” Kelric said. ;
"Varz challenges that claim" Saje setted his |legs nmore ? confortaby on the
pillow "During the Od Age Var and Kara S often went to war. Now they battle
with Quis."

"I take it Haka is an ally of Varz." i
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"OfF course." Saje tilted his head toward the conmon room "At the center of
the ripples are the Cal ani, The nore powerful a Cal anya, the stronger its
waves. But without a strong Manager, a Calanya is powerless."

"Why not just send Cal ani out into the network?"

Saje gave hima |l ook that Kelric suspected he reserved for the dullest of the
dull-witted. "W never speak with, read about, wite to, or receive input from
Qutsiders. They are in no way allowed to contanminate the Calanya. If Qutsiders
can get to our Quis, they can manipulate it to their advantage. This would
weaken Haka at its core.”

The idea of protected nodes in a web intrigued Kelric. "Doesn't Third Level
mean you lived on two other Estates before you came here?"

Saj e nodded. "I was hardly nore than a boy when | did nmy First Level at Viasa.
| went to Varz soon after and stayed many years. Then | cane here."

"Win't your know edge of Varz and Vi asa affect Haka?"

"Ah." Saje smled as if he and Kelric were conspirators. "Wat better way to

| earn the inner working of another Estate than to obtain one of its Calani?"
Quietly he added, "This is why we swear, on penalty of our lives, that our
loyalty is to the Estate where we are Calani. It is also why the higher Levels
are so rare. And so sought after. To bring nme here, Rashiva's predecessor put
Haka into debt for years."

"They buy us?"

Saj e shrugged. "It is a matter of negotiation. | wi shed to cone to Haka, Haka
wi shed to have nme. So. A trade was arranged," He shifted the pillow under his
| egs. "The desert clinmate eases ny joints. | doubt | would | eave Haka even if

| were offered a Fourth Level."

"I had the inpression Fourth Levels were nonexistent."

"Alnmost. Only one has existed in the last century." Saje | eaned forward.
"Mentar. He is at Kam Akasi to the Mnister. Mentar doesn't make ripples with
his Quis. He makes tidal waves."

Keiric's mnd created a Quis pattern of waves. "Has there ever been a Fifth
Level ?"

Saje thought for a nmonment. "In this mllenniuml| believe records exist of two.
Legends fromthe A d Age cl ai m anot her
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But the cost of a Fifth Level settlement is prohibitive to th point of

i mpossibility." " 1 "What about a Sixth?"

| Saje laughed. "A Sixth Level could never exist."
Hs sml| faded. "It is fortunate. The power of his dice would be beyond
conpr ehensi on. " J
18

Toppl ed Chute

"Ixpar." Jahit Kam the Mnister of Coba, |ooked up as the young woman strode
into her office. "I didn't expect you back from Bahvia Estate until tonight."
"We |left early. The pilot was worried about the weather." |xpar dropped into
an arnchair and stretched her legs out to their full length, seeming to cover
hal f the room Strands of hair had escaped her braid and were curling in fiery
tendrils around her face. "Manager Bahvia sends her greetings."

"And how i s Henta?"

Wth a grimace, |xpar said, "Nosier than ever."

Jahit smled. Henta Bahvla's penchant for gossip was well known. "Did your
visit go well?"

| xpar | eaned forward. "Henta supports a Mnistry Wardship of the Mesa mi nes.
| didn't even need to ask. She told ne herself she thinks Varz holds too nuch
control over the Plateau."

"Good. I'"'malso fairly certain of Shazoria Estate.”

Her successor got up and paced to the bookshel f. "Henta has heard runors that
Ahkah will side with Varz."

"That woul d be unfortunate."”

| xpar paced to the wi ndow. "There's still Viasa."

"I wouldn't roll dice on it." The feud between Bahvia and Viasa was so ol d,
Jahit doubted anyone even knew its cause anynore. "Viasa al nost al ways votes
agai nst Bahvia. So if Bahvia goes with us, Viasa will go with Varz."
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"There's the new Manager at Viasa, though." Ixpar sat on the windowsill. "Even
Henta doesn't know nuch about her." She got up and started paci ng again.

Jahit watched her successor, hiding her smle. Ixpar was as restless as a
caged ctawcat. "Perhaps it's tine | sent an anbassador to Viasa, to give ny
regards to its new Manager."

| xpar stopped pacing and squinted at her. 'This anbassador woul dn't happen to
have red hair, would she?"

"Manager Viasa is only a few years ol der than you. The two of you should have
alot in common."

"What about ny visit to Dahl ?"

"Dahl ." Jahit exhaled. "A difficult situation. It is best we postpone your
trip there."

"I thought Chankah's support was solid."

"It is. This is another matter." Jahit disliked bringing up the subject. It
remai ned | xpar's one weakness. "An offworld matter"

"Kelric."

"Chankah wants ne to pardon him It was Deha's dying request. | mnust tell her
no. "

" \Npy 2"

Jahit injected a coldness into her voice she rarely used with her successor

"I am surprised you need ask."

"You know, " |xpar said. "When one spends tinme with Henta one hears many
runors."

"Such as?"

"Such as, Dahl and Haka made an arrangenent years ago."

Jahit frowned. "I was not aware of any agreenents between Dahl and Haka."

| xpar wal ked over to her desk. "It was about Kelric. He's a Haka Cal ani now. "

"Deha woul d never have consented to such an arrangenent."

"Henta seenmed sure of her sources."”

Jahit didn't like the sound of it. Not at all.

After the formalities were done, the Estate di nner eaten and the speeches
gi ven, Jahit and Chankah wi thdrew to Chankah's private study. The new Dahl
Manager poured out two gasses
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of jai rum and gave one to the Mnister. "Deha would appreci-] ate your visit."

I
"She was a fine friend and ally." Jahit lifted her rum "Td| Deha."

I
Chankah raised her glass. "To Deha." S
"Well. Now. we nust decide what to do with this problens she left us." Jahit
settled back in her arnthair. "Wat exactly is this contract she and Rashiva
t hought up?"
"Basically this." Chankah swirled her rum "If a time ever
cane when Rashiva deened it safe, she could take Sevtar into her Calanya. If
he's ever pardoned, his Cath to Haka becomes void and he returns to Dahl."
Jahit scowl ed. "Deha actually signed that?"
"I have an original of the docunent."
It nade no sense to Jahit. Deha knew the Mnistry would deny such a pardon
Yet even so she gave her own Akasi to Haka. Wy?

Since Kelric's entry into the Cal anya, Haka's power in the Qis had surged
nore than could be accounted for by the usual fluctuations anong Estates. Even
nore serious, an unpredictable factor had entered the Haka Quis, an influence
i ke none Jahit had seen before, as if it evolved i ndependent of known
constrai nts—ahich made it all the nore dangerous. Kelric? He had been in the
Haka Cal anya only a short time. If he had al ready made such a narked
di fference, who knew what heights his dice mght reach?

It was unacceptable, totally unacceptable that Haka should gain such an

advant age.

Jahit silently swore. Ch yes, Deha had known exactly what she was doing. The

| at e Dahl Manager had out pl ayed them all

"So." The Mnister set down her rum "It is time, Chankah, that we consider
how to solve this problem Deha |eft us."

Col ums pressed in on him Gay colums. He would never escape, never find his
way out, never be free, never touch another hunman being

Kelric opened his eyes to see the exotic furnishings of an unfamiliar room As
hi s nightmare-driven surge of adrenaline calnmed, he realized he was on a sofa
with a plush blanket laid
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over his body. Across the room Rashiva stood |ooking out a w ndow, her body
sil houetted agai nst the dawn. She was wearing day clothes, trousers and a
jacket, both nade with soft brocade in anber hues.

Confused, Kelric rubbed his eyes. The |last he remenbered, his escort had
brought himto Rashiva's personal suite the previous night. They hadn't told
hi m why. He rmust have fallen asleep while waiting for her. As he sat up
rustling the bl anket, Rashiva turned.

"Sevtar." She spoke awkwardly. "My greetings.”

Kelric pushed his hand through his tousled curls. "My greetings."” After an
unconfortabl e silence, he said, "Did | sleep here all night?"

"Yes. You seenmed so tired last night. | didn't want to disturb you."

"Why did you want to see nme?"

"I had thought we might dine together." She came over and sat stiffly on the
other end of the sofa. "So that we might start over. A Manager and a Cal an
shoul d not -have antagonism It doesn't do well for the Estate."

This didn't fit his negative picture of her. He wasn't sure about any of his

i mpressi ons anynore, though. Since he had conme to the Cal anya, living a nornal
life, interacting with others, eating well and getting fresh air, he had begun
to feel as if he were recovering froma long illness. And she was right;

their stilted relationship was affecting their Quis.

He spoke carefully. "Perhaps we could start over."

A shy smile dawned on her face. "Well. Good." She stood up. "Wen | get back,
shall we try with di nner agai n?"

"Al'l right." He paused. "Were are you goi ng?"

She fastened her jacket, winding the silk ties around hooks. "To see Zecha
Haka. Then to Viasa for a few days."

Zecha. The nane hit like ice water. Kelric stood up, rolling his stiff
shoul ders. "Wbul d you call mny escort?"

She stopped tying her jacket. "Is something wong?"

"No." He went to the door. "I would like to return to the Cal anya."

"Is it the prison? Zecha told me it would bother you to be reninded of it."
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Kel ri c wondered how he coul d have conceived, even for | nonment, that he m ght
want to become closer to this wonai "How can you live with yourself?"

I
"Live with nyself? | don't understand." 2
He just |ooked at her. If she felt what they had done witft himwas justified,
he had nothing to say. I
But sonet hi ng was wong. He had an odd sense abou Rashiva, |ike the shifting
of an optical illusion. Suddenly sh| wasn't the hardened seductress playing
with himafter subject3 ing himto a year of painful solitude. |Instead, she
just seenmed young and puzzl ed, a good Manager but inexperienced conpared to
soneone |ike Deha Dahl
"Sevtar?" She was still watching him "Your face changes so fast sonetines,
it's hard to follow "
He spoke quietly. "You don't have any idea what Zecha doe down there, do you?"
"It is natural you resent her. Hate her even. She was your jailor, after all."
"You see only what she wants you to see.”
Rashiva stiffened. "Do you suggest that you, mnmy Akasi. know nore about what
goes on in Haka than I?"
Kelric wanted to bl ock out his menories of the prison. Nor did he think it
likely Rashiva would listen to a convicted killer with a supposed history of
mental instability over a highranking figure |like Zecha particularly if
bel i evi ng hi m meant Rashiva had to admt she had been duped.
But he had opened a damand it refused to close. Although he spoke calmy, the
words fl ooded out. "W worked double, even triple shifts in the quarry. No
breaks, no hel mets, no goggles, no scarves, no nothing. W weren't even
allowed a drink of water. Guards had free rein to beat prisoners. Big convicts
abused smal |l er ones, physically and sexually. Anyone who conpl ai ned was
puni shed. "
"I"ve been to the conpounds. | know what you describe doesn't happen."
He wondered if he would ever be able to speak of his time in solitary. "You
l[ive in a world where Quis dice are made fromdianonds. It blinds you to
Zecha's world."
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She just | ooked at him As the nonent stretched out, he began to regret even
mentioning the prison

When she finally spoke, all she said was, "I'Il use the snelter's door."
Kelric wal ked al one through the Cal anya parks. The | ateafternoon sky nade a
wash of bl ue and shadows dappl ed under the trees, but the day's tranquility
was |l ost on him In the three days since his tak with Rashiva, menories of the
pri son had plagued his thoughts and dreans.

Sand rustl ed behind himand he turned to see Captain Khaaj. Her presence
jarred. Technically he was still an inmate, which neant he had guards assi gned
to himat all times. But usually they were so discreet he barely noticed them
"I"'msorry to disturb you," Khaaj said. "But it's inportant."

Kelric waited. His year in solitary had reinforced his tendency toward
reticence, and his Calanya Cath made his sil ences acceptabl e and expect ed.
"Have you seen Manager Haka since you dined at her suite?" Khaaj asked.

He shook his head no.

"1 brought the Speaker with ne," Khaaj said. "WII| you talk to her?"

He consi dered, then nodded yes.

Ekoe Haka, Speaker for the Haka Cal anya, was waiting in the main conmon room
Khaaj escorted Ekoe and Kelric to the Alcove of Wrds, a small room set apart
fromthe comon roons. She stopped outside, leaving themin privacy as they
sat opposite each other at the alcove's Quis table.

Ekoe spoke the formal words. "Manager Haka pernits ne to be your voice in
times of crisis, when it is vital your words be known to Qutsiders. WII you
Speak to me?"

"Yes," Kelric said.

"You were the last person to see Manager Haka," Ekoe said. "Do you know where
she is?"

Last person? "She said she was going to Viasa."

Ekoe shook her head. "A windrider came in from Viasa today. They wanted to
know what happened. She never
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showed up. She also had a nmeeting with Warden Haka and never showed up for
that. No one has seen her for three days.;
Kel ric thought back to his conversation with Rashiva. "ffH | before she left
for her meeting, she said sonething about i| snelter's door."

1 "Smelter? What do you nean?" j
"The back door," Khaaj blurted out. Ekoe turned to the captain, who was
supposed to be out )i| earshot, and raised her eyebrows.

Khaaj reddened. "Forgive nmy interruption. But TTI Haka says she's going in the
snelter's door when she plans wi. use a back entrance. It's because snelters
deliver their inl to the back of an ore shop." |
Suddenly it became clear for Kelric. He didn't want believe it, but the
pattern refused denial . " "The back entrance of what?" Ekoe
asked. | "Conpound Four," Kelric said. i
Ekoe stared at him "The prison . | "Yes." He swall owed.
"She's sent herself to prison.”

The only sound in the common roomcane fromthe click »)j| dice. Kelric paced
past the table where Saje and the others n playing Quis. He wi shed sonmeone
woul d laugh. O yell. -2| thing to break the evening's tension. The fourth
time he crossed the room Saje came over to him ;

"Way don't you sit with us for a while?" "No."

J "Rashiva will be fine" ' Kelric
scow ed. "I'mnot worried about Rashiva" "OF course not" Saje drew himover to
the table. "Play Quis.t It will calmyou."

[ "I amcalm" ? "OF course." Saje

nudged hi m down into the cushions Kelric tried to concentrate on the session
Sonmber di ce predom nated: ebony octagons, purple balls, cobalt blocks. It j

| ooked li ke a study of relations between Varz and Kam his turn canme, he
pushed his |xpar die against a donme Raaj 'f used to denote the Varz Successor
Raaj glanced at himw th an expression close to hatred. ':
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Then he played a bl ack onyx die on top of Kelric's piece. As the gane
progressed the patterns becanme nore and nore nuddl ed, disintegrating into a
norass of hostility. Had it been an actual battle, deaths would have littered
the field.

Finally Saje rose stiffly to his feet. "I'"'mafraid | tire nore easily than you
young people." He turned to Kelric. "WIIl you assist nme?"

Kelric stood up, relieved to escape the session, and put out his arm Saje

| eaned on him linping as they crossed the conmon room The noment they were
within Saje's suite, he herded Kelric to an al cove. "Please be seated," he
sai d, easing hinself down anong several cushions.

Kelric dropped down to sit against the wall, with his legs stretched in front
of him "I thought you were tired."

Saje scowmed at him "You nust |earn better control over your dice. Junbled
schenes, conflict between you and Raaj, patterns of Rashiva everywhere—t was
a nmess."

"My mind wasn't init."

"You shoul d never have Spoken to Ekoe this afternoon. It disrupted the Quis."
"I had to talk to her. As for Raaj— Kelric shrugged. "The conflict is always
there. He just plain doesn't like ne."

Sage sighed. "I nust adnmit, it is hard to believe you and he are so close in
age. You seem rmuch nore mature."

At thirty-six, Kelric knew he had sixteen years on Raaj. But rather than
trying to explain nolecular cell repair, all he said was, "I amolder. W
peopl e age nore slowy than yours."

"You are fortunate." Saje rubbed his legs. "I age nore every day. | should
take nyself to bed."

After helping Saje to his room Kelric returned to his own suite. But he
couldn't sleep. At Night's Mdhour, he went back into the combn room and sat
at a table playing solitaire. Wien he heard footsteps, he turned, |ooking for
Khaaj —but it was only Raaj, conming through an archway across the room The
yout h saw hi m and stopped, standing like the statue of an ancient prince, tal
and unsm ling. Then he left.

The doors of the comon room suddenly swung open and Khaaj strode into the
room "She's here," the captain said.

Kelric junped to his feet. As soon as he stepped outside, his
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guards cl osed around him and they headed for Rashiva's suite He found her
seated on a sofa in her living room w ncingi while a doctor treated a bruise
on her face. She wore a ripped;
gray uniformw th the Conmpound Four |abel stitched into th arm

I
Kelric crossed to her started to speak, then remenbered th] O hers in the room
and scow ed. :
"Doctor," Rashiva said
The doctor straightened up. "I'll check on you later, ma'am" Then she and the
others eft.
Wien she and Kelric were al one, Rashiva drew himdown on the sofa. "Don't
frown so."
He wanted to shake her. "Are you insane? Wat were you doi ng down there?"
"You sound like nmy CityGuard chief." Rashiva rubbed her tenple. "She al npst
had heart failure when | told her to give ne a fake name and send nme to

prison."
"She shoul d have tol d sonmeone where you were."
"I ordered her not to. | didn't want to risk warning the prison authorities.”

He | ooked at the bruise on her face. "Wo hit you?"

Rashi va' wi nced. "That one is fromthe Conpound Four women's warden."

"Didn't she recogni ze you?"

"Only a few of the prison staf know ne in person.” Dryly she added, "One guard
did tell nme |I |ooked i ke Rashiva Haka." She pushed back her disarrayed hair,
whi ch was unbrai ded and tangl ed. Torv Haka knows ne by sight. | had intended
to find himwhen |I left the quarry in the evening, so | could get out."

"Why didn't you?"

"He was gone. A prisoner knifed himand he's in the Med House.™

So someone had finally gotten Torv. Kelric felt little synpathy for the brutal
warden. "Couldn't you tell anyone el se?"

"I did." She spread her hands, "Apparently I'mnot the first prisoner to claim
she's ne. So after ny two shifts in the quarry I got to see Conpound Four
firsthand."

He renenbered the wonmen's crew, could imagine all too
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wel I how they responded to Rashiva. Beautiful and vul nerable, with no street
know edge at all, she would have been in an even worse position than Ched in
the nmen's conpound. He discovered that the thought dismayed him

Kelric lifted a tangle of her hair, wondering who had undone her braid. He saw
nore bruises on her neck and the part of her shoul der visible through the tear
in her uniform "Are you all right?" he asked She stared down at her hands. "I
amfine." He felt her enotions roiling: anger, shane, pain. He also felt the

| ock she put on them and knew she woul d never speak of the experience.

Rashi va | ooked up at him "It didn't take me long to find out no one had seen
you for a long time. After ny people got nme out of the conpound, | demanded to
see where you had been. Khaaj finally found a guard who knew. " Her voice
caught. "Sevtar—so long—+n that tonb— Don't ask ne to renenber, he thought.
Don't ask. She reached forward and switched on a co in the table. A sleepy
voice floated into the air. "N da here."

"Nida, this is Manager Haka. | want you to begin preparations for an Estate
Tri bunal . "

The voi ce snapped into alertness. "A Tribunal, m'an?" "Yes. Notify Warden
Haka." In a quiet voice, Rashiva said, "She stands accused."

Al though it was al nost dawn when Kelric returned to the Cal anya, he found Raaj
waiting. The First Level |ooked as if he hadn't slept the entire night. He
strode over to Kelric. "Captain Khaaj said Rashiva is back."

As Kelric nodded a few pieces of a puzzle fell into place. No wonder Raaj
resented him The Hakabom prince | oved Rashiva.

"I's she hurt?" Raaj asked.

"Some bruises." As fast as it had coal esced the puzzle fragnmented. Hadn't Saje
told him Raaj was soneone's kasi ? That woul dn't necessarily stop himfrom

| oving the Manager, particularly considering how much attention she paid to
him but it was odd he woul d be this blatant about it.
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His sister. O course. Rashiva was his sister. He should have> seen it before.
They | ooked so natural together. , But then, why did Raaj's wife
never visit hin® « The puzzl e suddenly snapped together. Kelric

| ooked at Raaj's arnbands and saw the synbol s which, had he ever let hinself
noti ce before, he would have recogni zed as identical to \ his own. Not a kasi.
Akasi .

"Sevtar," Raaj said. "Wiy do you stare at ne this way?" Kelric just kept

| ooking at him Then he wal ked past the Haka born prince and kept goi ng, out

into the parks and the predawn i dar kness. When a gazebo appeared in
front of him he went in I and sat on a bench

Sonetime later Saje came to sit with him "Raaj is in ny ; suite. He
thi nks you only realized this norning that he is also | Rashiva's
husband. "

"He's right." Kelric stared out at the darkness. So nuch '- made
sense now. 'This shouldn't have happened." i Saj e sighed. "So goes
t he problem of all ages."”

Kelric glanced at him "What problenP" ; "Man has always yielded to

woman' s nature." Saje nodded. \ "Worman is strength and nman is passion
He sees with his heart
and she with her mnd. Wnman | eads, protects, innovates, builds, creates life.

Man fathers children. So a powerful \ worman wi |l gather her mates
around her. And so the nen she , chooses nust learn to deal with it."
"\ Kelric snorted. "You actually believe all that?

"Yes." ; "Wy ?" | "It is what | have seen all ny life."
Saj e paused. 'The young

now, they talk of a new way for wonman and nan. Perhaps they ; Wil
find it. But | think they try to change a fundanental nature '{ of

t hat whi ch cannot be altered." He watched Kelric's face. "In .)' time
you will cone to terms with your life here."

That isn't the problem Saje. | can accept the Calanya. Hell, | like it,
living like a king and playing Quis all day." f But sharing Rashiva

was a different story. Each tine he began to think he m ght want to know her
better, sonething happened that nade it inpossible.
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Al he said was, "Raaj |oves her. Having ne here is killing him"

Saje exhaled. "Yes. It is."

Kelric | ooked out at the line of dawn on the horizon. The barriers between him
and Rashiva were w der than he knew how to cross.

In the Haka Tribunal Hall, the Elder Judge stood behind the high bench. 'The
accused shall rise.”

Zecha stood up within the Square of Decision. Tall and unflinching, she faced
her accusers. She woul d show no weakness, never, no matter how many betrayal s
they committed agai nst her. And the betrayals had been nmany. Wtnesses from
her staff had conme forward, their words halting at first, full of fear, then
condemming with nore force. But nmore damming than a thousand traitors had been
t he Cal anya Speaker as she gave Sevtar's statenent first of the compound, then
of his time in solitude. Zecha could still see the horror on the judges

faces, still see Rashiva sitting with her head in her hands.

Her rage flared. Did they expect a prison to be pretty? O years she had faced
what the rest of Coba wanted to forget. For years she had dealt with the
ugliness the world dredged up fromits sewers. The constant influx of thoughts
fromthe basest elenment of the Twel ve Estates had forced her to barrier her

m nd, condeming her to loneliness. Wiwy? So the rest of themcould live in

bl i ssful ignorance. This was her reward.

The El der spoke. "The Haka Bench finds the accused guilty."

Betrayal , Zecha thought.

"Promthis day forward," the El der said, "the convicted no | onger bears the
Haka name. Al will forbid her work. AIl Houses will turn her fromtheir door
Al citizens will refuse her haven. She is Shunned."

Shunned. It was even worse than Zecha had expected. She had no home. No pl ace.
No kin. She was no one.

This was Sevtar's doing. She would remenber this evil he had caused her

She woul d renenber.
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"3 Sumrer bl ossonms scented the Cal anya parks, clusters of -
gold flowers bloonmng on the jahalla trees. Iridescent ' hummed through their
branches, giving the desert a iillffi voice. Kelric wal ked with Rashiva al ong
a gravel path, tiled pools filled with water that, in the desert, was worth
much as the gold around his wists. |
"We changed alnost a third of the prison {thVISTO Rashiva said. "It's one
reason the Tribunal |asted two full -f sons." She shook her head. "Zecha
baffles me. She inR believes she did what was right. t
She's gone, Kelric thought. That was all that mattered. *| ing

the Cal anya Speaker his testimony had torn apart the ri nimty he nmanaged to
regain after coming to Sili Calanya. But it had been worth it to see justie
done. % He knew Rashiva better now after two seasons, had cone T|

see her as a dedicated and soft-spoken Manager Although {T3 remai ned
formal with each other, their nmarriage wii MH mated, the tension in their
conversations had eased. Hate ? | onger drove the desire she provoked in him

%

When she took his hand with unexpected shyness, M5jft sniled down at her. She
squeezed his hand. "You've a B3I TTBI ful smile, nmy husband. |'ve wondered how
it | ooked." * That caught him by surprise. Had he never snmiled at ff
before? It wasn't the Propriety Laws; unlike nost Haka uM H they weren't habit
for him Wthin the Cal anya he had no ai son to think about them except
around his guards, whom i T never felt rmuch inclined to smle at anyway.

Hol di ng his hand, Rashiva led himthrough the trees along hidden path that
took themfar fromthe Cal anya buildings. | : Irrigation kept the
parks bl oomi ng all year, including these 1 i \
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forests of gnarled jahallas with | eaves and |inbs plunped full of water. In a
private clearing deep within ajahalla grove, they sat together on the soft
decade-grass, which took its nane fromits ability to lie dormant for decades
in the desert and come back to life when given water. Golden flies w th gauzy
bl ack wings flitted around them

Wth a touch of blush reddening her cheeks, Rashiva cupped his face with her
hands and drew himinto a kiss. Her mouth was full. Soft. The fragrance of

spi ce-soap scented her hair. He wapped his arns around her and savored the
sense of discovery he always felt the first time he kissed a wonan.

When t hey paused, she brushed her hand across his trousers. "You will get
grass stains on these handsone cl ot hes."

He slid his hand up her leg. "You al so.
"Perhaps we should find a way to avoid this problem"

Kelric smled, this tinme using it with full know edge of the effect it would
produce. "Perhaps we should."

So they undressed each other, each exploring the other's body as they shed
their layers of clothes. H's mnd responded to their intinmacy |like ajahalla to
water, swelling to fullness. He felt swirls and eddies of her enotions, nore
than he had picked up in a long tine.

Lying next to him bare skin against bare skin, she touched the hair at his
pel vis, rubbing a curl between her fingers. "It | ooks even nore |ike netal
than the hair on your head. It even feels |like soft netal."

Kelric tightened his enbrace around her. "All ny hair is an organonetallic
alloy."
" Hhmm !
bi ol ogy.
At first Kelric kept his caresses reserved, assuming that in |ove she would be
even nmore traditional than Deha. But eventually he rolled on top of her. She
felt fine, her body firm beneath him breasts plunp and hips curved out froma
smal | wai st.

nstead of cooling off when he becane nore aggressive, she pulled himinto

anot her ki ss, hungry for his mouth. Her thoughts brushed his nind; she
expected himto be passionate, out of control. She took it as a sign of
virility. It was one

She noved her hand, distracting their thoughts frommetallurgy to
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reason Haka women had created the Propriety Laws; Haf culture clainmed nmen were
i npassi oned vessels of love with n restraint over their desires. Wthout
restrictions, they woui drive wonen to distraction with their unbridled
sexuality. |IH

Kelric lifted his head and | aughed softly. "Rashiva, you a____ | such a
sexist." I

She blinked at him her face flushed with arousal. "WatgH Wthout waiting for
an answer, she pulled himback down an| U sought out his nmouth, Kkissing him
deepl y. "H

Secl uded anong thejahallas, they came to their |overmakingg with an intensity
made all the nore urgent by the | ong wai H both choosing to forget, for one
afternoon, the reasons for theU prolonged restraint. Kelric stroked her hips
and breasts, tasteH the honey between her thighs. For all her arousal, her
caresseH were shy. He suspected she had never lain with any other maH but
Raaj, though he doubted she would admit to such inexpe|H rience. The | onger
they played with each other, the nore hB guileless curiosity aroused him
Finally, as they lay side by side on the soft grass, he entereU her. They

roll ed over, Rashiva on top, then he, then Rashival then he. He thrust deeply
and she held on to himas theB noved together. So they went, until she cried
out and stiff ened in his arns. He rel axed his control then, losing hinmsel in
t he consum ng rel ease of an intense clinax. J

Afterward Kelric floated in a pleasant daze. It wasn't untill Rashiva pushed
his shoulder that he realized he had |l et his weight sink onto her. He rolled
onto his back and she roll ed;

with him coming to rest against his side, her leg throwm ove| his, her head
on his shoulder. As the sun descended bel ow t he

trees, veiling the clearing in shadow, they lay in each other's' arns, sated
and content.

After a while Rashiva said, "Perhaps we will rmake a child."

He opened his eyes. Child?

"I know | can," she added sleepily. "My daughter is al nost six."

Unwel cone thoughts of Raaj invaded Kelric's good nood. The Haka prince was
twenty years old, ten years Rashiva's junior. If he and Rashiva had a

si x-year-ol d daughter, Raaj nust have been a child groom probably not

\Y
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even a Cal ani yet. G ven the seclusion boys training for the Calanya lived in,
Rashi va was probably one of the only wonmen he had ever seen, et al one spoken
to. Kelric needed no telepathy to realize what it would do to Raaj if she bore
anot her man's child.

"You and | conme fromdifferent worlds,’
"Your parents did."

"How di d you know t hat?"

"You are a Ruby Dynasty prince, yes? Isn't it true your nother conmes from one
worl d, your father fromanother? | have heard this."

Al t hough he knew the | SC Public Affairs people mght have included information
about his famly in their discussions with Mnister Kam it surprised himthat
Rashi va knew. Then again, Quis was the ultimte gossip mll.

"My parents have the sane ancestry," he said. "My nother's |ineage goes back
to Raylicon, the honme world of the people who colonized ny father's planet."
"Ral kon is no world" Rashiva nmurmured. "She is a spirit of wisdom"

Kelric knew the simlarity was nore than coincidence. Six thousand years ago,
an unknown race had noved a popul ati on of humans from Earth to the planet
Rayl i con and then vani shed with no explanation. Al they left behind were
their spacecraft. As tinme passed, the stranded humans reproduced the
technol ogy and went searching for their |ost honme. They never found Earth, but
t hey established a nunber of col onies, what historians now called the Ruby
Empire. It collapsed after a few centuries, isolating the Raylicans on their
worl d and cutting the colonies off fromtheir nother planet.

he said. "W can't have children."



So the Raylicans began a long slide into extinction. After four nillennia,
desperate for an influx of fresh genes to replenish their shrinking pool, they
redevel oped space travel and went out to reclaimthe |ost colonies. Two
factions fornmed: the Traders, who took the slave trade that had al ways tainted
Raylican culture and turned it into an economny of mindnunbing brutality; and
the Inperialate, an attenpt by the free worlds to stay that way, or as free as
possible in a civilization
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founded on the need for an indefatigable mlitary machine thatS , grew ever
nore powerful. I

Less than two hundred years ago, in Earth's twenty-firs ? century, her people

had finally made their way to the stars—| and found their siblings already
there. Research soon showed > j that the Raylicans' ancestors came fromEarth
circa 4000 B.C. | Yet no civilization fromthat period matched any remant of |

anci ent Raylican cul ture. |

Sone ant hropol ogi sts postul ated Egypt as their birthplace. | But though
ancient Raylicans built pyram ds, they didn't |ook Egyptian. A few schol ars
beli eved they canme from Meso | anerica, or perhaps both Mesoanerica and the
M ddl e East or North Africa. Rare hints of Christianity and G eek nythol ogy
seened to show up, yet all evidence indicated humans had been stranded on
Rayl i con four thousand years before

the birth of Christ. One school of thought held that the abducted humans had
been noved in tine as well as space. ;

Cenetic drift, both natural and self-induced added the final conplication. It
all added up to make the Raylicans' ancestry a nystery.

Kelric was certain the Twel ve Estates descended froma | ost Ruby col ony. He
saw many simlarities between the Twelve i Estates and the primary cul ture of
anci ent Raylicon, especially ;
t he hierogl yphic | anguage and the Cobans' |ove of ball courts j But the |esser
known side of Raylican culture also showed up, ;
nost notably in the architecture and names of Haka. He suspected schol ars
woul d find Haka a gold mne, a living remant of a subculture that had
vani shed on Raylicon after the fall of the Ruby Enpire.

"\
He rubbed a strand of Rashiva's hair between his fingers. "My ancestors had
bl ack hair and eyes, and dark skin." '
She opened her eyes. "Hakabom ™"
"Li ke Hakabom "
"But you need only find a mirror to see that you are no Haka .
born man."
"I look like my grandfather." He paused, at a loss to explain , the genetic
engi neering that altered his grandfather's people. Then he thought of
Shal i ece, his childhood I ove. "Even if you
did conceive, the baby m ght not survive. The nother of the
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only child |I've ever fathered had so nmuch difficulty with her pregnancy that
she miscarried.”

Rashi va curled her fingers around his. "I"'msorry. | never knew you shared
bands w th anot her wonan besi des Deha Dahl . "
"Once. But not with the girl who mscarried.” He still remenbered Shaliece's

stunned | ook when he had offered to marry her. They were only fifteen. He
pressed too hard and she fled, frightened by his Ruby Dynasty titles. Perhaps
eventual |y he woul d have won her over, had she not mscarried. After a

sui tabl e amount of tinme, to et he and Shaliece mourn, Kelric's parents sent
himoffworld to the Deishan Mlitary Acadeny. A few years |ater Shaliece wed
anot her yout h.

Rashi va was wat ching himw th an inscrutable expression. "This woman nanmed you
as the father of her child but offered you no kasi bands?"

He brought his thoughts back to the present. "That wasn't our custom |
offered to her."

You of fered?"

"Yes."

She | ooked as if he had hit her in the stomach. "Was this the only tinme you
offered to—+o be free with—=

He stiffened. "Wth what?"

"Yoursel f."
How coul d she, who had two husbands, condemm him for past |overs? "No."
Rashi va drew away fromhim "W should get back. | have matters to attend to

on the Estate.”

They dressed in silence. Although they headed into the forest together, Kelric
soon stopped. He didn't want a day of such contentnment to end in this stiff
and silent wal k. Better to |l et Rashiva go on al one.

She stopped and gl anced back. For a noment he thought she would finally speak
Then she turned and went on, disappearing into the trees.

The screen in the archway of Kelric's suite rustled. "Sevtar?" Kelric put down
his dice. "Cone." Saje cane in and eased hinself down on the other side of
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the Quis table where Kelric had been playing solitaire. "Whe

you didn't show for dinner | worried you weren't feeling well. "I'mfine"
Kelric said. Saje glanced at the structures on the table. "Red blocks. R
balls. Red bars” | "I wasn't paying
attention to the colors.™ | "Red is often used in patterns of
anger." Kelric collected the dice and put themin his pouch, t "You cane
back fromthe parks alone," Saje said. | "Rashiva had busi ness on the
Estate." Kelric considered th<£

Third Level. "Saje, do you have chil dren?" " ? He smiled. "Two,

born at Varz. They're adults now. They
visit me whenever they come to Haka." Softly he adde

"Their nother passed away a few years before | canme here.” ? "I'msorry." "W
had many good years." | "What woul d she have done if
you had fathered a child whc

wasn't hers?" Saje's gentle expression vanished. "I forgive such a ques

tion, Sevtar, because |I know you have no idea of the insult yolt

gi ve" I

Kelric winced. "I nmeant no offense. | just— Just what;:

Need Rashiva? No. "I guess I'mtired. | should go to bed."

Wth a nod, Saje tried to rise, giving Kelric an apol ogetic |ook. "Could you
assist ne back to ny suite? My bones grow | ess cooperative each day."
"OfF course." Kelric stood and offered his arm He wal ked slowy with Saje out
into the common room He suspected the Third Level suffered from advanced
arthritis with spinal canri plications.

|
"Can your doctors help your joint stiffness at all?" he asked. 4
"Not hi ng much seenms to work," Saje said. "But | don't tel
them that. One' doctor nassages ny spine and | don't want her? to stop." He
gave Kelric a conspiratorial grin. "She is very;? beautiful."
Kelric laughed, his tension easing. 'Ah. | see" S
They had just reached the screened archway of Saje's suite when the Qutside
doors across the room swing open and Cap- .) tain Khaaj strode Inside.
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Saj e chuckled. "My thanks for your aid, Sevtar. | can make it from here."
Kelric nodded, his attention on the captain. Instead of going to his suite,
she went to another and tapped on the screen. After a nonment Raaj appeared,
rubbi ng sl eep out of his eyes.

Khaaj spoke—and Raaj sniled, his perfect teeth flashing white. Then the snile
vani shed, doused as the Propriety Laws reasserted their hold. He nodded to the
captain and withdrew into his suite.

"Sevtar, you're breaking ny door," Saje said.

"What =" Kelric turned. Saje was trying to pry his fingers off the screen of
his suite.

"You should come in." Saje |lowered his voice. "I have some contraband. You can
hel p ne di spose of it."

"Contraband?" Kelric turned back in time to see Raaj reappear. The youth had
changed into a black velvet shirt with its laces |left |oose enough to revea
his muscul ar chest. Hi s Cal anya guards gl eamed under his cuffs and his hair
glistened the way Rashiva's did after she brushed it. A Tal ha scarf hung
around his neck. As Khaaj escorted himto the Qutside doors, he put on the
robe he was carrying and hid his face with the Tal ha.

"Contraband," Saje repeated. He pulled Kelric into his suite. "Come. | wll
show you. "

Kelric forced his attention back to him "What?"

Saj e pushed himinto the usual al cove. "Be confortable.
object, the Third Level disappeared into an inner room
Kelric scow ed, but he did sit down. Saje reappeared with a decanter of gold
liquid and two crystal goblets. He settled onto his customary cushi on, then
poured two drinks and gave one to Kelric.

"What is it?" Kelric tilted the glass, watching the glimering liquid slosh
around.

"We call it baiz."

He took a swallow. The baiz glided past his |lips, eased down his throat, and
detonated when it hit bottom

"Cods," he nuttered. He finished the rest in one swallow

"You mustn't tell anyone | have it," Saje said. "If ny

Bef ore Kelric could
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glass. "It settles well, yes? | That it does"

After his second drink Kelric lost track of how many ffr Saje refilled his
gl ass. He leaned back in a pile of SKusf.vi watched patterns swirl in his

baiz. 'Too bad you can't "iiii this stuff. You'd nmake a fortune."

| "It does have a calmng effect” Saje said. | "I don't
need cal m ng." j| "Whatever happened between you
and Rashiva will iill "Beautiful Rashiva." Kelric shook the baiz patterns, 5S
ing them "Beautiful intolerant Rashiva." f "Sevtar—

»1 "My name is Kelric."
| "Kelric? C He | ooked up at

Saje. "Jagemaut Tertiary Kelricson fT5] Valdoria kya Skolia." "An unusua
nane." "Maybe. But it's nmine." "You are the son of soneone naned Kelric?

(;
"No. Soneone naned Eldrinson." He took a swallow i baiz. "My parents naned ny
ol dest brother Eldrin. Guess )IT5| figured Eldrinsonson was overdoing it."
| Saje snmled. "Who is Kelric?" 1
"Lyshriol spirit of youth." The room seenmed to be tWaround him They named ne
that because | was their ?1| child. Littlest Rhon child."
1 "Little," Saje said is hardly how | would describe you." j Kelric
stretched out on his back, sprawed on the silk *T*J ions. He tried to drink

nore bai z and di scovered his gufflar enpty. "I'Il tell you sonething, Saje."
He pushed up on ebow and poured another drink. "My nother had a son before she
met nmy father' "You have a half brother? | "That's
right The Inmperator. Mlitary dictator of the universe. I"'mhis heir."

"This is a joke, yes? "No" Saje took a swallow of the drink he had hardly
t ouched.
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"My infanmous brother.’
anynore, aml|? Now |l'ma Calani in a cage.'
"Sevtar—

"I told you not to call ne that."

"Per haps you shoul d have anot her drink."

"I don't like being in a cage."

Saj e poured hima drink

"You ever seen a Eubian, Saje?"

"I's that an ani mal ?"

"That's right." Kelric downed his drink. "W call them Traders. Once one of
their cruisers anmbushed our squad and we crashed near their base." He tried to
pour nore baiz, but the decanter was enpty. "My comander died." He stared

Kelric finished his baiz. "But I'"'mnot his heir

into his glass. "In nmy arns."
"' msorry."
"Two of us nmade it out alive. Two. Qut of fourteen. Afterward, | got drunk."

"Their deaths weren't your fault."
"I got drunk and went to where the tuners sing."

"Tuners?"
"Whores," Kelric said. "Wat our oh-so-charm ng Manager practically called ne
today. | sang all night with a tuner and she hel ped ne forget." H s voice

cracked. "My brother told nme | was too stupid to think. But I'mnot too stupid
to kill, am|?"

"People die in wars."

"I's that supposed to make it all right?" The decanter slid out of his hand and
t hudded onto the floor. "Maybe | should just shut up."

"Talk if it helps."

"Not hi ng hel ps." dosing his eyes, Kelric lay back and gave in to his
exhausti on.

Several monents later he felt Saje laying a quilt over him "Try to sleep,"”
the Third Level said softly. "Try to forget. It is all you can do now. "
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Queen' s Coup

Aututmm wi nds keened around Haka audi bl e even deep withi A the Estate. As
Rashi va entered her office, her aide Nida fofe | owed, reading froma scroll
"After you see the Mddernists del egation this norning, you have a Quis session
wi th Adaffl Then M dday neal, then your neeting at the Children's Coop
erative." ?

"Have the Cooperative files ready for me to read ove lunch."” Rashiva lifted
her jacket off a rack made fromhyelto reeds. 'And add ny dinner with the

del egation from Shazorl to the schedule.™

|l

A boy entered the office. "Mail, Manager Haka." 'f dropped a bundle on her
desk, parchment scrolls wapped ia|] protective cloth. "There's a letter from
the Mnistry." |

Just what | need, Rashiva thought. Mrre veiled threats fromc Jahit Kam about
the Mesa Pl ateau

Ekoe Haka, the Cal anya Speaker, appeared behind the boy. "Manager Haka do you
have a nonent ?"

Rashi va pull ed on her brocaded jacket. "Not now " {
"It's the Calani Saje," Ekoe said. "He wi shes to see you"
Ai. She could hardly refuse the Third Level. She pushed herj hand through her
hair. "I"lIl meet with himin the Hyella Chanber." That meant she would mi ss
her meeting with the Mbd-| emists. Lunc was her only other free tine and she
could think of no better way to | ose her appetite than by listening to Md- ?
em st tirades about sexual oppression. But if she put themoff they m ght nake
troubl e again, sending unescorted groups of nmen out in public wthout Tal ha
scarves and robes. They had done it once before and nearly caused a riot.

"Tell the Modernists I'll see themduring |unch," she told
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Ni da. She stuffed the letter fromKaminto her jacket and sped out of her
of i ce.

"I realize it is personal,"’
in every pattern he builds."

Rashi va stood by the wall of the Hyella Chanber, watching the desert. "I

regret what happened. But that changes not hing.
m-TQiiib?3-<T.}if_3fl.If.ilal,<"

"That he was in prison for nmurder—this you could accept. Yet now you spurn him
as if he conmtted an unspeakable crine."

She turned to face the Third Level, who stood by the Quis table. "It's
personal, Saje.”

"He trusted you. After all he has suffered, both on our world and before, he
is not one who trusts easily." Saje spread his hands. "I've watched hi m heal
Rashiva. |1've seen a man paral yzed by | oneliness cone alive again. Don't turn
from hi m now. '

"It isn't that easy."”

"What has he done that is so terrible?"

"I'f you were Hakabom you woul d understand. "

"He cares for you and you for him Wat nore is there to understand?"

Quietly Rashiva said "No worman but mny nother ever touched ny father. No other
worman even saw himsmnile. Now the Mddernists want nme to abolish the Propriety
Laws and | can't help but believe they seek to destroy the foundation of al
that is right." She exhaled. "I w sh what happened with Sevtar didn't matter
But it does. | can't bend that far, Saje. | just can't do it."

Then | amsorry," he said. "Both for his sake and for yours."

When the day finally ground to an end, Rashiva escaped to her suite and crawed
into bed. Wthin noments after she called for a doctor, an aide ushered Senior
Physician Jy into the room The |onger Jy exami ned her, the nore she frowned.
"You work too hard," Jy said.

Saje said. "But it affects the Quis. His anger is
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Rashi va pull ed the bl ankets up under her chin. "I just i. one of your potions
to settle nmy stomach." T "What you need is rest." Jy closed her
bag. "Wen was |ast cycle?" Rashiva sat up. "You think I'm pregnant?"

f Jy scowmed. "Lie down." "For wind' s sake." Rashiva |lay down. "You're as
)iii» a desert crab." ? "l did a
pregnancy test. We will know the results (tHV Right now | want you to sleep.”

-| "Pah," Rashiva grunmbled. "Just who is Manager here?"
T Jy smled and picked up the jacket Rashiva had ii across the bed. "Did you
know there's a letter in your iHMwith the Mnistry seal on it?"

e "Ch. Yes." Rashiva reached for the scroll Jy held out to "Wat do
you think Jahit is schem ng about this time? '» Mesa Plateau no doubt."
Unrolling the scroll, she peered -<+\ gilded hieroglyphs. And sat up to read
it again. | "wWhat's wong?" Jy asked "No." Rashiva
stared at the parchnent. "She can't do She can't:'

4 "Can't what?" Rashiva dropped onto her back and threw an arm
over i T eyes, crunpling the letter in her fist. "Jahit Kam has
i nsane. "

boy was dying in his nother's wonb. Kelric reached i:. to help, to
heal . .. "
Kelric turned over in bed. "He's sick. | have to help." opened his eyes into
dar kness, his head throbbing. ";?1?i W& C osing his eyes, he slipped back into
sl eep ot
The next norning only a trace of the dreamlingered .i? breakfast, Kelric's
guards took himto a library where 3. tries hung on the wall. He sat in an

arnchair until hei bored, then got up and wandered around | ooking at the Bffl
He pull ed out one that caught his interest and settled back ii his chair.
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Al t hough he had never formally |l earned witten Teotecan, he had picked up a
little in Dahl. He puzzled out the title's hiero glyphs: Early Desert Ganes. A
few m nutes of paging through the book revealed it was a text on differential
equations. The authors treated the subject |like a game, with no indication
they realized it had practical applications.

Then it hit him the book was about Quis. It was all there, in the dice:
theories of mathematics, physics, even phil osophy.

Li ke many of the stranded col onies, the one on Coba had apparently slid into
barbari smafter the Ruby Enpire coll apsed. But unlike the others, which
continued to backslide, Coba had rebounded. The same innovative streak that
sparked the creation of Quis also led themto recover |ost technology. In
recent decades they had even regained air travel and electricity, though
Kelric suspected they didn't fully understand the science involved in either.
G ven the way Quis tapped every facet of their lives, it didn't surprise him
to find their lost sciences buried within the dice gane, like old files hidden
in an ancient conputer network, available only to those who knew where to

| ook. Sooner or later soneone would find the |ink. What a day that woul d be
for Coba. Her people could go fromw ndriders to star travel overnight.

"What are you doi ng?" Rashiva said.

He | ooked up to see her standing in the door arch, holding a sheaf of papers.
"When did you cone in?"

"Just now." She closed the door and cane over to him "You are readi ng?"

He showed her the book. "Pattern ganes."

"What about your Cat h?"

H s voice cooled. "I wasnt aware it mattered to you anynore."

Rashi va exhal ed. "At the monent I'minclined to |l et you contam nate your Quis
however you wi sh." She gave himthe Papers. "If you want to read, read this."
The gl yphs on the docunent were too conplex for himto decipher well. Al he

could make out was that the papers referred to a property settlement between
Dahl and Haka.
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Then it hit him he was the property. ?
Ice cane into his voice. "So that's what you consider ntfe He thrust the
docunent at her. "Negotiabl e goods." J;
She took the papers. "It refers to your Calanya contract | "Wat's the
di fference? Wiy did you tell ne this?" | 1 At first it seened as if she
woul dn' t—er couffl | rBST??
When she finally did respond, she sounded nunmb. "Btti! ! Kam granted you a
pardon. " 1 He stared at her. "She what?"

| "M nister Kam pardoned you." f;
It rolled around his thoughts, |ooking for a place to stop ;?* unable to find
it. "Wy?" j Her fist clenched around the

papers. "Wth the pardon, ; ;
Cal anya contract reverts to Dahl. Deha knew. She knew f you coul d beconme and
she knew the Mnistry would ever ?i erate my Estate w nning such advant age."

He had no idea how to respond. He couldn't absorb it. Go Ti' Dahl? Wth Deha
gone, nothing remained for himthere but , menory of Llaach's death

Kelric got up and went to a window. The city stretched tt belowin a junble of
desert colors, with onion towers iMits architecture. Did he want to | eave? He
liked the »i ?» |liked Haka, |iked the Calanya, liked the exotic life. The S
priety Laws woul d have been a nui sance had he lived uwrF but they nmade little
di fference I nside the Cal anya. j

But not hing woul d ever change the mllennia-old Haka aj tons. Rashiva was
conpel ling, yes. But the |longer he knew ! T| the nore insurnountable the
barriers between them seened. | She spoke behind him "Sevtar?" Tell ne you
want ne to stay, he thought. We'll find a way r understand each other. But you
have to bend, Rashiva. |I '.TGO ? beg for your | ove.

_j The silence lengthened. Finally he said, "I take it Raaj is iiR
father of your baby." t "How did you know
" m pregnant?" Kelric turned around. Until he spoke, he hadn't realized knew.
She showed no outward sign of it. But all he could it to say was, "You' ve
started to show " Softly she said, "Yes. Raaj is the father."
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* * *

On the dawn of an autumm norning, before the reddened disk of the sun raised
its rimover the horizon, Kelric left Haka. Surrounded by guards, he wal ked
with Rashiva to the airfield. Wth their retinue waiting beyond the range of
hearing, he and Rashiva stood together, as if isolated in a bubble of desert
air that shimered with heat at its edges.

When she | ooked up at him Kelric swall owed. He thought he saw tears in her

eyes, but if they were there, the wi nd whi pped them away before they fell.
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Pause

Autumm in Dahl tued the suntrees into a splendor of gilt foliage. Kelric sat
in the shade with his back against a tree whose branches bowed under the

wei ght of their gold fruit. He picked up a succulent orb that had fallen and
bit intoit. Sweet juice ran down his throat.

At the bottomof the |lawn that sloped away fromhis feet, he saw Chankah Dahl
clinmbing toward him Wen she reached the top, she flopped down next to himin
t he shade. "Heh. Wsat a hike"

He swall owed a bite of sunfruit. "It's good for you."
"Probably." Her smile faded. "Kelric—ae need to tal k. About Jevi."
So. He had known this was com ng. He still remenbered the petition at his

Tri bunal from LI aach's w dower: The Cal ani Jevi asks that Sevtar never be
allowed to live in the Dahl Calanya. If this is unacceptable, Jevi requests to
| eave Dahl +.. Llaach's w dower had eventually remarried, but every time the
young man | ooked at him Kelric knew he remenbered.

"Jevi has his life here," Kelric said. "I should be the one who goes."

"I think it's for the best," Chankah said.

"So what do | do? Apply to another Cal anya?"

"You won't need to. Six Estates have made offers for your contract."

"Si x? What for?"

She smled. "You really have no idea how well you play Quis. And you've been
in tw of the nmost powerful Cal anya on Coba."

"Whi ch neans | know the Quis on both sides."

"Yes. It is unusual. Valuable."
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What oer will you taker' | The choice is yours."
Kelric thought of I|xpar. Wat about Kan? "The Mnistry isn't interested," she
said. "Neither Mesa nor any Secondary Estates nade offers either, probably
because they don't have the finances to consider a Third Level." i
"I don't know any other Estate. | wouldn't know how | choose."

J "Haka made an offer." Chankah paused. "A | arge
one." | ?
As nmuch as he wanted to forget Rashiva Kelric's pul sef quickened. "Wiy? |'d
only be Second Level there."
She pulled up a blade of grass and studied it. "Perhaps heg . reasons have
nothing to do with Level ." 1 I
Kel ric doubted he and Rashiva could ever cone to tern? 1 with their
differences. Even if they did Raaj would always be ! there. Wth difficulty he

said, "I prefer not to go to Haka" Her tension eased, "All right."
»S
"Do you have any suggestions? "j "I thought Bahvia"

Chankah said. "Its Manager usually allieS with Kam despite her riendship with
the M esa Manager." o
Kelric remenbered Mesa and its rich mneral platea fromhis dice sessions at
Haka, but he didn't recall nucl about Bahvia. Does Manager Bahvia want an
Akasi ? He had no intention of gettingcaught in that enotional war zone again
t No, | don't think so" "Do her
Calani play Quis well?" Not as well as you. But few people do" She tilted her
head «;

"In terns of Quis, | would rate Bahvia in the tier just below the . four
strongest Estates: Kam Varz, Dahl, and Haka." i "Did Varz make an

of fer?" 1 She scow ed.

Keric smiled slightly. "I take it that means yes. And you have no intention of

considering it."

"It would utterly defeat the purpose of getting you out of Haka."

He shrugged. "Then Bahvia is fine." She nodded with satisfaction. "I will
contact Manager s. Bahvia."
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SunSky Bri de

Bahvia Estate nestled high in the nountains, in a msty valley at a nuch
greater elevation than Dahl. Its Manager was Henta a plunmp woman with graying
hair whom Kelric liked i nmedi ately. She | aughed often and | oved to tal k. Her
husband was the Akasi Tevon, a male version of herself. Manager and Akasi
often sat together in the common room clucking over their |atest gossip.

The Estate had twelve Cal ani. Just as Saje had been the only Third Level at
Haka so Kelric found hinself the only Third at Bahvia. There were three Second
Level s, including Yevris Tehnsa Bahvia. Dark and | ean, with brown eyes flecked
by green, Yevris rem nded Kelric of a gnarled tree linb, one well flexed in
exerci se. He and Yevris often jogged together across the parks at daybreak or
swamin the chill water of the Cal anya | akes.

One norning Yevris decided they should clinb the scul pted w ndbreak
surroundi ng the parks.

"Win't ny escort stop us?" Kelric asked. Hi s pardon came with a stipulation
that he be guarded at all tines. H's escort was discreet, blending so well

wi th the background that he often forgot they were there. It rem nded hi m of
being with his parents, who were required by the Inperialate Assenbly to have

bodyguar ds.

"Why stop us?" Yevris said. "I know Because we're stupid enough to fal over
the top and plunmet to untinely deaths.”

Kelric smled. "You plumet. |I'Il cinb."

Yevris grinned and took off. Wth his lighter build he outran Kelric, who nade
no attenpt to engage his damaged hydraulics, but at the wall Kelric's greater
strength got himto the top first. He clinbed over the edge, stood up—and
froze.

The outer side of the wi ndbreak plunged down in a sheer
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unscal able cliff. Far, far bel ow forested nmountains stretche out in slope
after magnificent slope. A white m st hung ovey the world and for once the

wi nd held still. The panoranma swep out as far as he could see, a nystical |and
that faded into fog,f

Yevris's head poked above the wall, followed by the rest o Yevris. He clinbed
up next to Kelric. "It's powerful, yes?" "Yes" Kelric said.

| "I thought you'd like it. It rem nds me of you." i
"Me? Why?" . ' "It's hard to explain. 1"l
build you a Quis pattern for ;
sonmetine." Dryly he added, "Better that than ganble witJi you;' "Wy do you
say that?" "Because you pulverize me every tinme." Kelric |aughed. "W're
Calani. We don't need to ganble W have better things to do with our dice."

I

Yevris smiled. "I don't think |I've ever met anyone who |ikes| Quis as nmuch as
you. "

That caught Kelric by surprise. But it was true; QiiiJ fascinated him

I

Turni ng around, he | ooked out across Bahvia to the nmoun tains that rose up in
the north, thrusting into an overcast sky High in the northeast, a cluster of
towers stood weathed i mist. He indicated the distant hamet. "Wat's that?"

\

Yevris followed his gaze. "Viasa Estate. Tehnsa is up there J too"
"You grew up in Tehnsa, didn't you?" "Yip." Yevris was in notion again,
anbl i ng backward al ong* the wall. "It's not really an Estate, though. It's
Secondary to| Viasa." Kelric followed him "Howis that different froman
Estate?" "Snaller-A Secondary can't survive independent of its main;
Estate." Yevris stopped and cocked his head. "The way Mesa is going, it'll be
Secondary to Varz soon."
Varz. The infanous Mnistry foe, "Can you see Varz or Mesa from here?"

I
"Too far. But you'll nmeet Manager M esa. She and Henta are friends." He
grinned. "Savina Mesa."
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Kelric laughed. "I detect nmore than a casual interest here, Yevris."

"Heh. |I've no wish to be nunmber ninety-nine. Not that she ever showed any
interest in making ne ninety-nine."

"Manager M esa has ninety-ei ght Akasi?"

"Well," Yevris amended. "Maybe | exaggerate. The last | heard she had four.
But you see ny point."

“"That | do."

"Besides," Yevris said. "There is Rohka."

"Who?"

"Rohka." Yevris rocked on his heels. "You've nmet her. She cones to see ne al
the tine."

"Ch. You mean your girlfriend."

"Who did you think I neant?"

Kel ri c shook his head.

Yevris scow ed. "You always do that."

"Do what ?"

"Close up like a treeclamin the rain."

"It's just that my nother's name is Roca." Although much of the Inperialate
knew her as Cya Liessa, which was the nane his nother used as a ballerina her
true name was Roca Skolia, with all of the Ruby dynastical titles that went
withit.

Yevris let hinmself down over the inner edge of the wall. "No way is ny Rohka
your nmother."

Kelric clinmbed down after him As they wal ked back to the Cal anya, Yevris
swept his armup at the sky. "It's hard to believe people live out there. Very
strange, offworlders.”

Kelric laughed. "So my father tells nmy nother."

A irst Level appeared around a curve in the path. "Sevtar. Henta sent ne to
find you."

Yevris grinned at Kelric. "Maybe you have another suitor."

Kelric hoped not. irst it had been a woman on the Estate staff. Then a Cal anya
guard. Then others. It baffled himwhy ey kept coming to court him He
rebuffed all their advances.

In his suite, he bathed and dressed then went to the conon room where his
guards waited. They took himthrough the Estate to an alcove high in a tower.
I nside, Henta and her Akasi Tevon sat at a Quis table.



Henta clucked at his danp hair. "You're wet." i]|'" "You'll catch a
fever," Tevon adnoni shed. | Kelric smled. "My greetings." Henta
chuckl ed. "And ours to you. Come sit with us. Kelric settled into a chair at
the round table, she said, "Vs an inportant matter to consider. The Council of
Estates ? at Kamin a few days. It is a crucial session.”

The vote on the Wardship of the Mesa Plateau w again," Tevon said.

J
Henta | eaned forward. "How that vote goes, Sevtar, *e depend on you" "Me?

hy ?" "| "It's been deadl ocked," Henta
answered. "lLast year » Bah via, Shazoria, and Eviza voted with Kam Haka .n
Lasa, and Mesa went with Varz. So we had an even spffEl| "That's only ten
Estates," Kelric said. ;

"Vi asa abstained," Tevon said. "So its Secondary, ! Estate, did as well."

Henta nodded. "Usually Viasa votes with Varz. But >BP ager Viasa and |xpar
Kam the Mnistry Successor, good terms these days."
. 1t sounds like it depends on Manager Viasa, then" 5<r said.

i "It isn't so sinple," Henta said. "I may
abstain this niii "I thought you supported a Mnistry Wardshi p of Pl ateau"
"It's Savina Mesa." Henta picked up a gold HSRIi Sr froma pile of dice, then
set it down as if she didn't know .'J to do with it. "How can | vote to strip

her of the Plateau? may act daft, but she's not. | believe she can pull M esa
» its mre without Kamtaking over the Wardship. The flEe is that Savina lets
Avtac Varz intimdate her." f Kelric thought back to his work at
Haka. "Wthout '75 help, Mesa would have col |l apsed years ago." e« Tevon
snorted. "Varz saves Mesa froma crisis ffiliwWl. Kelric considered them "If
Manager Mesa is in so if trouble, why is everyone who clains to be her friend
trying take away the mines that support her Estate?" a "If the

Wardship goes to Kam the mines will still .iiji
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Mesa," Henta replied. "Mnister Kamwi Il sinmply control that support.”

"That doesn't sound any different fromthe way it is now " Kelric said.
"Except it will be Jahit Ka who takes from M esa instead of Avtac Varz."
"Kamis not Varz," Tevon said.

"Jahit | trust,” Henta said. "Avtac | don't."

Tevon set a ruby ball in front of Kelric. "You know Haka better than any Kam
ally." He added an opal to the structure. "You al so know Dahl. You have the
tools to determ ne why past strategi es of Dahl agai nst Haka have succeeded or
failed."

Henta placed a gold ball by the opal. "Wth your help, | nay be able to
neutralize Haka in Council, perhaps even swing Viasa to our side."

An unbi dden menory rose in Kelric's mnd: Rashiva's face lighting up as he
entered the room "Suppose | don't want to give you advantage over Haka?"
Henta and Tevon exchanged gl ances.

"Chankah told me it was your choice to come here," Henta said.

Kelric exhaled. "Yes. It was."

She spoke gently. "W wish no harmto Rashiva Haka. W seek only to protect
Mesa. You will understand better after you play Quis with Savina."

Quis with another Manager? "Aren't you worried about giving her advantage over
your Estate?"

"Yes," Henta said. "But | nust nake her see. Avtac Varz is destroying M esa
and Savina won't admt it."

"Why have ne sit with her?" Kelric glanced at Tevon. "Wy ot soneone who
better understands your notivations?"

Tevon spoke. "Because no one el se at Bahvia cones close to your expertise at
Quis."

Hent a nodded. "Maybe you can hel p me make sonme sense out of Savina." Se
sighed. 'That is no easy task | tell you. Wnds only know what goes on in her
m nd. "

ong all Estates, Varz stood highest in the Teotecs. It crowned apex of Munt
Skywal k, its towers shearing stark |ines



agai nst a sky that was forever cobalt-blue. The cliffs iirtt dropped straight
down until they di sappeared into clouds 11* bel ow the fortress.

|| A w ndrider knifed toward the Estate, piloted by a jj
worman from Lasa Estate. Her craft carried only one i and that passenger

carried only one nane. , | Zecha. A trio ofVarz riders shot out of
the clif. Painted black, . canelian eyes, they bore the Varz cl awcat enbl em on
i wings. They cane around and escorted the Lasa craft cliff. The pilot's eyes
darted back and forth as she Ril!| rider into a tunnel in that massive wall

of rock. Only the RT in the eyes of the windriders lit the cold shadows. They
soared out of the tunnel above an airfield and T' on the icy tarmac. As Zecha
di senbarked, Varz guards wii T down fromthe other riders. A captain strode
over to her. "Follow ne." (* Zecha nodded, acutely aware of what
t he request OISSR. follow nme, please Warden Haka. There was no warden iiir
Haka, neither now nor ever again.
The captain took her to an alcove on the Estate and Ieft ;* there

i Zecha waited. An aide appeared and took her
Zecha waited. The next aide took her to an ofice. It

t o anot her al cove.

was a sparse e: long and narrow. A wi ndow dom nated the far wall, beyond it
the night |oomed in a harsh canopy of stars )j black backdrop. A desk stood in
front of the w ndow. * Avtac Varz, the Manager of Varz, sat at the desk

{ The cold light edged the planes of Avtac's face, H I (4i the holl ows of
her eyes and the bones of her cheeks. Her riveted. It was as if a m ner had
dug two chunks of iron i the ground, shaped theminto orbs, and set themin
the .f;*)? of her face. She spoke in a shadowed voice. "My aSi SS Zecha bowed.
"My greetings Manager Varz." Avtac lifted a narrow hand and indicated a chair
by the w "Be seated."
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Zecha sat .

"You cone from Lasa?" Avtac asked.

"I work on the CtyGuard there," Zecha said.

Avtac lifted a scroll from her desk. "Then why does this letter say you seek
enpl oyment ?"

"My abilities are wasted as a Lasa guard."

"I have heard much about you, former warden." Avtac set down the scroll
"Perhaps the authorities at Lasa also had ears and this is why you seek new
enpl oyment . "

Zecha had her answer ready. "Your Estate is known for many things Manager
Varz. Strength. Wealth. Power." She paused. "One thing it isn't known for is
weakness. "

" Meani ng?"

"Meani ng the weak may shun the strong because of fear."

Avtac steepled her fingers. "Even my cl osest ally?"

"Young Managers make m st akes."

"Perhaps." Avtac picked up a stylus and tapped it against her fingers. "The
captain of ny hunting unit grows ol der. She expects to retire soon."

Zecha tensed. Did Avtac offer her a chance at the position? Varz m ght well
starve if it wasn't for its renowned hunting unit that brought in gane from
the I ower elevations and protected the city from nmaraudi ng cl awcats. Fanpus
for their fierce expertise, the Varz Hunters were both adm red and feared

t hr oughout the Twelve Estates. Captain of their unit was a position of
tremendous prestige.

Zecha spoke carefully. "Many nust hope to fill the vacancy"
"So they do." Avtac put down her stylus. "A slot is available on ny G tyGuard.
You will start tonmorrow. " She paused. Wien the captain retires—we will see how

matters stand.”

The touch brushed Kelric's mind like a caress. It was the first tine in his
three years on Coba that he had felt another telepath.

Yevris | aughed. "She affects one that way, heh?" Keinc focused his attention
outward, on Yevris, who stood th himin an al cove off the main conmon room
"What ?"



"Manager Mesa." Yevris tilted his head toward the fii room "That's who you
were staring at." 4

Kelric | ooked and saw a petite woman watching a ganme in the conmon room
Savina M esa? No wonder 'M used gold dice in Mesa patterns. d ossy gold
tresses tuiw over her shoulders, spilled down her back, floated inicl waist
and hips. Curls drifted about an angelic face as iiiir as a child's. The cut
of her blouse drew his eyes as it -iwil out to her anple breasts, plunged in
to atiny waist, iti! again at her hips. Gold | ace bl ouse, gold satin

trousers, suede boots. Gol den sungoddess. * "Saints
almghty," Kelric said. | Yevris grinned. "Artwork,
yes?" Kelric thought of Rashiva. "It's just artwork. Nothing in)i Yevris |eaned
against the wall. "Wat is it with you? *f artwork. Nothing nore.' And you

i gnore every wonman >. cones to call on you. Is it that you prefer nen?"

? Kelric scow ed. "Of course not." f "Why el se would a
heal thy— Kelric advanced toward him "I told you I didn't." "There's no
reason to get hostile." J "Where | grew up a question I|ike

that got your head | open.™
"I don't see why." Yevris shrugged. "It is a tradition «R\§ fromthe Ad Age."
| "Wy was it nore comon then?"

< Dryly Yevris said, "Qur forenothers were too busy dt each other. So there
were many nore of us than them It's .'J. they often took nore than one
husband." He rocked on S heels. "Eventually they quit | opping each other to
pi eces on battlefield. Then there were nore of them which neant if «)? wonman
had many kasi, many wonmen had none. So the \T? agers got together and nade a
law. Only Managers can I T, nore than one husband."
| Kelric snorted. 'That figures." :
Yevris smiled. "Yes. It does. But you avoid the question, ( friend. Wiy do you
ignore all these wonmen who cone i T! to make you their only one?"

‘e Kelric crossed his arms. "I prefer not to discuss it."
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"You always say that." Yevris crossed his arms in imtation of Kelric. " "I
prefer not to discuss it.' Maybe if you discussed nore you woul d brood | ess."
Henta appeared in the archway and snmiled. "Manager Mesa is here, Sevtar."
Kelric glared at her.

"Ah—hAmmm " Henta gl anced fromhimto Yevris. "Maybe | should cone back later."
Kelric uncrossed his arms. "No. Nowis fine."

As he and Henta wal ked into the common room Savina M esa | ooked up and gave
hima cursory glance. Then she did a double take and stared. Her nmental touch
brushed his mnd like a kiss, stopping himcold in the center of the room
Savi na cane over and bowed, her tousled hair nmaking her |ook Iike an inp.
"Sevtar Bahvia? | am honored."

Kel ri ¢ nodded, silent and unsmling.

An octet escorted themto a private alcove in an isolated tower. The guards
took up posts Qutside while he and Savina sat at the Quis table. She untied
her pouch, glanced at him and pronptly spilled dice all over the table.

"Did you know you're a psion?" Kelric asked.

Savi na reddened. "Hush. The escort will hear. |I'mnot supposed to talk to
you. "

"They can't hear. They're Qutside."

She tried to make a neat pile out of her dice, but the stack kept falling
over. Finally she thunked a ruby cube in the center of the table. "Your nove."
"Did you know?" he asked.

"Know what ?"

"That you're a psion."

"A sigh-on?

"Atelepath."”

"Are you making a joke?"

"No. "

Savina smiled. "You think I can hear your thoughts?"

"No. You don't have the training. But you are a psion."

Her | ook turned m schievous. "Do you sigh-on, Sevtar?"

"I lost nmost of it." He hesitated. "But when | felt your touch—saybe it's not
gone. "
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1
*1, Her face went crinmson. "Felt ny touch? You know what Kf
t hi nki ng?" € "No"
' e i "Oh." She relaxed. "Well. | don't know what you're
"W

ing either. So we better play." She grinned. "Play Qis, TTf Kelric set a
topaz by her cube and the gane took off. run

reason, she played al nost exclusively with rubies and inijl "You know, " she
said. "Blue is a special color." f He glanced at her "It is? She
nodded. "Bl ue sky. Blue water. Blue." { "Oh." He played an

eneral d di sk. "Your nove." || "Pah," Savina nmuttered

-t.
Yevris handed Kelric a glass of wine. "Blue? She could T
meant a lot of things. Wre you nmaki ng water patterns? ? "No," Kelric said.

"It was about her Estate." * "Maybe she meant the sapphire m ne"

| "I don't think so." | Yevris
smled. "Blue is also the color of love." "I thought that was red." Kelric
reviewed the game in f
m nd. "She used a |lot of rubies." 5 Yevris | aughed.
"Red, nmy friend, is for lust" "For pugging sake," Kelric said. "If that's what
it was, ii
interest isn't nmutual." | "Sure. And I'm an
of fwor | der." | Kelric glowered. "You have a perfect

word for that. Pah."

Weathed in nmist, Henta and Savina strolled past the old 3

denents of Bahvla Estate. "I |eave tonight for Council," SR Tl said. "I want to
get to Kamearly." | Savina pulled her fur-lined jacket
tighter around her body. ";

have to go to Mesa first. But I'lIl be at Kamin time for i!T opening
session.” . Henta | aughed. "You'll dash
in ten seconds before it starts.' "I will not" "You al ways do."

? "Not this time." Savina paused. "Are you bringing si
Cal ani ?" \ "l mght."
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"Wi ch ones?"

Henta recogni zed the too-casual tone of her voice. "I don't know, Savina. Wo
do you think I should bring?"

"Well, there's that fellow | played Quis with—what is his nane? The gold one.

He seens quite skilled. At dice, | nmean."

"You know perfectly well what his name is.”

"Si gh-on. "

"What ?"

"Sigh-on." M schief danced across Savina's face. "He thinks if he sighs

enough he can read ninds."

"Yes? And just where did you get this gem of infornmation?"
"He told—eh." Savina's hand flew over her mouth. "Uh. Hmmm "
Henta scow ed. "What were you doing, talking to ny Cal ani ?"

"Sorry. "
"Sorry, pah. You ought to know better."
"Well, how was | supposed to concentrate on dice with that gl orious specinen

of manhood sitting across the table fromme? Wnds, Henta, how could you not
make hi m your Akasi ?"

"l don't want another husband. Besides, Sevtar doesn't want to be an Akasi."
"Does he bel ong to anyone?"

"Yes. Himself. You'll get nowhere with that one. He's not interested."

Savi na spoke in a dramatic voice. "It's his Haka nystique. | can't resist it.
"What Haka mnystique? He's an offworlder."

"But he acts |ike a Haka man. They drive nme crazy." Savina's face reddened.
"The way they go around all covered up except for their eyes. It gets ne hot
just thinking about what's under there. And even if they do let you see their
faces they "ever smile. Never. Do you know what it does to me when Sevtar acts
that way? Just one snmile out of himand I'Il |ose control. One smile. You'l
need an octet to hold ne back."

Henta sighed. "Did it ever occur to you that he doesn't snmile at you because
he's not interested?”

Savina scow ed. "You're a cranky old clawcat, you know t hat?"
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Queen' Spectrum

The Hall of Teotec at Ka Estate seated hundreds when

gall eries and bal conies were full. Today only Managers ii their retinues were
present gathered around the *BI TST! 2 Opal Table that dom nated the | ower
floor, the edges 01 anberwood surface inlaid with opals, rainbowivory,

snowst ones.

When Henta entered the Hall, she found many of the i T Chairs aready occupi ed.
In the Haka Chair; Rashiva sat with pregnancy. The desert queen's luster had
dimred 'iil. pallor, and fatigue creased her face. An aide spoke to her h»f

| ow voi ce, obviously urging her to retire fromthe session, ' the Manager
shook her head.

Henta settled into the Bahvia Chair, her retinue taking "ni behind and around

her. Her Senior Aide |eaned over to I| "Do you want a |l ast |ook at the files?"
i
Henta shook her head. "lI'mas prepared as |'mgoing to be.' But she had a
feeling the Council night not be prepared ? Bahvia this year
The great doubl e doors behind the Mnistry Chair .v.'iiiij open and the aide
at the entrance announced, "Ixpar Tfll Mnistry Successor."
I
Henta found it hard to believe that the striking young *iii who strode into ne

roomwa the same gangly child She TE known a few years ago. |xpar brought to
mnd a painting Srat had once seen, an A d Age warrior queen in bronze and
‘r.marnor standing with her long legs planted on a cliif, holding : spear
aloft in one hand and a shield in the other, her hiplength '« hair whipping
out behind her body, turned into fire by the sun-';. set.

As | xpar took her seat next to the Mnistry Chair, a flurry of
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noi se cane fromthe entrance, followed by the announcement, "Savina M esa,
Manager of M esa Estate.” Savina sped into the Hall, conferring with a bevy of
ai des, and ran smack into the Varz Chair. She reddened, |ooking around, then
made her way over to her own Chair next to Bahvla.

As Savina sat down, Henta smiled. "A dignified entrance."

Savi na caught her breath. "I thought we'd never make it."

The door Saxd the Hall opened. "Avtac Varz," the aide said. "Mnager of Varz."
Silence fell over the room A tall woman entered, steel-gray and rigid: gray
eyes, gray braid, gray vest, gray shirt, gray trousers and boots. At her |eft
wal ked a woman with hair the color of rust.

Henta | eaned toward Savina. "Wio is that with Avtac?"

"Her nane is Zecha," Savina said. "She'll be replacing the captain of the
*Varz Hunters soon."

"Rashi va doesn't | ook pleased to see her."

The aide at the entrance cleared her throat. "Jahit Kam" She paused.

"M ni ster of Coba."

Henta rose with the other Managers and their retinues as Jahit entered. A
single figure dressed in black, Jahit needed no retinue. Her presence filled
the Hall. She went to stand before her Chair and spoke in a gravely voice.
"The Sixty-sixth Council of the Ninth Century of the nbdern Age is now net."
A rustle sounded as, all around the Opal Table, Minagers settled into their
Chairs and brought out their pouches.

The M nister placed the first die. So began the Council Qis of Coba.

Avtac paced the living roomof the Varz guest suite. Zecha waited by the door
and several aides hovered in the doorway to an inner room Stahna, the Varz
Successor, stood by the bookshel f.

Avtac stopped in front of Stahna. "Incredible." She started paci ng again.

"I't was luck," Stahna said. "Henta Bahvla has never donmiated the Quis |ike
that before.”

"What | uck?" Avtac demanded. "Bahvla has a Haka Cal ani."



St ahna spoke with distaste. 'An of Fworl der." j Like a bite of sour

fruit, Avtac thought. It nade '+ unclean and tainted Haka as well. "Rashiva's
Quis was ii? i inable today." i|] "She's
too ill to be at Council," Stahna said. f "If pregnancy nmekes a

Manager too weak to sit in CT she shouldn't be a Nhnager. Avtac tued to a

secretary ' ing in the doorway. "Go tell Manager Haka | want to see T As the
young man sped off, Avtac resuned pacing. "SI, Savina so confused, Savina
doesn't know a cube froma If this continues, she will vote to give away her
own mili "I'"lIl get her into a Quis session tonight," Stahna "Maybe | can undo
some of Bahvla's damage." * "A good idea." Avtac went over to Zecha
"This man i S Can he affect the dice the way we saw t oday?" ] "It's
possi bl e," Zecha said. "There was a definite |lii Haka after he went into the
Cal anya. " i Avtac frowned. "I fail to understand how Rashiva
et 1'T9??i be duped into that arrangenent with Dahl." -5 "W
recomendati on was to |l eave himin prison" '\ said. "It would have avoided a
ot of trouble.” Avtac saw the ??» she had sent for Rashiva com ng back al one.
"Where is P? ager Haka? f He stopped
in the archway. "Her aides said she can't go ii where tonight."

i
"So" Avtac turned to Zecha. W will see for ourselves. In the antechanber of
t he Haka guest suite, they ffllTW cluster of aides playing Quis. As Avtac
entered with Zecha i. group hastened to its feet. An ol der woman bowed to her
"e3 greetings Manager Varz." » "l've conme to see
Manager Haka," Avtac said. "lI'msorry, ma'am She can't have visitors now "
Avt ac considered the woman. "What's your nane?" 1 "Chal Haka nma'am™"
"Well, Chal, | suggest you |l et Manager Haka make her r; decisions as to who
she will and will not see.™ ___ Chal flushed, then bowed and withdrew from

the Ii
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"May we get you anything Manager Varz?" another aide asked. "Sone Tanghi ? Ja
runf"

"No, " Avtac said.

Chal reappeared. "Manager Haka bi ds you wel cone Manager Varz. She will see you
now. "

Rashi va was sitting up in bed when Avtac and Zecha entered the inner chanbers
of the Haka guest suite. A handsone youth wearing the bands of a Haka Akasi
stood by the nightstand, straightening up as if he had just slid off the bed.
From hi s dark beauty, Avtac guessed he was one of the Haka hi ghborn. In the
privacy of Rashiva's chanbers he was barefoot, wearing only his trousers and
shirt, but his robe lay on a nearby divan and a Tal ha scarf hung around his
neck. Although he regarded her with no snile, Avtac knew he made suggestive
invitations with his dark eyes. Haka nen were all the sane. It was no wonder
their wormen had to keep such close watch on them

"My greetings, Avtac." Rashiva touched the boy's arm "This is Raaj."

Avtac bowed to the Calani. "My honor at your presence, Raaj."

He nodded, still w thout the forbidden smile, but Avtac recogni zed the

fal seness of his nodesty by the way his clothes nolded to his well-built body.
Rashi va curled her fingers around Raaj's hand and ki ssed his knuckles. He
squeezed her hand, then took his robe and left with his guards.

Avtac frowned at the Haka Manager. "You and | have business to discuss."
Rashi va gl anced at Zecha, then back at Avtac. 'The affairs of Haka are not the
af fairs of one Shunned by Haka."

"The affairs of Haka are a nmess,"” Avtac said. "You let Henta dice you into
coners today. How is it that an of fworl der gives Bahvia advantage over you?
"You never sat at the Quis table with him" Rashiva said. "Don't underestinate
him"

"I'f his Quis is so strong you should never have let himleave Haka." Avtac

t hought for a noment. "Perhaps we can still get
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hi m out of Bahvla. My Estate can back your offer. For a hi enough price I'm
sure even Henta will sell him" i

Rashi va shifted the cushions behind her back. "He doel; i want to come to
Haka. " |

Avtac | eaned over her. "A strong Manager takes a firmh with her Calani. You
woul d do well to renenber that. Let.. wishes of an Akasi become prominent in
your |ife and| weakens both you and your Estate." , -

"Avtac, it's late," Rashiva said. "This pregnancy doesn't well. | will see you
t onmor r ow. "
O fworl der contam nati on? Avtac straightened up. "Is it;» Skolian's child you
carry?" . I " No"

"That beautiful boy's? Raaj?" et "l think so"

| "You think?" Avtac frowned. "Stop brooding
over that
worl d Cal ani, Rashiva. Put the pieces of Haka back in tl proper patterns and
start acting |ike a Manager."
Chal Haka breathed in relief when the Varz visitors fin
went on their way. Her good spirits vani shed when SL returned to the bedroom
and found Rashiva pulling herself

of bed i "Manager Haka." Cha
strode over to her. "You mustn't g.

upP" A
Rashi va | eaned on the bedpost. "I'mtired of Avtac's a tude, that anyone who

isn't her isn't worth a wooden die."

"Pl ease." Chal took her arm "Go back to bed. Think abf the child."

"I will be fine. I attended Council while |I was carrying |, daughter and had
no problens." She let go of the post. "Se Wiy don't you fix me a mug of
Tanghi? | will take it in ( study."

Chal knew arguing woul d only annoy the Manager. Besid the Tanghi m ght make
her sl eepy enough so she woul d back to bed.

A
As Chal left, she glanced back. Rashiva was sitting on tt bed with her head
bowed her skin so pale she | ooked |ike ghost
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* * *

hpar downed the rest of her cooling Tanghi in one swallow That was a | ong
sessi on today."

"But productive." Folding her hands around her glass ofjai rum Jahit rel axed
in an arnchair in her study. It was an advantage of being Mnister; the
Council met at her Estate, which nmeant at night she retired to famliar roons.
"Who woul d have thought Bahvia could cone through so well?" Jahit said. "O
Haka so weak? Perhaps we will take the Plateau vote this year."

| xpar clunked her rmug down on the table. "Only Haka and M esa stand firm

behi nd Varz." She got up and paced across the room stretching her arns. "Near
the end of the session | even started to wonder about Mesa."

"Henta has done good work" Jahit said. "But she worries ne."

| xpar | owered her arms. "You think she means to abstain?

Jahit nodded, gratified |xpar had caught that subtle trend in the Bahvia

patterns. "If her Quis stays as sharp as today, though, we could still get a
majority."
"I hope so." I|xpar rubbed her neck. That session |asted forever. | get stif

just thinking about it." She grinned. "What do you say, Jahit? How about a jog
around Kan?"

Jahit snorted. "You will send ne to ny grave with your ideas." But she was not
di spl eased | xpar's vibrant health strengthened Ihe Mnistry. In the Ad Age

| xpar woul d have turned her energy to the battlefield no doubt maturing to
becorme a | egend anong warrior queens. Now, however, no wars existed to calm
her young successor's ragi ng energy and hornones.

"Henta was anmmzing today." |xpar started pacing again. "She obviously has a
strong Cal anya behind her."

" A strong Calanya' " Jahit snorted. "I amnot fooled by se attenpts of yours
to disguise references to Kelricson Valuoria by including | arge nunbers of
peopl e in comments about him"

| xpar turned to face her. "If | want to praise him | won't disise it. Wy
should 1? Didn't you see anything of the man he s that night you talked to him
i n Dahl ?

Jahit got up and went over to her. "I saw a nman who coul d cone | egend."

L
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"Then why do you so dislike hin®"
"It is not dislike." Jahit spoke quietly. "Wth his dice,J* |like a sorcerer
gi ven a power he doesn't understand. Wha)l his Quis do to Coba?" She wal ked to
the mantel and stared the fire. "I cannot answer that question, |xpar. None of
us She | ooked up at her successor. "That is why | fear it."
The only sound in the Hall of Teotec cane fromthe cli’
di ce. Managers sat arrayed about the Opal Table, inten their Quis. Their
successors | eaned forward to see better, behind themthe ranks of aides
wat ched.
| xpar observed from her seat by the Mnistry Chair. ' Managers | ooked |like a
gueen's spectrum the power pfe synbolized by the braid hangi ng down her back
Younge all was Khal Viasa, whose auburn braid had yet to reac' waist. Manager
Shazorla's braid was bl ack sprinkled *;
gray Manager Ahkah's gray sprinkled with brown. Sa Mesa's hair escaped in a
disarray of curls that floated arof her face. -«

" De
The Ahkah Manager let out a breath and | eaned back ini seat. It started a
rustle of notion: people shifted positi C sipped fromnugs, rearranged piles of
di ce.
Jahit spoke. "Perhaps we should take a recess.”
A murmur of agreement answered her. Managers pusi* away fromthe table and
conversation trickled anong ? observers.
Qutside the hall, Jahit joined Ixpar for a wal k. "Wat do think of the
sessi on?"
"Rashiva's patterns are stronger," |xpar said. "She m have worked on
strategies all night." i
Jahit nodded. "M esa may go with Varz after all.’
vote. Every year Varz succeeds
bl ocki ng us, Avtac gains nore control over Mesa." !
A shout came from behind them |xpar turned to see an a running up the hall.
The wonman stopped in front of Jahit. "I Manager Haka." She gasped for breath
"She was getting up\ fromher Chair. She coll apsed." i
Jahit strode back toward the Hall, with | xpar and the aide her side. "Has Md
been sumoned?" i
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"I sent for the Kam Senior Physician," the aide said. "A Haka aide went for
t he Haka doctor and Manager Dahl sent for a doctor who cane with the Dahl
retinue."”
Inside the Council Hall a knot of people were kneeling near the Haka Chair.
Rashiva lay on the floor, her face the color of old ashes. Jahit stepped past
the others and knelt by the crunpled form "Rashiva?"
"Ah ..." The Haka queen's lashes stirred. "My baby ..." A doctor strode into
the room the Med patch bl azoned on the shoul der of her tunic showi ng the Haka
enbl em of a rising sun. Behind her came the Kam Seni or Physician, and behi nd
her a man with the Dahl suntree enbl emon his shoul der
An aide cleared the Hall. Only Jahit remained, with |Ixpar and Avtac Varz. They
nmoved back, waiting while the doctors exam ned Rashi va.
Jahit indicated the man from Dahl. "He | ooks fanmiliar." "That's Dabbiv," |xpar
said. "He was Kelric's physician at Dahl."
Avtac frowned. "Dabbiv Dahl? It my be unwise to et himin here. H s ideas
about medi ci ne are questionable." "Manager Dahl thinks highly of him" Ixpar
said. Shallina Kam the gray-haired Kam Seni or Physician, cane over to them
"W're going to take Manager Haka down to Med."
"WIl she be all right?" Jahit asked. "We'lIl know by tonight. The child is
com ng." Ixpar stared at Shallina. "But it's too soon." "Her baby," Shallina
said, "doesn't plan to wait."
e o . across the village, Shaliece cried. Kelric ran out of his father's house
and through the cobbl ed streets of Dal vador. At the turreted house where

6 frowed. "W need this




Shaliece lived, a mdw fe stopped him H's son was gone. M scarriage. Dead..
e o . Far across a world, Rashiva called to him. . . Kelric bolted awake,
sitting up in bed. He stared into the ark, fragnents of a dreamlingering in
his mnd. Sweat soaked his shirt. He took the water flask off the nightstand
and drank deeply. Then he went into his living room Wen he opened the

bal cony doors and stepped out si de,
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wi nd heavy with noisture rushed in at him H's balcony " the top of a tower,
the trellised veranda reinforced with ;f Far below, the Teotecs spread out to
the edge of the vi where a line of light hinted dawn mi ght come despite the
Sporadi ¢ thunder runbl ed across the nountains and whi pped back his hair. A

wi | dness saturated the air, ;t*!'[)i free.

But even the untamed night couldn't wipe away the T of his dream He went back
i nsi de and wandered out ) suite, into the main common room It was dark
except oil lanp burning in one coner.

Kelric opened the Qutside doors. Taul, the captain Cal anya escort sat Qutside
with his other guards, >a3fflf Quis table. Kelric left the Cal anya and wal ked
down the !'T

"Heh!" Runni ng boots sounded behind himand then I TS surrounded by guards.
Captain Taul drew himto a stop ' can't cone out here"

Kelric had no idea what he was doing, he only 'S buried instinct was pushing
him "I need to go to the If tory."

I
As Taul's mouth fell open, several guards drew inT Taul's turmoil showed on
her face, and Kelric sensed iB?'' tion: should she pretend she hadn't heard
the forbidden .WWuld it affect his Quis if she denied a request so u broke
his Cath for it? Wuld he fight, forcing themto ni' die a Third Level ? Wuld
they have to shoot? If she .' someone in authority, would she | ose ranking,
prestige, i TT
After a long nonment, Taul came to a decision. "W escort you to the
ohservatory. But please—don't talk e+ nore"
Kelric nodded. He set off again, surrounded by the M!;I
When they reached the Cbservatory, he still had no '['. why he needed to go
there. Al he could think of was ii, faced Kam Wth his guards, he went out
on the high Rthat circled the building. Menories flooded him Shaliece, i,
eyes huge and violet, running across the plains of BT with her skirt whipping
around her |egs, laughing as iwm her and they tunbled into the grass.

Shal i ece, crying for ', death of their child.
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Why now? Why did the pain of his son's death come back to himnow, after it
had rested for so many years?

In the muted hours before dawn, |xpar woke from her sittingup doze on the
couch. She | ooked around the al cove. Jahit stood by the entrance, in
conversation with an aide, and Avtac Varz was sitting on a couch, |eaning back
wi th her eyes closed. Across the room Henta snored in an arnchair.

Jahit came over to her. "It's late. You should get some rest."

"You too," |xpar said.

"Heh." She sat on the couch. "Wmen have been havi ng babi es since tine
started. Rashiva will be fine."

"It's taking too long."

Jahit exhaled. "Yes. It is."

Shal l'i na, the Kam Seni or Physician, appeared in the al cove entrance. Dark
circles rimred her eyes and her gray hair was pulled fromits braid, curling
intendrils around her face. She said, sinmply, "It's done."

Across the room Avtac Varz rose to her feet. "Manager Haka?"

"She sl eeps now," Shallina said.

"\What about the chil d?" |xpar asked.

Shal | i na pushed back her hair. "A boy."

"Mt her and son are all right?" Jahit asked

"Manager Haka is exhausted," Shallina said. "But she will be fine. The baby,
however, is too weak." She spoke quietly. "He won't live nore than a few
days."

A shadow appeared behind Shallina, solidifying into Dabbiv Dahl as he cane
into the archway. "M nister Kam |'ve seen synptons |ike Manager Haka's
before. So for her son—=

"We don't try untested procedures on an infant, young an,'
"It's tested,"” Dabbiv said. "W can use the diet that—=
Avtac interrupted him "You want to experinment on Manager Haka's son?"
Dabbi v shook his head. "It's not—=

"We've already discussed this," Shallina said. "Getting niotional serves no
pur pose for anyone."

Dabbi v made a frustrated noise. "lI'mnot getting em—=

Shal | i na sai d.
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"Young man," Avtac said. "Perhaps you should | eave t;;

matters to those with the experience to deal with them" :¢( "Dabbiv is
right," Ixpar said. Everyone turned to her. ot
shoul d have seen it before,"” Ixpar told them "Mana Haka's synptons in Counci

were just like the ones Kelric at Dahl before we changed his diet." Relief
filled Dabbiv's face. "Yes. That's what |'ve been s ing. If we can find a
formul a based on that diet, it m» increase the baby's chances of survival.
VWhi |l e Manager H ', nurses him we should keep her on the sanme diet— .
"The Haka Seni or Physician," Shallina said, "suggests C give the boy ninera
bat hs and bubbl e water for his stomac, She regarded Jahlt. "Besides, the

baby's father is not this I, Kelric, or Sevtar, or whatever his nane is"
| "Kelric was al so a Haka Akasi," |xpar pointed out. "W wi

follow both plans,” Jahlt said. She considered D biv. Can you see to the
di et ?" | "I"lIl be glad to," he said.

| Jahlt turned to Shallina. "Keep working with the Haka d< tor. Do
what ever you can for the boy." , "All right." Shallina
gl anced around at all of them "W aK need a Pan Three." "Plan Three?" Avtac
asked. | Shallina scowed. "Plan Three is that you

all go to bk, before you pass out." Jahlt smiled. "Very well Doctor." So they
woke up Henta, and then they al dispersed to th various suites.

I
Late-noming |ight poured into the Hall of Teotec through \ arched w ndows.
Jahlt | ooked out over the Managers arrayt around the Opal Table. "Based on the
Council recomrendatiol it is my decision to inpose no newtariffs on the
Shazoria w ne;
No surprise there, |Ixpar thought. As Mnister, Jahlt coul have vetoed the
tariff vote, but she let it stand. The next vo* was different; a notion
concerned with the support of an entil Estate could neither be overridden by
Jahlt nor passed witho a majority.
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"W now address the Wardship of the Mesa Plateau,” Jahit said. "Placing a

di anond cube is a vote of yea to nmoving the title of Ward from M esa to Kam
The obsidian cube is a vote of nay and the crystal ring is an abstain." She
tued to | xpar. "Proceed."

| xpar poised her quill over her scroll. "Tehnsa?"

Instead of placing a vote, the Tehnsa Manager said, "Tehnsa will followits
Primary of Viasa." \Wen Ixpar called the other two Secondary Estates, Evisa
and Lasa, they also deferred to their Primaries.

| xpar turned to Savina. "M esa?"

Savina lifted her hand. For an incredible instant it hovered over the crysta
ring. Then she picked up the obsidian cube and set it in the center of the
tabl e.

No M esa surprises after all, Ixpar thought, hiding her disappointnment as she
noted Savina's nove on her scroll. "Viasa?"

Khal Viasa set a crystal ring by the Mesa cube. "Viasa abstains."

The Tehnsa Manager placed her ring. "Tehnsa follows Viasa."

Anot her di sappointment. At |east Viasa hadn't voted with Varz. "Ahkah?" |xpar
asked.

The Ahkah Manager pl aced an obsidi an cube. "Nay."

The Lasa Manager placed her black cube. "Lasa follows its Primary."

| xpar was growi ng worried. If Henta Bahvia abstai ned, Kam would | ose the vote.
" Bahvi a?"

Hent a gave Savi na a | ook of apol ogy. Then she placed a di anond cube on the
Tabl e. "Bahvia votes yea."

Dahl voted with the Mnistry, as did Shazoria and its Secondary Evi za.

Rashi va's successor, an adol escent girl, placed the black cube for Haka. After
Varz and Kam pl ayed their dice, the vote was done; five dianmond cubes, five
obsi di an cubes, and two crystal rings sat on the table.

Jahit spoke. "The pattern is clear. The vote remains deadl ocked."

Avtac Varz sml ed.




2
The Tower of Gdana
When Kelric first heard the clank of nmetal hitting stonef thought the w nd had
di sl odged the trellis on his balcony sent it clattering down the tower. But
when he pull ed aside curtains everything | ooked nornal j A
| arge metal hook trailing a rope arced into the air caught on the trellis.

| "What the—=2" Kelric went out and | ooked over the
t
cony. The rope stretched down fromthe hook to a wi ndow. bel ow his suite.
Knots appeared at intervals along the cable, and Savina M esa was hangi ng on

to its end. 5 "Hey!" Kelric called. "What are you doi ng?" She stood
bal anced on the windowsill with one arm hool around the | eg of a gargoyle
while she pulled on a , of gloves. Looking up at him she grinned. "Throw ng i
hook" "You can't conme up here." ? M schief showed on
her face. "Wy not?" | "Because | don't want you to." "Then I|'|
hang out here benmpaning ny unrequited la until | fall off and smash to an
untimely death.” j "For pugging sake" Kelric said. Savina yanked on

the rope, testing it, and then started \ clinb. Wnd and nonmentum i rmedi ately
took over, sw nghl her out over the abyss of air. She swung back in, scranbli
for a grip on the wall, and found a foothold. Then she waE?'" up the tower,

hol ding on to the rope. -

When she reached the top, Kelric scowed at her. "Are yc crazy or what?" She
vaulted over the trellis onto the balcony. "Crazy w
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| ove. You better offer me a good strong drink to cal mnme down."
"You | ook perfectly calmto ne."

She wal ked past the gl azed bal cony doors into his living room "If you're
worried about Henta, she's down in the city at a neeting."
Kelric followed her inside. "I want you to | eave."

"I just got here." Savina dropped onto the divan, her hair spilling in a gold
waterfall everywhere. She was all hourglass curves, full and firmin a snug
bl ue junpsuit, nore like an erotic hol onovi e goddess than a Manager. Kelric
stared at her, tried not to stare, cleared his throat, then crossed to the
rosewood cabinet and pulled out the first flask his hand touched. He took two
tunbl ers and went over to Savina.

"One drink," he said. "That's all."

"Baiz." Her smle dazzled. "A good choice."

He | ooked at the flask. "You want sonething el se?"
Savina pulled himdown on the divan. "Baiz is perfect.’
brinful and handed it to him "Just perfect."

Kelric downed his drink in one swallow "Wy did you pull that stunt?"

"I wanted to talk to you." She trailed her fingers along his neck. "You're the
only of fworlder |'ve ever net."

"I don't talk to Qutsiders."

"I"'mnot really an Qutsider." She refilled his glass. "Tell nme about the

| mperial ate. Do Skolians have Akasi ?"

"No. "

Her fingers explored the sensitive skin around his ear, then slid down to pul
on the ties of his shirt. "What do Managers do for |ove?"

He finished off his baiz in one swallow "W don't have Managers."

"You were telling nme about sigh-ons."” She poured himanother drink. "Do
Skolian men really sigh so nuch?"

"I"'mgoing to get the escort.”

She | eaned close to him brushing her fingers across his lips while her plunp
breasts pressed against him "You don't really want to do that."

She filled one gl ass
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He stared at her angelic face. Then he drained his glass.f
"You know, you don't | ook so steady." Savina pushed e onto his back on the
divan "l think you need to lie down." He tried to sit back up. "I feel fine"
H "No, you look terribly pale." She shoved hi m back dow | eani ng
over him Sonehow she had undone his shirt and stroking his chest. "Smle for
nme, beautiful Calani." |
It was too nuch. Kelric pulled her down on top of him fi| ing his arms with
soft, supple Savina and his senses w nusky Savina scent. "You shoul d watch
where you prov Manager Mesa," he grow ed. "You don't know what you* find."
A tap sounded at the screen.
"Sevtar?" Henta called. Savina's mouth opened in a big 0. She tried to
scranble g the divan but Kelric refused to let her go, too drunk and tt
aroused now to care about Henta. B "Sevtar?" Henta
repeated. 'Are you all right?" | Savina managed to twi st out of his
arnms. She junped off d! sofa and ran into an inner room As Kelric sat up
fumbli with the thongs on his shirt, the screen of his suite nmoved asi<f and

Henta | ooked in at him f, "l thought you were at a
nmeeting he said. "It finished early." Her gaze traveled over the baiz flask, t
two gl asses, the disarrayed divan. Then she watched himttf ing to put his
shirt back together. "Sevtar." | He gave up on his shirt.

"Yes?" | "Can't Savina use the front door |ike a normal
person?" | "Cuaz ne," a voice said fromthe inner room ? "Qur, "
Henta said. An abashed Savi na appeared. "My greetings, Henta." , "What do

you think you're doing, clinbing up towers a getting ny Calani drunk?"
"Wl | +—dh—-how di d you know | was here?" ;

"I'"m aski ng the questions, Manager Mesa." i, Savina | ooked like a
child caught with her hand full e stolen candy. "I came to see Sevtar"

Henta scow ed. "You cane to see Sevtar. How nice. Ho, many |aws do you think
you broke here?" t "Wait." Kelric stood up. "Don't call a

Tri bunal . "
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" ought to," Henta said. Pl

"She'll do something worse," Savina said. "She'll lecture - I me."
"CQut," Henta said.

Savina retreated out of the suite, followed by the gl owering .1 Bahvia
Manager o

"No." As far as Henta was concerned, that concluded the conversation. She
turned to watch a group of children splash in a fountain on the other side of
t he plaza where she and Savina had ended up after their wal k through Bahvi a.
"Why not?" Savi na said.
"He is Calani," Henta said.
"Since when can't Cal ani have visitors?" Savi na demanded.
"You aren't a visitor. You' re an Estate Manager. Besides, what nakes you think
Sevtar wants*you to visit hinP"
"He does. He just doesn't know it yet."
The children suddenly realized who shared the plaza with them They stopped
pl ayi ng and gaped at the two Managers.
Henta smiled. "Apparently we're nore interesting than a fountain."

I
"They probably see Managers about as often as they see Calani," Savina funed.
"Not that there is any harmin someone seeing a Cal ani every now and then."
"I tod you no."

"Way not? You think big brutal ne will comrit nefarious j acts agai nst
hel pl ess Sevt ar ?"

Henta turned to her. "There are nany ways a nman can be ! hurt. Leave him
al one. "

Savi na swept out her arns. "You' re denying the expression of true |ove."
" Pah. " . ;
"Pah yourself." Savina put her hands on her hips. "How do | you know I'm
not in love with hinP"
"You're always in love. Aren't four husbands enough? You "eed a fifth?"
I
"You know M esa coul d never afford a Fourth Level." ;
"I see. You just want to use ny Calani and then | eave him"happy."



"l do not." t "Pah;'
f "I really wish you would stop saying that,"
Savi na jn. bed. 1
'"f Wth a wild rush of air, the rider skinmed over Kelric :iJ
Yevris a second tine. As they sprinted for the cover of a it fir grove, the
craft descended, flattening grass and v<nius tree branches into a frenzy.
Kelric skidded to a stop under a tree. "It's landing." A "In a Cal anya
park?" Yevris lifted his armto shield his fromthe wake of air. "I can't
thi nk of anything nore Il RS
The rider set down on a nearby lawn. Its hatch swung 1 and the pilot junped
out onto the grass. J "Cuaz and Khozaar," Yevris said.
___ Kelric laughed. "No, not the Akasi. What we have 9 the sungoddess."
~_f Savina Mesa wal ked toward them a stunner

in her iTS|] "Let's |l eave' Yevris said. , ___is) "Wy don't
we see what she wants?" Kelric said. eckEe steal her rider and go to the
starport.

"It's you she wants." Yevris tugged hs arm "Cone on. V* don't have to take
this insult."” I

"You can let himago, Yevris." Savina stopped in front them "He's not going
with you." 7 Kelric regarded her with curiosity. "Wy
not ?" i "You and | are taking a trip," she said. 1;
"You can't kidnap ne." Savina drew her stunner. "Want to roll dice on that?"

« Kelric knew the gun was a bluff. If she stunned him could never drag himto
the rider and lift himinto its W She only stood as tall as his chest and he
was nmore than t her weight. Stealing her rider would be easier than i{Ui

Quis with a baby. >

He gl anced at Yevris. "Well, | don't want to get shot. 1 S ter do what she
wants." Across the parks, he saw his imrunning toward them Savina foll owed
his gaze. "Hurry up, Sevtar." As Kelric headed for the rider, he heard Savina
behind i W
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He reached for the hatch—and spun around to grab her gun. She had no tinme to
react after he lunged. Yet before he even finished turning, she had al ready
punped five stun shots into him The only way she coul d have done it was by
shooting before he made his nove. He collapsed onto the grass, barely

consci ous, unable to nove or speak

She dropped next to him "I'mreally sorry | had to do that." Suddenly she

| ooked up and fired the stunner again. He heard Yevris swear, followed by the
thud of a body hitting the ground.

Savi na di sappeared. An instant |later the grind of a grainl oadi ng machi ne
started in the rider. She reappeared and pushed a sl ed under his body, working
with frantic speed as she secured himonto it with ropes. Wth Savi na pushi ng
and the grain-loader pulling, Kelric found hinself being hoisted into the
rider.

As soon as she had himinside, she slanmed the hatch shut and spun around to
the copilot's seat. She had rigged the chair so it tipped down to the deck. As
she untied Kelric and struggled to slide himinto the seat, his head rolled to
the side. Through the wi ndow, he saw Yevris picking hinself up fromthe
ground. Behind the Second Level, guards were closing on the snowfir grove.
Savina grunted. "Wnds, you' re heavy." She shoved Kelric upright in the chair
and turned it around to face the rider's w ndshield. Next she bound his arns
to the arnrests and his ankles to a bar on the deck. Then she slid into the
pilot's seat. As his escort reached the grove, she taxied across the | awn. She
soared up into the sky and the guards stared up after them disbelief on their
faces.

"I't worked!" she exulted. "It actually worked."

| don't believe this, Kelric thought.

As the stun shots wore off, he worked his nouth to [ oosen the nuscles. Then he
said, "Do you always go around ki dnapPi g peopl e?"

Savina glanced at him "I'msorry about tying you up"
He scow ed.
"Well, you're a lot bigger than me," she said. "I knew you light go for the

rider. It wouldn'tiave done any good t hough
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I only put in enough fuel to get where we're going. If you 1' tried for the
starport you woul d never have made it." ?" "Then you can't reach Mesa
either." | "We're not going to Mesa. It's the first place
Henta wf check." She navi gated through a bank of clouds. "Besides, i| show up
with a Bahvia Calani, ny staff will have colect heart failure." "So where are
you taking ne?" "A fortress higher in the nountains. A Tehnsa Manager bu it
during the Od Age to hide an Akasi she stole from Viasa Savi na grinned.

"Apppriate, heh?" I'* "You can't keep ne locked up in a
fortress forever" "I probably can't keep you nore than a few days. Henta wif
be furious." Then why are you doing this?" i M schief
danced in her eyes. "I'mpowerless to resist you "For puggi ng sake," he said.

It was past sunset when they reached the fortress. As th rider descended,
eroded towers and crunbling battl enent took formout of the shadows. Savi na

| anded behind th remains of a parapet. \When she cut the engines, it left a sud
den silence filled only by the nbpan of the wind in the nouri? tains.
Sonmewhere an ani mal how ed. "Charm ng place,"” Kelric muttered.

Savina got out of her seat. "I fixed up a roominside. It's no so bad." She
cane over to untie him but then stopped, an inp* ish smle spreading across
her face. Leaning forward, she» kissed himinstead

i Kelric pulled his head away. "Stop it." | "Cone on,"
she coaxed. "Smile for me." He glared at her "Come on." She kissed him again.
"One little snile." I I don't want to like you, he thought. It's not safe

| Savina played with the laces on his shirt, then slid her hand al ong
his arm Wen he tried to | ean away from her, she caughf his chin in her hand
and kissed hima third tine. i Kelric jerked away his chin and
yanked agai nst the ropesi that bound his arns to the chair "Untie nme, dam
it." "Oh, but I can't." She stepped between his knees and sat ont



L The Last Hawk 239

his leg, sliding her arms around his neck. As she kissed his ear, her breasts
rubbed agai nst hi m

"Cut it out," he said, with less conviction than before. He tried to pull his
arms free, telling hinmself he intended to push her away rather than enbrace
her. The gol den waterfall of her hair poured over his arns. Many Coban wonen
had beautiful hair, but Savina beat themall, with curling tresses so thick
soft, and glistening he woul d never have believed it was real if he hadn't
felt it hinself.

Savi na sighed. Raising her head, she gave hima guilty | ook, her eyes gl ossy
with desire. "I ama beast. But ai, Sevtar, it is so dificult to hold back
when faced with—= She smiled. "Wth you." Taking a breath, she stood up, which
left his leg feeling cold. She | oosened the ropes on his arnms, then backed up
into the cabin. "You better get the rest. | don't trust nyself."

After Kelric worked his ars free, he untied his feet. Wen he stood up, his
returning circulation felt like pins poking his linbs. He turned to see Savi na
aimng a stunner at him She threw hima jacket and notioned toward the hatch.
The gales that hit himas he junped out of the rider were even stronger than

t hose at Bahvla. Muntains | ooned above the fortress in a stark |andscape of
snow and bare rock. Even with supplies and clinbing equi pnent he doubted
anyone could survive for long this high in the Teotecs. It was no wonder the
Cobans invented the wi ndrider ahead of its tine. Between Estates, it was the
only survivabl e node of travel and conmuni cation

Savi na junped down next to him Wen she spoke" the wi nd whi pped away her

wor ds. He shook his head, so she notioned to the turret of a nearby tower wth
a jagged hole in its side. He ran over to it with her and ducked his head to
climb through. It was quieter inside, but pitch-dark. He stunbled over a
clutter of debris.

"Wait," Savina said. "I have a |lanmp." A sphere of |ight appeared around her
reveal ing the remains of a sta|rcase spiraling domn the tower. "It's safe,”
she said. "lI've already tested it.

Their trek through the ruins took them down crunbl|ng stairs and al ong
col l apsed halls, nost of it barely visible in her
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lanp's lonely radiance. Finally they came to a roomthat h been restored, with
oil lamps glowing in readiness for th visit. Cl eaned tapestries hung on the
wal | s and a canopi ed be

made with silk and vel vet stood on a dais at one end. The ro& wood Quis table
in the center of the roomhad a candle onlt and a decanter of rosewine with
two crystal goblets. 8

"It's not so bad, is it?" Savina said.

"It's beautiful." The restoration astounded Kelric, revealin" an unexpected
side of the Mesa Manager. The work nust hav' taken her many tendays of

pai nst aki ng | abor. He ran his han over the carved rosewood flowers on the edge

of a chair. "I'n surprised no one has taken this furniture away. It's
gorgeous. 1
"Nobody conmes up here. | doubt even Manager Tehn knows about it."
r

"How do you?"
"I used to take a rider and go exploring when | was young She indicated a
stack of logs by the fireplace. "There's a fli in the little bureau by the bed
and supplies for you in the cup boards"

4
"You're leaving?" It disappointed Kelric nmore than ha] wanted to admit.
She nodded. "I left just enough fuel here for a return trip t Bahvla."

Kelric regarded her uneasily. Wthout Savina, he would |Ix stranded in the
ruins with no supplies. He could easily overl cone her and make her tell him
where she hid the fuel, t even if he had been willing to cause her harm which
h wasn't, what good would it do? H s | ack of experience in ¢ rider nade his
flying erratic, a problemthe ripping gales ( upper ranges woul d exacerbate.
He woul d use up the fuel |ong before he reached Bahvla. At best, it would
strand himin thef nountains; at worst he would crash

Savi na had chosen this site well. He was begi nning to understand what Henta
had said, that the Mesa Manager was far nore savvy than npost people realized.
She was wat ching his face. "I know how all this |ooks. But | really do intend
right by you. Henta just wouldn't listen to civi ilized arguments.”

"Ri ght by nme? What do you nean?" 1
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"About Rashi va—

He stiffened. "I don't recall nentioning Rashiva."

"I just wanted to say—+ don't know why she tued away from you but | can guess.
It was 'honor,' yes? Well, it doesn't matter to me if offworld ways are
different. | respect your honor."

That's a cultural minefield, Kelric thought. He didn't want to get blown up
agai n.

She hesitated. "WIIl you have a glass of wine with me before | go?"
Hs face relaxed into a snile. "Al right."

"Ai. So beautiful." She sighed. "It lights up your whole face."
"t

"Your smle.'
smle."”

Don't do it, Kelric waed his arms. Hold her now and I'mlost. H's arns ignored
hi m and wr apped around her

"Umm " She cl osed her eyes and rubbed her cheek against the curling hair on
his chest. "Shall | nmake a fire?"

She cane over and put her arms around his waist. "Your beautiful

"Al'l right."

Whil e she worked at the fireplace, Kelric sat down and poured the w ne. "\Wat
wi || happen when you get back to Bahvia?"

Savina cane to the table. "Henta will threaten and rage and swear." She sat

across fromhim "But she won't call a Tribunal. Summoning one agai nst an
Estate Manager is too serious a matter."
"You ki dnapped ne just to nmake her nmad?"

"No. | hope to nake her understand." She hesitated. "Maybe |Ive been a foo.
don't even know—+f you ..."

He smiled. "Yes. | want you to visit ne."

"Ai." She sighed. "Sevtar. CGod of the dawn. It fits you. | can al nost believe
what | heard, that you are Rhon."

"I am"

Her eyes wi dened. "You don't act it."

"How does Rhon act?"

"I just imagined they were—different."

Kelric recogni zed her reaction. "Cruel? Arrogant ?"
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"That was before |I knew you." She paused. "I once heani Skolian saying:
"Across the stars the Rhon may trod, but st the gods of Kyle are flawed.'
"W aren't gods. W're people.”

"Not normal people.”

He reached over and took her hand. "To be an enpath nmeans we absorb it all
peopl e's hopes, fears, dreams, hates.- love it's a gift. But in so nmuch el se
it's a nightmare. A barrag We build barriers to shut it all out." For sone
reason an ima of Zecha canme into his mind. Then he thought of his h brother
the Inperator. "Some cut it of so conpletely that thi snother part of what
makes them human. "

Savina curled her fingers around his. "A barrage. | feel tt way sonetines.”
“I'"ll bet you al so have a remarkabl e nenory for convers tions."
"How did you know? It makes Avtac crazy. She says | 'co veniently' renenber

what ever fits ny needs.”

"Enpat hs renmenber conversations well because we reci the feelings as well as
the words." He stroked her knuckle wi his thunb. "1'Il bet you al nbst al ways
know when someone |lying."

"I never told anyone about that."

"But it's true, isn't it?"

"Even if it is, that still doesn't mean | hear thoughts."

He tried to think of an exanple she would accept. "Wy d you shoot ne in the
Cal anya park?"

"I realy amsorry about that. But you were about to hit r over the head and
steal ny rider."
"How di d you know?"
"How? You went after ne.
"You fired before I did anything."

It was a nonent before she answered. "There are til B when—waell, it does seem|
feel what others feel. Avtac sa |I'moversensitive."

"Maybe it's Avtac who | acks sensitivity."

"I don't want to be Rhon."

"You aren't. You are a Kyle operator, though." Kelric toi out his dice and
made two parallel lines of cubes on the tab



L The Last Hawk 243

"Kyle traits cone from nutated genes. Recessive genes. Unless you get them
fromboth parents, the traits don't manifest.”" Wth a sweep of his hand, he
whi sked away one line. "A person can carry all the genes unpaired and never
show a single trait." He renmoved parts of the remaining line, then put down
dice to pa several cubes still on the table. "Someone like you only carries a
few Kyl e genes, but with pairings, so you show sone Kyle ability. The Rhon—y
fam | y—earry every one of the genes paired. That's why our Kyle abilities are
so strong."

Savi na picked up a cube. "It sounds |like those strange ideas the scientists at
Varz have about blue eyes bei ng weaker than Mack."

"They probably nean blue is recessive to black,"

"Avtac supports the research because she wants sonething to turn up and give
her advantage over Kam" She shrugged. "But really, it's all ganes.”

Kelric lifted a |l ock of her hair. "Wat color hair did your parents have?"
"Yel | ow. "

"What about their eyes?"

"Gray. Both ny nother and father,"

"You think it's coincidence you have yell ow hair and gray eyes?"

"Well, no." She put down the cube. "A lot of people |ook |like their parents.
But not everyone."

"The genes are still there."

"Not al ways. "

He smiled. "Always. Really."

She started to answer, then stopped.

"What is it?" he asked.

"l +t's about Rashiva."

His sm |l e vanished. "What does Rashiva have to do with it?"

"Her baby."

Don't ask, he thought. But the question cane anyway. "How is he?" He? Wy he?
"Jinmoria nearly died at birth," she said. "But he's nmuch better now He's a
beautiful chid, as dark as any Hakabom But he has violet eyes. That never
cane from Rashiva or Raaj."
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The spell of firelight shattered around Kelric. At first heji stared at her
Then he stood up and wal ked to the fireplace."'

Savina canme over to him "Sevtar? Wat is it?"

A spark flew up fromthe fire and wi nked out, |eaving enber to drift onto his
hand. "It's late, Rashiva. Maybe y should go."

She spoke quietly. "My nane is Savina."

Kelric exhaled. "I'"msorry."

Sil ence stretched between them Finally she said, "Y should be safe here. This
wing of the fortress is sound. | probably wise not to | eave it, though."

"Al'l right."

"Well." She hesitated. "I guess I'Il go." She lingered noment |onger. Wen he

made no response, she left.

Kelric continued to watch the fire, but instead of flanu i mages of his boyhood
flickered in his mnd. He kept seei his father, a well-built man with | arge
eyes.

Viol et eyes.

Violet. Like the eyes of all Lyshrioli natives.

My son, Kelric thought. Rashiva, he is ny son

25

Eurunner's Ganbe

When Henta di senbarked fromthe rider and saw her ai waiting on the airfield,
her hope surged. She hurried over, pu ing fromexertion. "The other search
party found hin?"
"I'mafraid not,"
Mesa."

Henta scowl ed. "How nice of her to visit."

"I have guards ready to take her to jail."

"Good." Henta headed for the Estate. She posted the octet her office outside
and then stal ked into the room

Savi na was standi ng by the window. "My greetings, Hent

her Senior Aide said. "But guess who's your oice? Manager
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"I can't believe you had the audacity to show up al one.'
door. "Where is he?"

"afe."

"Safe? Wth you? A false friend who abuses ny trust?"
"You woul dn't listen to civilized argunments."”

Hent a sl ammed t he

"Civilized," Henta sputtered. "I don't know where you get the gall to talk
about civilized after you steal ny Cal ani."

"I only—=*

"No excuses. | want hi m back. Now. "

"Not unless you agree to let ne visit him"

"You really are crazy." Henta waved her arns at the M esa Manager. "You want
to be stripped of your nane? Shunned? Sent to prison? What has bl own into your
head to nmake you act this way?" .

Savina swall owed. "A Calani blewin. | can't get himout."

Henta wanted to shake her. "All you think about is yourself. What about hin®
O maybe you don't care how he feels."

"I love him"

Henta snorted. "You love him Don't make me | augh. He deserves better than
your infatuation with his physical beauty."

"It's not infatuation." She pushed her hands through her hair. "Maybe it was
at first. O maybe it was the challenge of him But it's gone beyond that.
He's in ny head and | can't get himout."

"You hardly know him"

"Visitation. That's all 1 ask."
"And what will you 'ask' after that? No. Bring himback or 1'll call a
Tri bunal . "

"I know you won't."

"You're wong. You' ve gone too far this tine." Henta opened the door and spoke
to the guards. ' Take Manager M esa into custody."

"Wait," Savina said.

"Put her in jail," Henta told the guards.

"Henta, stop," Savina said. "Listen to what | have to say."

As the guards surrounded Savi na, Henta held up her hand. Wen the captain
tilted her head, Henta said, "Wiit outside."

After the octet withdrew, Henta shut the door and crossed her arms. "This
better be good."
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"What do you want for Sevtar's Cal anya contract?"

Henta cl osed her eyes. Wen she opened them Savina w, still standing there
with a perfectly serious expression on h face.

"You're being irrational," Henta said.

"That's not an answer."

"M esa could never afford a Fourth Level. Especially 01 |ikeSevtar."

"Just answer the question."

"The question is denented."

"How muchT

"Ten million denai, five First Level Calani, and two Seoi Levels."

Savi na gaped at her. "That's absurd."

"It's very reasonable. The only | udicrous proposition here yours."

"M esa doesn't have two Second Levels."

Henta went over to her. "Neither does Mesa have anythit close to ten mllion
denai in assets. And | hardly think seven i your Calani want to |eave. You
only have nine, for wind s sak Have you forgotten four of them are Akasi ? Not
to nentk that you only made two of them Cal ani because you couldi marry them
otherwi se. They can't play Quis worth spit. \Wa 'ever possessed you to think
Sevtar has any desire to be hu band nunber five? Are you crazy or what?"

"I don't want to hurt my Akasi. But you don't understan You think I gl ut
nmysel f on | ove but you're wong." Sav spoke awkwardly. "They aren't happy with
me. Wnds, Hent they would be glad to | eave Mesa, to find a womman who | ovi
them No matter how much I try, no matter how nmuch they t to |l ove ne, | need
sonmething they can't give. All nmy life |I' looked for it and | don't even know
what it is." She swallowe "Now |I've found it. It's in Sevtar, in his mnd
sonehow, in h heart."

"I"'msorry. But it's inpossible."

"What if | gave you a trade equal to the Second Level s?"

"You don't have anything worth two Second Levels."

"I do." Savina took a breath. "The Wardship of the Me

Pl at eau. "
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In the stillness that foll owed the words, a rush of images junbled in Henta's
m nd: Bahvia victorious over m ghty Kam and Varz, Bahvia alive with new vigor
Bahvia flushed with the power and weal th of the Pl ateau.

Then the i mages faded, replaced by nenories of her friendship with Savina. "I
can't let you cripple Mesa."

Savina grimaced. "1'd rather you had the Plateau than Kam or Varz. Your Estate
has the assets and experience to manage it, so they won't have grounds anynore
to take it. And Henta—'Ill have a Fourth Level who's a true genius."

"He doesn't want to be your Akasi."

"What if he does?"

What then? Henta blew out a gust of air, "If Sevtar asks to go to M esa,
then—and only then—ill | consider the trade."

Kelric spent the norning wandering through the fortress, thinking about
Rashiva's son. His son. He tried to stop brooding. He wi shed he could forget
Rashi va had ever exi sted.

Eventually he returned to his roomand sat on the bed. He buit a Quis
structure of the fortress, then transferred its layers onto the quilt and
studied the architecture. He becane so absorbed in the patterns he barely
noti ced when day faded into night. This castle had stories buried in the arch
of its flying buttresses, the placenment of its crenellations, the sweep of its
staircases. It told himabout the ancient queen who ruled fromthis keep, an
atavistic warrior who bequeathed to her descendants a ferocity that stil

| urked beneath the civilized facade of the Mddern Age.

"lI've never seen structures like that," Savina said.

Wth a start, Kelric |l ooked up to see her in the doorway. "How | ong have you
been there?"

"A few mnutes. You were concentrating so hard, | didn't want to disturb you."
"Did you talk to Henta?"

Savina wal ked to the bed. "My plan backfired." She winced. "I'mlucky Henta
didn't throwme in jail. She said absolutely no visitation. If you aren't back
in Bahvia by norning she will call a Tribunal against ne."

Her news punctured the sense of well-being he had built
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whil e playing Quis. She had breached the battl enments guard

ing his heart and now she canme to tell himit was all a nistake that she had
no way to follow through on her pronises of love No. He didn't care. He

woul dn't be hurt again. "Wien do. we |eave?" "Sevtar— "What?" "You aren't
sorry it turned out this way?" | He gathered up his dice. "I
didn't ask you to drag ne u here."

"4.. "But last night—+ thought—= "Are you going to take me back or not?"

"You were so warmlast night. Now you're |ike stone." St one never cries,
he thought. "Wy did you bother with J kidnappi ng? Why not just buy nme from
Henta? That's the wa it's done with Calani, isn't it?" She paled. "Don't say
that." Kelric knew if he stayed any longer his painfully buil]||, defenses
woul d col | apse. Ignoring Savina, he got off the bedE and strode out of the
room into the night-black corridorl Debris rattled at his feet. H's only
war ni ng, as he stal ked down the hall, was the groa of cracking stone—and then
the floor collapsed. He hurtled downward with a shower of debris and dust,
l anding on a pilej of rubble. He wasn't sure if a rock hit his tenple or if he
hit his', head, but he felt blood run down his face, tasted it on his lip.
He lurched to his feet and took off again, |inping through the dark ruins.

| Several times he heard Savi na
calling his name. He evaded her voice as he woul d evade an eneny sol dier
until the call faded in the distance. | It
was the air, or lack of it, that finally forced himto stop
The atnosphere was too thin. In a roomwhere wi nd whistled* through broken
wal I s, he sagged against a pile of rubble and f slid to the floor, hugging his
knees to his chest as he heaved in | | abored breaths.

A furry body scuttled across his feet. Qutside the castle a prow er how ed.

\ Sonetinme |ater nore rustles cane from
across the room !
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VWhat ever approached | oomed much |arger than the previous rodent. Kelric
tensed, preparing to defend hinself.

The prow er spoke. "Sevtar?" She sounded exhausted. "Are you here?

She had cal |l ed hi mstone. He woul d be stone.

Savina materialized out of the darkness. "Thank the winds." She knelt next to
him "I was afraid you were lost."

Stone. ..

"Sevtar—-what you said about buying Calani—t isn't that way. It isn't."

He swal | owed.

"Don't hate ne," she said.

"Hate you?" It was inpossible.

"I asked Henta if | could bring you to ny Cal anya. As ny Akasi."

"For what price?

"Your agreenent."

"Just ny agreenent?

She paused. "Also a settlenent between Bahvia and M esa."

"I"'mnot for sale.”

Her eyes glistened in the starlight trickling through the ruined ceiling. "I
woul d give all of Coba for you. If it took the stars | would pull them out of
the sky. Is that so wong?"

"To be only one of many— can't |ove that way."

"You woul dn't be one of many." A tear ran down her cheek. "To bring you to
M esa woul d nmean giving up ny other Akasi."

"You would turn fromthemfor me?"

* "Yes."

Kelric felt his defenses crunmbling. Wien Savina put her arnms around him he
laid his head agai nst hers. As she stroked his hair, her hand slid over the
gash in his tenple.

"You're hurt," she said.

"It's just alittle cut.”

"This is no little cut."” She stood up. "I'Il be right back." Then she

di sappeared into the shadows.

Kelric waited, too tired and too winded by the thin air to follow her. H's
shoul ders felt cold w thout her arnmns.

She reappeared. "There's a place where you can lie down in the next room I'lI
go upstairs and get the ned supplies.”
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"I nfine." e Her voice softened. "I know But hunor

me." She took himthrough the ruins to a bedroomw th starlight and chil
mountain air pouring through its collapsed roof. Sitting himdown on the bed,
she said, "I'll be back as soon as | can."
After she left, he lay on his back. Soon after he closed hi eyes, he felt her
cl eani ng the gash on his head. i "Full circle,” he munbl ed.

| "Sevtar? You are awake?" |
He | ooked up at her. "I nust have made a full circle througtt the fortress."

, "Why do you say that?" "Aren't we

under my roonP" "' "We're on the other side of the
Estate." "But you just left." ' She started
bandagi ng his wound. "It only seenms that way because you fainted."

"Jagemauts don't faint." ;

"What do they do?" "Pass out."

Savina smled. "Then you passed out." She finished with the bandage. Then she
stretched out next to him her hair spilling over his body. Kelric put his
arnms around her and they lay together in the predawn di mess. She snelled of
soap and a nusky Savi na fragrance that needed no hel p from any perfune.
Pressi ng agai nst him she rubbed his chest, banishing the chill in the air.
She ki ssed his Adam s apple, then his chest then his stomach. Then she undid
the Iaces on his pants and went lower. Kelric lay with his eyes cl osed,
savoring the feel of her lips on himand her silken hair brushing his thighs.
Eventual |l y she eased off his clothes. He sat up and pulled her close, between
his legs, his erection rubbing the velvet cloth of her blouse. As he undressed
her, he stroked her body. Even with his large grip he couldn't hold all of her
breast, but when he put his hands around her waist his fingers nmet on her

back. The curling hair bel ow her belly was softer than he epected, and as gold
as the curls that floated around her face. Her face was even nore beautiful in
t he predawn |i ght.
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He touched her cheek. "How can you | ook so angelic and be so devilish?"

Savi na | aughed softly. "lI'mincorrigible.” She didn't sound incorrigible,

t hough. She had a voice |ike dark honey.

When she nudged hi m down on his back, he pulled her with him Rolling over on
top of her, he watched her face, trying to gauge her reaction

She | ooked up at him "What's wong?"

"You don't mind this?"

"Way would | mind it?"

He t hought of Deha and Rashiva. "I'm hol ding you down, on top of you. Isn't
that taboo here?"

Savi na sighed. "So many rules. Wbnen do this, men do that. | don't care." She
pul | ed hi m down and kissed his ear. "I just want to feel you inside."

So he nudged apart her thighs and accomodat ed her w shes. She nolded to him
as if they were two parts designed to fit together. They made |love in the rosy
dawn filtering through the ruins, teasing each other alnbst to a peak and then
pul ling back at the last minute, again and again, in a tantalizing play of

| ove.

When the crest finally pulled themover the top, he wasn't sure if the orgasm
he felt was his, or both of theirs together, for in those few nmonents their

m nds nerged.

Savi na brought the rider down onto the Bahvia airfield in the day's bl azing
light. Guards were running across the tarmac. She tried not to | ook at the
copilot's seat where Sevtar sat staring out the window He had given her no
sign, no hope he would cone to Mesa. He hadn't even spoken

What had possessed her to make love to hin? It was like torture, to have him
for one norning and then | ose him forever

Then they were down on the airfield, with ranks of guards converging on the
rider.

Sevtar suddenly turned to her. "Yes."

She al nost junped. "Yes?"

"Yes. | want to go to Mesa."

The hatch burst open and guards erupted into the rider. As
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t hey dragged Savina out of the cabin, she | ooked back at tar—and his smle
bl azed |i ke the dawn.

Sun poured through the | arge wi ndow behind the desk. Wsquinted into the
glare, barely able to distinguish the n; sitting there

.ff "Ten mllion denai," Avtac Varz said. "You ask a lot."

I "1 can raise a part of it," Savina said. | "How much?"
. | I't unnerved Savina to talk to soneone she

could barely "Maybe one nmillion"
"One mllion." Avtac | eaned back in her chair. "And think ny Estate has nine
mllion just lying around for you'
Savina tw sted the edges of her belt. 'There nust be ; arrangenment we can
make. " j
"Al'l for this Calani." Avtac shook her head. "Savina, you if a perfect exanple

of how too rmuch time with Akasi n? the mnd." She shifted a paper on her desk.
"Why should I RT you nore denai ? Your Estate already owes mne so nuch '*,

will be years before | see it again. If ever." j|, Savina
stiffened. "1'll repay every tekal | owe you." I "So you claim Yet your
debts grow | arger every year." f "Avtac, you're the only one | can umto.

Narme «.'ji Tiw!)| ternms you want."
The Varz Manager picked up the paper lying oh her R). She glanced over it

whil e Savina shifted her feet. "An iiii ment may be possible. There is,
however, the matter of »IPs| eral, now that the Wardship is no | onger
avail abl e. ™ I . "Anything you want," Savi na sai d.
| Avtac | ooked up at her. "Your Estate." I "VWhat ?"

| "Your Estate and the city of Mesa." Savina
stared at her. "I can't agree to that."” "Very well." Avtac set the paper on
her desk and folded i hands. "The matter is closed." "There nmust be sonethi ng
el se—= t "l said, the matter is closed.” "No. Wait."

Savi na went cl oser to the desk so she could -M
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Avtac better. "If | agree to your terms, howw Il they bind to my successors?"
"Your successors?" Avtac snorted. "And when will the | oan be repaid? In a
mllenniun? No. The termof the loan is your termas Manager. If at the tine
of your death the debt remains outstanding, Mesa beconmes part of Varz."

"I can't ganble with an entire Estate and city."

"You are a young worman. You have decades to repay the debt."

Decades. Savina's thoughts circled around the proposal. Alifetime was a | ong
tine.

But. Her Estate already tottered on the rimof disaster. If she agreed to
Avtac's terns, she put the literal existence of Mesa in jeopardy.

But. Mesa would have a Fourth Level. A brilliant Fourth Level, one unnatched
anywhere anong the Twel ve Estates.
She took a breath. "I accept your terns.”

Avtac slid the paper across the table. "Sign on the Iine under nmy nane."

The Morning Hall sparkled like the interior of a Rghtbeam Sunshine
scintillated through the crystal dome, glistening on the Mesa dignitaries
seated around the glimering dais in the center of the Hall. Kelric felt their
anticipation as he stepped with Yevris into the Crcle of the Cal anya. He saw
Henta Bahvia with her retinue in a position of honor anbng the dignitaries.
When he nodded she sniled, the Iines around her eyes crinkling in that way he
had al ways |i ked.

Pi pe nusic danced into the air.Three girls sat on the dais steps playing a set
of reeds, their melody sparkling |ike sunshine.

A door opened at the end of the Hall and Savina entered, dressed in a long

yel l ow robe that fluttered around her body. She wal ked to where Kelric waited
inthe GCrcle and | ooked up at himwith nmischief. "This is where | tell you,
with great ponp and cerenony, to enter the Crcle. Except you' re already in
it."

He grinned. "Your M esa thugs brought ne here."
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Her laugh glistened. "I will tell mnmy aides you called thei(j thugs."
I

* As he reached across the rail to take her into his arns, Yevris grabbed him
"For wind s sake," the Second Level said in a |ow voice. "Not here."”

I
Savina smled at them Then she wal ked to a table on th<s dais and stood there
wi th her Senior Aide. She spoke—and he| voice resonated, deep and full,
carrying to every edge of the Hal. "Sevtar Bahvia, you conme today to the
Crcle of Mesa."
The power of her voice stunned Kelric. Suddenly she was no | onger a
tousl ed-haired i nmp, but the Manager of an ancient and once-powerful Estate.
"I's there one here who stands as Cath brother to Sevtar?] she asked.
"I stand for him" Yevris said.
"\What are your words?"
"l have been honored to know Sevtar" he said. "There are

none other like him If you look at stars in our sky, you will see a hint of
him He is dreans and light, the glory of dawn's first fire, and he will honor
your Cal anya." ]

Kelric blinked. Poetry, from Yevris? The Second Level grinned at him

Savina's Senior Aide spoke. "Your words are heard and recorded, Yevris of
Bahvi a. "

Quietly Savina added, "And Mesa is honored by the Speech of a Bahvia Calani."
Yevris bowed, then stepped out of the Crcle and left the dais.

In the lum nous light of the Morning Hall, Savina gave K\ric the Gath, and for
the first time the words had nmeaning to him Wth the cerenmobny cane a sense of
closure. On a world that had saved his life and then taken his freedom he had
' unexpectedly found, in Savina and the Qis, the dreanms. denied himas a
Jagernaut. Savina had nearly crippled her Estate to bring himto Mesa, an
enornous ganble with sobering stakes. But Kelric saw what others m ssed, that
her beauty and uni nposi ng manner masked a dynamic intellect. Al Coba
underestimated M esa's Manager

It baffled Kelric that Coba's people, even its powerfu
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gueens, understood so little of the Quis. But he saw. Wth the know edge of
four Estates, fromboth sides of the political hierarchy in the Twel ve
Estates, he would handle the dice as never before. The chall enge exhil arated
hi m Together he and the woman he | oved woul d reshae the future of M esa.
When the Cath was done, she cane to the Circle. Looking up at him she said,
"The bands | offer you are those of an Akasi. WII you accept?"

He smiled. "Yes."

She slipped the circlets on his arns, making themthe fourth pair he wore.
Sevtar Dahl Haka Bahvia M esa, you are now a Fourth Level Calani of Mesa."

This time when Kelric reached across the rail, no Yevris was there to stop
him He held Savina, her lips nmeeting his as he bent his head. Ignoring the
shocked murmurs in the Hall, they enbraced, bathed in the stream ng sunlight

of a new begi nni ng.



BOOK TWD
Years 971-976 of the Moddern Age



M esa



26

Endgae

Li ght ni ng stabbed the thunderclouds with brilliance. The night closed around
again and thunder cane with it, boom ng through the wi ndrider. Neither person
in the small cabin spoke as the pilot fought her grimbattle with the storm
The wonman in the copilot's seat gripped the arnrests. / refuse to die, Jahit
Kam t hought. There is too much | have yet to do with ny life.

The Elders of an Estate sat high in its hierarchy of power. As the senior
advisers to the Manager, they followed only the Estate Successor and Seni or
Aide in rank. Highest of all the Elders on Coba were the Seven of Kara.

They found the wonman they sought in an al cove. She stood with her back to them
| ooki ng out over the city, her fiery hair held in a thick braid that fell down
her back to her waist. At twenty-six years of age she already carried an aura
of authority, a self-assurance that hinted at future greatness.

El der Sol an, First ampong the Seven, spoke. "lIxpar."

The wonman turned, her face lighting with welconme. "My greetings." She | ooked
at the array of Elders. "Is Jahit back from Shazoria al ready?"

Solan went to stand with her in the afternoon's waning light. "Jahit wll not
be returning."

| xpar smiled. "So she decided to stay for that wine festival after all, heh?"
"No." It seened to Sol an that someone far away spoke with her voice. "She |eft
Shazoria this norning."

I xpar's snile faded. "I don't understand.”

"There was a storm They had no waing."
| xpar froze. "And?"
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"The rider crashed in the nountains.” Soan stopt deserted by the words she
needed. Qutside the window a s althawk glided by, its shadow wheel i ng across
the alcove 1 Solan," I|xpar said. "Go on."

A Viasa |logging crew found their remains this nom nel No. |xpar stared at her
"It can't be." i

The El der shook her head. She knew nothing else to s! he shock went too deep

| xpar turned away, |ooking out at the city. For a lone tuf she stood

nmotionl ess. Finally she spoke. "A funeral nust arranged." She turned to face
the Elders. "All of Coba 1

know how we honor the nmenory of Jahit Kam" | Sol an bowed and spoke
words she had not thought s would say to this woman for many years yet. "As
you wi si M nster Kam so we shall do."

27 t

Al cheist's Ganbl e I

"I can't tell you," Savina said. "Then it wouldn't be a sur

After seven years of living with Savina, Kelric had given trying to outguess
her. "So where is this nystery hidden"

»he pull ed himthrough her suite and into a study she use tor storage. The
boxes and ol d furniture had vani shed Fres| paint brightened the walls, shading
fromsun-yellow at th floor nto white at the top. A sun peeked out from behind
puffi| ot cloud on the ceiling and a rai nbow arched across one wall Lacy
curtains billowed about the wi ndows, revealin glinse of the nountains.

Kelric | ooked around the room "If this is for me it uh well, t isn't a paint
job I would have chosen " ' Savina laughed. "It isn't for you, dumy.
It's for the surprise "
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"Dumy?" Kelric pinned her against the wall and ki ssed her nose. "Don't you
call ne dumy."

She dinpl ed. "Have you figured out the surprise?”

"You found a ton of paint and threwit at the walls."

"No. This surprise we both nade."

He brushed his lips over her hair. "I don't renenber makig anything."

"W nmade | ove. Then the surprise cane."

He stopped kissing her. "You're pregnanfl”

"Surprise.”

"Are you sure?" It was too rmuch o believe. They had been trying for seven
years to have a child.

"Positive, certain—heh, what are you doing?" Savina | aughed as he swung her
around in a circle. "Wat would you like? Agirl or a boy?"

He set her on her feet. "Either. Any. Both."

"Twins. Alittle you and a little ne in the Cooperative."

Cooperative. It hit himlike cold water. "If she goes to live in the
Cooperative, howwll | see her?"

Savina sighed. "It is the difficulty for Calani, yes? But she can visit the
Cal anya. "

"It's not the same. | lived with ny parents when | was a boy."

"To isolate her fromthe other children—+t is not our way. What do we say when
she asks why she is being kept apart?"

Kelric absorbed the words. H's child was Coban. She woul d probably see
separation fromthe other children as a punishrment. Unlike other Coban
parents, however, he couldn't choose to live in the Cooperative.

"She can stay here for the first few years," Savina said. "Wen she does | eave

we will work it out. You will see her as much as you want. | promse."
"Even so." Many adults he didn't know were going to have a hand in bringing up
his child. "I want to see the Cooperative, the grounds, the guardians, the

tutors, all of it."
She | ooked as if he had just asked her to eat Quis dice. "Visit the
Cooper ati ve?"
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"Yes "
"I't would be an anomal ous thing for a Calani to do." He smiled. "I'm an

anomal ous Calani."” "I had better send an aide to warn them Qur visit wll ere
a stir."

By M dday they were ready to | eave. As they wal ked throu the city, the w nd
fanned his Cal anya robe out behind him had brought the Tal ha scarf he stil
sometines wore, but he it hang around his neck, enjoying the crisp breezes on
his fa

| have an update, Bolt nought.

What's up? Kelric asked.

Nanomed series J just reached critical population. It is no lon in danger of
becom ng extinct.

Good work, Kelric thought. It had taken seven years reestablish the series,
but Bolt had done it. He glanced at S. ina, watching the wind play with her
curls. Since comng Mesa, he had gradually been healing over the years,
depl eted neds given a chance to renew by his inpro lifestyle, which demanded
| ess of their services. The same v true for his bionmech web and Kyl e senses.
The gentle touch Savina's mnd was a bal m bringi ng himhealth. He had doubt
that a scientific reason existed for her effect on hi conbination of the
positive influences happi ness was kn to have on health and synpathetic
resonances between neural activity and hers. But he didn't care about
reasons., he knew was that he [ oved her

An octet acconpanied themon their wal k; Savina obeyec the letter the
condition of his pardon, taking no chances t she would | ose himback to
prison. Mesa's citizens fell sil when he passed and children stopped their
ganes to sta Each person he | ooked at bowed to him

"The city will humwi th news tonight," Savina said as t crossed a pl aza.
"People will say, 'l saw him The Fou Level!' They will renenber it for the
rest of their lives."

"Not nuch to renenber,"” he said

She smled. "To you, maybe not. To everyone else, it is.'

The Cooperative was a circle of whitewashed houses faci on a courtyard. The
cluster of wonen and nen waiting
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themin the yard | ooked like a handful of sky brought to the ground; all wore
white shirts and blue vests, with darker trousers tucked into sky-blue boots.
A statuesque worman with a braid of auburn hair cane forward. "M greetings
Manager M esa."

"It's good to see you, Jasina." Savina presented the woman to Kelric. "This is
Jasina, Senior Guardian of the Children's House." She indicated the others.
"And her staff."”

They all bowed deeply to him Jasina said, "You do us great honor with your
presence. "

Kel ri c nodded, silent.

They visited the parks first. Toys clustered everywhere:

scul pted boul ders, giant Quis structures to clinb on, huts tucked away in the
trees. As they wal ked al ong the shore of a |ake, Jasina indicated a | arge
buil di ng across the water, hidden anong trees, a house with a peaked roof and
bl ue shutters. "That's the Parents' House. Parents may choose to live there,
in a suite in the Cooperative, or in a Cormon House in the city." She spoke to
Savi na, respecting the customthat set Calani apart, but Kelric knew her words
were neant for him Savina needed no introduction to the M esa Cooperative.
She had lived init.

"Parents who stay in the city are still expected to visit the Cooperative at

| east twice a day," Jasina said, "for their children and for their work
detail." She glanced at Kelric. "Except for Calani, of course.™

He wondered what she would think if she knew how much he wanted to forgo that
excepti on.

The Children's House was a | ow building with many wi ndows and pl ayr oons,
designed on the sane plan as a Cal anya, with suites arranged around common
roonms. The younger children lived in skyroons or sunroons, but the ol der ones
decorated their roons thenmselves, with a wide range of styles, particularly
for the teenagers. Although the Cooperative was |arge enough so every child
could have a private suite, nmany chose to share with friends .or Kkin.
Interspersed with the children's roons were suites occupi ed by parents or
Cooperative guardi ans.

In a playroomfilled with toddl ers and sunshine, Jasina
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paused to descri be how the children were supervised. A bq toddled over and
peered up at Kelric. After considering th' matter in great depth, he sat next
to Kelric's foot and prcfe ceeded to unload dice fromhis toy cart onto
Kelric's shoe.

Jasina's face blazed red. \Wen she reached for the childl Kelric touched her
shoul der and the guardi an straightened it with a snap, as if his touch had
sent a shock through hi body.

Kelric picked up the boy hinself, feeling awkward, worrie?.. that his huge
grasp mght frighten the toddler. The child ne tied confortably in his arns.
"Lani ?" the boy asked Savi na spoke gently to the boy. "Yes. Calani." He
wiggled in Kelric's arnms. "Dow. " Smiling, Kelric set himon

t he ground. The boy rel oaded hi. cart, conpanionably patted Kelric's shoe, and
then anble away, pulling his cart behind him

A spurt of angry voices erupted in the hall. Two teenag girls stalked into the
room their clothes nmuddied and their haig dishevel ed. The bi gger one waved
her fists at the snaller one "I saw you change that dice stru—=

;4

"Call me a cheater again," the second girl yelled, "and I'll ai!"™ Her nouth
dropped open as she saw Kelric. Both girisil gaped until Jasina cleared her
throat. Then the braw ers| remenbered thensel ves and bowed, bunping into each
othe in the process Savina's nmouth twi tched upward. "Qur greetings." S
The duo stammered in unison. "W are honored Manager M esa."
i

Jasi na spoke. "Perhaps you two can settle your quarrels in s9 nore civilized
manner than using your fists?" "Yhee, ma'am" they answered Kelric grinned at
Savina. As Jasina ushered the girls to the| door, he spoke to the Manager in a
| ow voice. "Do they remi ndj you of soneone?"

| She glared at him "I never got into fights." | Jasina cane
back over. "Wuld you like to finish the tour| privately Manager M esa?"

5 At first the question puzzled Kelric. Then he realized

Jasi na
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was offering to withdraw so he and Savina could talk if they w shed.

Savi na nodded. "My thanks, Jasina. W appreciate the tine you gave us."

"It is our pleasure, ma' am"

So Savina took Kelric on her own tour, his guards wal king far enough away so
he coul d converse with her. They strolled through the sunlight that slanted

t hrough the w ndows, tal king about their chil dhoods. Eventually they cane to a
foyer where a youth sat reading a book

He ooked up. "Manager M esa. W' ve been expecting you." He opened a door in
the inner wall of the foyer. "She's in the dayroom"

The room beyond was rilled with plants and sun. An old wonan sat by the

wi ndow, dozing in a w cker chair. Savina bent down and ki ssed the woman's
cheek. "My greetings, Nonni."

Nonni opened her eyes, blinking. "Little Vina?"

"I brought Sevtar to see you." Savina smled at Kelric, "Nonni was my nurse
when | lived here."

The wrinkl es around Nonni's eyes crinkled as she | ooked up at him "Such a big
fellow " She peered at Savina, then, Kelric. "You have to watch that one," she
told him "WId clawcat, she was. Always getting into fights."

Savina turned red. "Wnds above."

"You keep her behaved,"” the nurse told Kelric.

Kelric smled. "I'Il do my best."

The nurse's eyes wi dened. "He spoke to ne, Vina."

"l heard," Savina said.

Nonni patted his hand. "A Fourth Level at Mesa. There hasn't been one for
over a century." She nodded her head. "The |ast would have been Mevryn M esa.
He died before I was bom"

They stayed with Nonni until the sun di pped behind the roofs outside the

wi ndow. Wen they fnally headed back to the Estate, evening had brought a

chill down fromthe nountains. People thronged the streets as day shifts cane
hone and night crews left for work. Kelric didn't knowif it was the cold or
the crowds that bothered him but he felt ill at ease until he fastened his

robe and wound the scarf around his head. So they passed
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through M esa, a shield of guards around a tall figure hidd< in robe and
Tal ha.

At the Estate, an aide hurried out to give Savina a letter.
with this, nma'am The pilot said it was urgent

' Savina waited until she and Kelric were in the privacy of i suite before she
read the scroll. Wen she finished, she went 1 a wi ndow and stared out at

M esa, her brightness nuted, hi smle gone.

"What is it?" Kelric asked.

She turned to him "Jahit Kara is dead."

Rashi va Haka sat on the carpet in her suite, playing Quis wil Jinoria, her
seven-year-old son. The Akasi Raaj lay next | them studying the dice. Wen
Raaj set a truncated cone ini one structure, Jinoria |ooked up in bafflenment,
bi nking h violet eyes. Rashiva sniled and kissed his forehead, evokir an
enbarrassed blush fromthe boy, and Raaj tousled his ha

A knock sounded on the door.

Rashi va sighed. Not now. She treasured these nmonments wil her famly. But as
Manager, she had no choice. She went to t door

rider cane in

A guard waited Qutside. "lI'msony to disturb you, ma'at But this cane in by
rider." She handed Rashiva an envel op "The nessenger said it was urgent."
"Very well." Rashiva nodded to her. "You may go."

After the guard left, Rashiva read the letter. Then st exhal ed, her hand
droppi ng by her side.

Raaj canme over to her. "Wat's wrong?"

"Jahit Kam" Quietly she said "She's dead."

Avtac Varz despised her seasonal tour of the research facilit Boring people,
messy | abs. They waste ny funds, she thoug If they don't produce results soon
I will put them on maint nance crews.

Today she visited the chem sts. When her retinue arrive Avtac saw |Iva and her
assistant Sen | eaning over some coi traption on a table. Avtac stopped in the
entrance, regarding tt roomw th distaste. Bottles cramed the shelves. A hood
ove
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hung a | edge al ong one wall and air hissed froma hose by the sink

When Avtac's aide knocked on the door, Iva |ooked up. "Manager Varz." She
hurried over. "My greetings, ma'am?"

"I understand you have a denmponstration for me," Avtac said.

"That | do. I'mworking on a synthesis. W've just set up the distillation."

I va handed her a pair of safety glasses and ushered her over to the
contraption. Avtac listened while the chem st expl ained her work. It sounded
like she was just boiling dirty water. Ganes. All ganes. Usel ess. She should
put them both on maintenance.

Mercifully, the denonstration soon ended. Wth relief, Avtac took her |eave of
the chemi st and her dull assistant.

"Thank Khozaar that's over with." Senti settled onto a stool by the
distillation apparatus. "W won't have to see that ol d podbag for another
season. "

"Senti," |va adnmoni shed.

"Do you want nme to keep | abeling these bottles?"

"Yes." lva frowned as oil sputtered in the pan on a hot plate under the
distillation apparatus. A clanmp held a round flask partially suspended in the
oil.

"Where is the thernmoneter?" Iva asked. "This oil bath | ooks too hot."

Senti gl anced up, a bottle of white crystals in one hand and a |l abel in the
other. "It's on your desk." She held up the bottle. "Wat's this?"
"Potassiumnitrate." lva turned down the hot plate, then went over to her
desk. "There's no thernoneter here.”

"It's on the shel—ai!"

A crash punctuated Sentis cry and Iva looked in time to see the nitrate bottle
Senti had dropped smash into a bottle of sul phur on the lab table. Brilliant
yel | ow powder flew across the ntrate while the broken bottles spun in circles.
As lva ran across the room squeezing between the | ab benches, one bottle
crashed into the hot plate and knocked over the pan, sendng hot oil flying
over the ness.

"Senti," lva shouted. "Get away fromthere."
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Fl anes erupted in the oil, tongues of fire that ate away the sU ports of a
shel f above the table. An edge of the shelf slipped s bottles of charcoa
absorbent toppled, raining dark powder eve) where. Just as lva reached Senti,
the entire shelf collapsed slai mng into the fiery chaos, confining it under
pressure—andf table exploded with a force that huled theminto the wall.
Zecha Varz, Captain of the Varz Hunters, found Avtac takin glass ofjai rumin
the Iibrary. The Manager was reading, as s often did in the evening. The text
surprised Zecha. Chenistt The subject bored Avtac stiff. Al it seemed good
for was cai ing lab accidents. Iva and her assistant were lucky they s vived
that explosion with treatable injuries. Now here Avtac, reading about
potassiumnitrate, of all things.

Avtac glanced up at her. "es?"

Zecha handed her the letter. "This came in by rider."

After Avtac read the scroll, she | eaned back in her chair thoughtfu
expression on her angular face. "So. Untried yol replaces experience."
"Untried youth?" Zecha asked.

Avtac smiled. "Jahit Kamis dead."

28

The Colun of Tie

Torch in hand El der Sol an | ed Ixpar through the maze of ca combs beneath Kam
until they reached a dead end wh( engravings covered the stone wall. Solan
pressed the engn ings in a conplex pattern and the clink of cold stone tapp
stone answered her. Wen she | eaned her weight into the Wa tall block slid

i nward and scraped to the side, revealin cubical chanmber that brought to mind
a hollow Quis die.

The Elder turned to Ixpar. "Jahit told ne about this room
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She paused. "In case anything happened before she brought you

a precaution.'
here herself."

| xpar nodded, trying to keep her face conposed. For two tendays now, since
Jahlt's death, she had held on to her grief, afraid that if she let go, its

i mensity would overwhel mher. She lifted her torch, peering into the cubicle.
"What is it?"

"All I knowis this: Jahit taught you a rhyme when you were a child, one about
a hawk—+ don't know the words. Do you renenber it?"
"I think so."

"Then you know how to open the door." Solan bowed and then left, her robes
whi spering as she di sappeared into the cataconbs.

| xpar wal ked into the cube. Directly across fromher, a portal of old iron
stood enbedded in the far wall, like an ancient sentinel. Feeling rather
foolish, she went to the portal and said the nursery rhyne:

From desert to pak, The great haw did fly, For cane he to seek A war queen on
hi gh.

Not surprisingly, nothing happened. She peered at the door. Although

engravi ngs covered it, none showed a desert, peak, hawk, or anything vaguely
resenbling a war queen

From desert to peak. What did it nmean? Haka to Varz? Haka hadn't existed when
t hese cataconbs were built. FromKej to Varz, then. So. Wiy would a hawk seek
a war queen? Presumably because of the bond that fornmed between bird and
human. On hi gh probably referred to warriors riding hawks through the skies.

| xpar studied the engravings. Squares. Circles. Lines. A dot above a circle,
two sl ashes over a rectangle. The marks were accents, synbols fromthe ancient
| anguage Ucatan, sonetimes called Tozil, which predated even A d Script.
Oiginally catan had been purely hieroglyphic, but over the centuries the

gl yphs had becone stylized, breaking into two parts, a
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Qui s shape and an accent. Jahit had insisted she learn Ucatl even though

al nrost no witings survived init.

Dot. It neant blue. Slash indicated higher dinmension. O and slash over circle
could be the lapis lazuli ring of a seek The engravings were Qs patterns,
cruder than nodern glypl but readable. She saw the topaz octahedron of Kej and
till obsidian ofVarzFrom Kej to Varz. The roomitself, the ovem sized cube,
synmbol i zed the word great. It was all there, Wentire rhyne depicted in Qs
symbol s. | 1

Except nothing denoted a war queen. Maybe the portal ws the final synbol,
standing to protect whatever |ay beyotu |xpar pressed the engravings, using
the pattern outlined by th rhyne. A series of clicks rewarded her efforts, but
when sh(j H pushed the door nothi ng happened. .

She studi ed the synbols. One | ooked |like a forest, anothiMIlike a nountain. O
a nountain cat— .U

Cawcat. O course. The ancient warriors fought with th ferocity of those huge
nmount ai n beasts. She pressed the csjU pattern and heard the clink of stone
hitting nmetal. This time tiMportal slid inward under her push, with a grating
protest, anH then creaked to the side. As a gust of stale air assaulted heijH
nose, she wal ked into a round room 'J

| xpar | ooked around. The curved walls were nade fron white marble veined with
bl ack, and bl ack and white tile shaped |i ke dianonds covered the floor. Had
Jahit left a mesi sage here for her? The thought nade her eyes bumw th unshed
tears. If only she could have said good-bye to Jahit;
per haps her grief would be bearable. Y
She searched the room but found no hidden niches or othe exits. inally she sat
cross-1egged on the floor and rested her chin on her hand, trying to fathom

t he purpose of a roomnade |like a hollow cylinder. Cylinder on flat tiles; it
was a Quis structure for the passage of time, the past portrayed by the flat
base and time's passing by a colum reaching up to the future.

| xpar | ooked up.

Far above her head the ceiling vaulted to a point. Black and white tiles
shaped |ike althawks were inlaid init, with a gray hawk in the apex. The
tiles nade interlocking circles around the | center; as she | ooked away from
t he apex she saw widening cir- m
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cles of smaller and smaller hawks, until at the edge where the ceiling net the
wall's the birds were no nore than dots.

Hawks. She tried to imagine the ancient architect who built the room What had
hawks nmeant to her? The future. Travel in the Teotecs was difficult on foot,
both now and in the AOd Age. Wthout the giant althawks, the ancient warriors
woul d have been confined to the Estates. Their way of |ife would have died.

As it did. Wien the althawks becane extinct the wars ended. Peace endured in
this era of windriders because centuries of isolation had established Quis as
t he dom nant neans of conflict. Before invention of the rider, the Estates had
learned to fight with Quis, which could be sent through treacherous nountains
far nore easily than conventional warfare. It only took one person and a pouch
of dice.

She ran her hand over the floor. Wiy di anonds for the past? Was it their
shape? Perhaps it meant the crystal itself, hardest of all substances,
enduring for all ages, as the past endured regardl ess of the future. But why
bl ack and white? Wiite, as the mxture of all light, and black, as its absence
both ranked high in the color hierarchy of Quis. Entirety and absence. Past
and future? Wthout one, the other had no neaning.

Qur ancestral nmenories live in Qus, xpar thought. And Quis is our future.
Coba was a dice gane, always evolving fromwhat cane before. She sniled. Mybe
this roomwas neant to renmind Mnisters they were just Quis players with a
fancy title;

She considered the gray althawk in the ceiling. Gray: a blending of black and
white. The present, where the past blended with the future? But if the floor
was the past, the walls the passage of time, and the ceiling the future, the
present shoul d have been down here, where the floor met the walls.

| xpar studi ed the dianonds under her, rubbing her hands over them—

The tile directly below the ceiling's gray hawk noved.

She pushed harder and the tile slid into the floor. Across the room a clink
cane fromthe cube chanmber, followed by the grinding noise of old gears.
Startled, she junped to her feet and ran to the door
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Her knee hit its | ower edge. .M
| xpar tensed. When she had entered this cyinder room door had been flush with
the ground. Now, while she watcbqgl the floor was sinking away fromt.

[l
As Ixpar lifted her foot, intending to clinb into the ciUroom a grate of
stone on stone canme frominside that chamhB Then, across the cube from her
t he door where she had entered the chanber crashed shut, |eaving a bl ank wal
Beneath her, he floor of the cylinder roomcontinued to sinjH
"W nds above." Ixpar dropped her torch and grabbed < botto edge of the door
The floor dropped out fromunder 11 and then she was hanging with her feet
dangling in the air.
Now what? If she let go, she would fal into a slick well marble with
unscal abl e sides. If she clinbed into the cube, s was putting herself in a
seal ed box with snpoth walls. WiatiB it didn't open frominside? She saw no
air vents in the cha ber and Sol an was the only one who knew she was here. St
coud suffocate |ong before the El der cane |ooking for her. '|1
Several clicks cane frominside the door, followed by CfaJl om nous grind of
gears. Then, with Ixpar hanging fromit, 'tsfU portal began to sw ng cl osed.
She braced her legs on the wa straining to hold the portal open, but she
couldn't stop its in orable notion
She had to decide what to do—and fast.
Wth a deep breath, Ixpar let go of the door. She plumete|B through the air
and hit the floor with a jarring inpact. Th torch roled away from her, down
the slanted floor of tg chute m
Sl ant ed? " "o
A clang vibrated through the ties and the floor hit botto throw ng I xpar
forward as if she were a wayward Quis did Flailing for a handhol d, she tunbl ed
down the slanted surfac to its | owest point, which had ended up flush with a
M ni ster sized hole. The torch slid under her body, scorching her bacl until
her weght smothered the flame. She hurtled through thtg hole and into darkness
The wal s around her drew in closer, slow ng her passage until she feared she
woul d wedge to a stop, neither able toJ clinb up the glassy chute nor continue
to its end. Then sh& |
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shot out over a ledge and flew into space. An instant |later she bit bottom
her head bangi ng on stone. Her |ast thought was that she had no successor to
take her

pl ace.

Intent on their dice session, Mesa's nine Calani sat at a table in the main
common room To aid their study on |l owering M esa nmaintenance costs, Kelric
built patterns for other Estates:

Bahvi a i nsul ati on, Haka aqueducts, Dahl oil lanps. Mesa history al so nol ded
the patterns, as they searched out flaws in past nethods of running the

Est at e.

The | onger they worked, the nore the session foundered, until finally Kelric
pushed back fromthe table. The others stirred, |ooking around, clothes
rustling, chair |legs scraping the floor.

"I"'ma bit tired," Kelric said. Wien they nodded to him he left the table and
headed for the parks, to think.

When Kelric had first come to Mesa, he had been one of only five Calani. He
had expected they would i medi ately delve into studies on how to inprove

M esa's position anong the Twel ve Estates. Instead, the others sought his
advice. It fast becane clear why Mesa was in trouble; her Calani had no idea
how to play Quis. Awkward with the role of nentor they cast himin, but
confident in his dice, he taught them Quis as he knew it, at the highest |evel
he had mastered, fromevery Estate where he had |ived.

Eventual |y the Cal anya had forned a coherent unit with himas its focal point.
Then they began to reach out, seeking to act as well as |earn. How nmuch

di fference they had so far made for Mesa, Keric wasn't sure, but he had

noti ced a change for the better in the patterns Savi na brought back from

Qut si de.

Yet for all that work, he had becone nore and nore aware over the past year

t hat somet hi ng was hanpering their efforts. At first he couldn't define it,
but as it grew nore promnent it becane clear.

The probl emwas him

The pad of feet sounded in the hall behind him He turned to see Hayl, a
thirteen-year-old boy who had been in the Calanya for |ess than a season.

"I was tired too," Hayl said. "Can 1 walk with you?"
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Kelric nodded his assent. It was odd to see the boy wiJ" Revi, his constant
conmpani on. Revi was huskier than Havl <11 ve years ol der but the two boys were
otherwi se like bro

M ans' gray eyes' and agelic | ooks

Qutside in the parks rain drizzled froma gray sky sat ing the parks with a
hint of wildness. They followed a? overhung by vines that protected them from
the weath

nosri at 011 lattered oS nose that Keinc realized he hadn't even spoken to
Hayl »

He | ooked down at the boy. "How s Revi" 2

Whed took a deep breath "hat . "Do?" '

et 'To make you angry." "I'mnot angry." | 1
"Is it that you dislike us?" " 8§ Kelric snmled: "O
course not. Way do you think that?" t Lately you hardly talk to anyone. And
you just wal ked <f

on a Quis session." Hayl hesitated. "Revi says it's beca?

? a Olcal anyal know not 00 "ghl a Fourth Level especially one |like you, but
we're trying |

Hayl, no. | left the session because | was naking a ness

LH cosldered they '""en you were ithe Prep tory House, you studi ed subjects
like Mesa history as well vuis, yes'

ell yes. O course. Didn't you do that at DahP" I No. | was never in a
Preparatory House." The boy gaped at him "Never?" * "
taught myself Quis." Calanya Quis? | didn't think anyone could do that" t
Kei nc shrugged. The nore he | earned, the nore he saw | little he knew Years

ago he had thought hinself adept wth

poi enri a under st ood that he had bar begun to lea

"rmglad you cane to Mesa;' Hayl said "O herw se woul d never have net you."
Swirls of admrationcro e boy. Soneday mgoing to play dice ike you." ?
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Kelric blinked. Thank you." He tilted his head. "Wat nade you decide to cone
her e?"

"I never wanted to go anywhere else." Hayl raised his hands as if to say But
what do | know? "My Quis nmentors told nme | should try for the big Estates,

t hough, so | asked themto wite Varz and Haka. Manager Varz said no. Manager
Haka said | was too young, but to wite again in a few years."

Kelric coul d understand why Rashiva thought the boy was too young. Ei ghteen
was generally considered the mnimumage for a Calani, "Wiy did you apply so
soon?"

"Revi was ready to | eave the House."

"And Savi na took you both?

Hayl nodded. "At first she just bid for ny contract. After she nmet us, she
decided to take Revi too. She said Mesa needed nore Cal ani."

Kelric could i magi ne how t he boys affected Savina. She could never have made
herself split themup. But M esa needed experienced players. Al though Revi was
conpetent and someday Hayl would be brilliant, at the noment neither were
first-class players. Nor could they supply what the Mesa Cal anya sorely

| acked, know edge of other Estates. Wth the exception of hinself, every

Cal ani here was First Level.

Kelric returned with Hayl to the conmon room but instead of resumng the Quis
sessi on, he went over and heaved open the Qutside doors. The Cal anya escort
sat Qutside, playing Qiis.

Captain Lesi |ooked up at him "Do you want the Speaker?

Kel ri c shook his head.

"Manager M esa?" she asked.

He nodded.

Lesi got on the co to Savina, after which the escort took himup to her

of fice. As soon as the guards |left, Savina grasped his hands. "Wat's w ong?
Lesi said you were upset."

"Not upset. Wirried. |I'm damagi ng your Estate.”

"Wnds, Sevtar, why do you say that? Don't you see the effect you're havi ng?"
She let go of his hands and spread her S as if to enconpass Coba. "Wrd
spreads when the Quis of n Estate gains power. For the first time in decades
skilled
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gui | dspeopl e are conming to Mesa instead of |eaving. M chants, weavers,

nmet al workers, all newin the city, first trickle, now a steady flow " She
radi at ed enthusiasm "And Se tar—+'m holding ny own in Council now. Next year
"Il di those clawcats into coners. You and |—together we can anything."

He couldn't help but snmile. "If |I were Coba, | would nmelt your feet. But

doubt my Quis can have the effect you wan lack too many of the basic tools

ot her Cal ani get as childri

Her face gentled. "One tends to forget, when faced wi your gift, that you
haven't studied Calanya Quis all your lif<

"I should go to the Preparatory House."

That stopped her cold. "What?"

He paced across the office, gesturing with his hands accent his points. "Mre
and nore lately 1've felt the lacks ny education. Any one of your First Levels
could give you far better picture of your Estate's history, character, and c
ture. 1 need that education.” He came to a stop and turned face her. "I have
to go to the Preparatory House."

"A grown man? A Fourth Level ?" She laughed. "If | s you there, ny Senior Aide
would conmit nme to the settin sun-asylumfor the nentally dimnnished."
"Savina, |'mserious. My Quis dom nates the Cal an which nmeans ny defici encies
do as well. It didn't matter i the first few years because we had so nuch
catching up to ( But we're ready for nore sophisticated work now and I’
holding it back."

She considered himas if she were shifting his words ba and forth in her mnd
Finally she said, "I could bring nentc and teachers fromthe Preparatory House
here to the Esta For you."

He |i ked her solution better than his. It would save hima 1 of enbarrassnent.
"Yes. That woul d be good."

"So." She nodded to him "Your Quis will becone all t nore fornidable."

| xpar awoke in darkness. Wien she noved, pain flared in t shoul der. She pushed
onto her knees, trying to figure c where in a dice cheater's hell she had

| anded. She found t
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torch, but had no flint to Ight it. Further exploration reveal ed she was
trapped in a round cavity. By standing and stretching up her arns, she could
just reach into the chute above her head. Its edges and walls were |ike gl ass,
uncl i nbabl e.

She was running her fingers along the wall at wai st hei ght when she touched an
engravi ng. She spelled out the Ucatan gl yphs by touch: So to Kam comes the
ward of |ives.

| xpar scratched her chin. So to Kara conmes the ward of lives: it was the oath
t hat appeared on the Mnistry seal. Just as a Manager swore to protect her

Cal anya, so the Mnister swore to protect her people. She ran her fingers over
the script again. Then she stopped and felt nore carefully. It wasn't the

M nistry Qath, at |least not as she knewit. This read: To you, Kam cones the
ward of |ives.

To you? Historians believed the name Kam derived fromcamabi in Ad Script,
which in turn probably derived fromthe even nore anci ent Ucatan | anguage, the
chabi gl yph, which nmeant "to guard, care for, or watch over." Had Kam actual |y
been a person, perhaps a Ucatan warrior who lived many mllennia ago, in those
shadowed years before the Od Age, a tinme of darkness and barbari sn®?

She wondered why the oath appeared in this cavity. Sphere:

hi ghest-ranking Quis die, synmbol of continuity, the wonb where |ife began
conpletion. Birth. Then again, death was the conpletion of life.

However, this wasn't a true sphere. It had a gap. She reached up and exam ned
t he openi ng above her head, this time feeling for any mark rather than just a
handhol d. At the edge where the cavity met the chute she found a line, hardly
nore than a scratch. She recogni zed the pattern from her chil dhood ganes in
Kam s hi dden tunnels. Scraping her fingernails into the line, she pushed its
Swit ch.

A d gears runbled into action and an arc of netal slid out, "udging aside her
hand. As she felt along the arc, she realized it was a lid, closing to

conpl ete the sphere. She grabbed the etal, intending to pull herself into the
chute. Then she paused, straining to keep the lid open. If she histed herself
out, where would she be after the lid closed? At the bottom of n unclinbable
chute. Even if she did nmanage to make her way
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toits top, the cylinder was unclinbable. For that matter, f floor m ght have
already risen back to its original position

| xpar let go of the lid, and with an ugly clang it hit the opp site side of
the chute. The grate of the gears changed pitch, fa tered, started agai n—and
stopped. She stood in the darkne breathing raggedly, waiting for sonmething to
happen i
Si | ence.
"No," Ixpar said. "You can't break down." The darkness ft heavy,

cl aust rophobi c. She banged on the lid, hoping to jar into notion. Next she
pounded the walls, nmethodically CO/CT ing the entire sphere. Finally she
dropped to the ground, kno ing that the nore she nmoved, the faster she used up
her air.

Jahit, why did you send me here? she thoght. Is this a |I've failed? O had the
test itself failed, its machinery cron) bling with the passing of tine?

Per haps Jahit had never neal for her to enter this ancient puzzle.

Suddenly the gears faltered into life again and the sph rotated |ike a giant
ball bearing, rolling her over in a some sault. \Wen the cavity stopped, its
lid had becone the floor. ,

She waited, hol ding her breath. <

Whe the lid began to retract, she grabbed its edge and | ow ered herself

t hrough the wi dening hole. She hung in the air kicking out her legs, trying to
find a foothold. Then the lid finished opening, taking away her handhol d, and
she dropped il a rock through cold darkness.

I xpar hit a flat surface with a thud that shoved out her breath. As she
groaned, the torch clattered down next to hetS She clinbed to her feet and
took an exploratory step, wavin her arns in front of her. Another step

anot her—and her foo hit a barrier. It felt like a table leg. A sweep of her
hand across j the table sent a small box clattering to the floor. She
scranbled after it and her hand cl osed around a flint. |

When | xpar relit her torch, its dusky |light showed her a|] small room A row of
torches hung al ong one wall and huge | xpar shadows flickered on the stone. In
the opposite wall, a] closed door waited, bands of crunbling nmetal holding it3
toget her. The exit? She went over and opened it.

Then she sinmply stood, staring.
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The room beyond was as big as the Hall of Teotec. Her first inpression was of
shadows and glitter. As her eyes adjusted to the sight, she nanaged to absorb
what was throwi ng back the |ight of her torch in such a multitude of gl eans,
glints, and fl ashes.

Boxes inlaid with glistening stones, stacks of vases, bolts of metallic cloth,
chains of precious netals; the riches spilled everywhere. Finely tool ed
shields lined the walls; urns sparkled, heaped full with jewels; gilt chests
overflowed with coins. Wapons lay in great stacks: swords, honed discuses,
shot puts, jewel ed daggers, marbl e bol os.

For a long tinme Ixpar sinply | ooked stunned by the scene's |lustrous glory.
When she finally walked into the hall, she saw a set of ruby-inlaid Cal anya
guards on a table by the door. She picked up one of the guards and ran her

t hunb over the althawk seal engraved on it, above the original Kam Cath,
witten in Ucatan; To you, Kam cones the ward of |ives.

On the table, an ancient parchment penned in Ucatan |ay under a pane of nodern
gl ass. As Ixpar pieced out the glyphs, a chill ran up her back. It was as if
she heard a warrior frombefore the Ad Age, nore than two thousand years in
the past, an antediluvian queen with an articulate voice in an age when al nost
no one even knew what "witten | anguage" neant, let alone could wite:

Mourn not nmy death, Kam It is the honor of a warrior to die defending that
which is hers. | |eave here nmy |legacy. Learn you well fromthese nenories. See
our triunphs and our failures.

This | bid you: choose fromanong our tribe's children she who is ablest,
fiercest, nost intelligent. Train her to succeed you as | taught you to follow
me. As 1 have done for you, so must you soneday |eave for her those nmenories
that best tell her what we have been and what we can becone. Build our people
into nore than a wandering tribe that fights for personal gain. Let your
battles be for the future, to give those of our blood nore than barbarismfor
their | egacy. Bring back the glory of the | ost Raylikarns,
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our Ruby ancestors who descended fromthe stars on pilf of fire.

Make us nore than we are.

This is nmy dream Kam As | nust die, | entrust it toy

The docunent was signed Avaza Teotec.

| xpar swal | owed. Avaza Teotec. Her life was lost in | msts of history, but
the mightiest nountain range on kny Coba bore her nane. This parchment was the
begi nning, birth of nodern civilization, the dream of an ancient chiefti who
envi si oned far ahead of her tinme the world that was a Coba.

| xpar turned over the wist guard. It wasn't a Kam guard was the Kam guard;
the first, made for the Akasi of a won nanmed Kam who founded the first Estate
on Coba. Bring bi the glory of the lost Raylikarns, our Ruby ancestors H
descended fromthe stars on pillars of fire. Incredible tha nenory of the Ruby
Empire remained alive here, in Ka after five thousand years.

She wondered at the word Raylikarns. Had the name K< derived not from Ucatan
but fromthis even older remant the Ruby Enpire? She felt as if an ancient
breeze had bl o across her face, whispering secrets |ong vanished fromthe r of
Coba.

Near the Cal anya guards, she found a box lined with veh Two arnbands | ay

i nside, engraved with the name Jinc Kam Next to themwas a plaque with the

i keness of a yoi etched on it. The inscription read: In honor of the Ak
Jinmoria, freed by the tribe of Karnfromthe tribe ofKej in Second Season of
the Twel fth Year of the Reign of Karn.

The Reign of Kam Now they called it the A d Age. Thi arnmbands cane fromthe
twel fth year of an age that had | as

1032 years.

| xpar wal ked down the hall, awed by the heaped treasul a wealth far nore than
just god and jewels. Each Mnister left a | egacy of her reign: scrolls and
dice, texts and do nents, the feather of a giant althawk enbedded in gl ass

M ni ster Shaba conmi ssioned the construction of a mniat Estate and inscribed
the roons with phrases |auding the bea
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of an Akasi named Kozar. Kozar? The nythol ogy of Khozaar, npbst handsone of al
gods, originated in the Od Age. Was this man its origin?

Li ke Kelric

Stop it, Ixpar told herself. Wiy did she still think of himafter so nany
years? It truly was an exercise in futility.

H story unroll ed before her as she continued down the hail. New Estates rose

Kej and Varz, Haka and M esa, and nore. Wapons becanme rarer and Quis nore
prom nent. More and nore scrols nentioned the dice expertise of a Mnister's
Akasi. (adually a new word cane into use, the title Calani, given for a

previ ously unheard of position, nen in a Cal anya who weren't Akasi, but gifted
Qui s pl ayers.

At the end of the room an arch opened into a second hall. It was there |xpar
found the Cath of A onton, the original parchnment believed | ost a thousand
years ago. It lay preserved under nodern glass, signed by the Managers of
every Estate in existence on that First Day of the First Century of the Mdern
Age. Its message-short, sinple, and visionary-se the pattern for nodern Coba:
On this day let it be sworn; a newera is bom the Era of Aonton. O the
Heart. The Era of Quis. My bl oodshed never again break the Cath we make here
t oday.

So the wars ended.

As she continued into the next hall, the centuries unrolled before her
Eventual |y she came to a nodel of the first windrider. Farther on she found
arnmbands that had bel onged to an Akasi ofJahlt's predecessor. Then she saw a
docunent witten in Jahlt's own hand; Council proceedings, with the last entry
fromthe previous year. Next to the scroll lay the portrait of a child.

| xpar picked up the picture. It was a drawing of herself as a child, done
years ago by an artist from Shazorla. An inscription on the back read: n honor
of my Successor, Ixpar Kam Signed. Jahit Kam Fifty-third Year of the Tenth
Century of the odern Age.

| xpar swal | omed, struggling against a hotness in her eyes. °he set the picture
down by the nodel of a recording machine. Then she realized the recorder
wasn't a model. She pressed its switch—and Jahlt's voice floated into the air:
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"If you are listening to this, Ixpar, you nust now be Mn ter. Yours is a

uni que destiny: to | ead our people during the ( when we nust |earn to coexi st
with those who canme to us fi the stars.

"In these two halls you will find an aid to that destiny: t Menory of Karn.
Beyond the Menory is a chanber with apparent exit. It is actualy the end of an
entry designed by ancient chieftain to test her successor, Kam Teotec. M ni st
inthe Add Age used the entry to chall enge the worthiness o successor. In the
drawer of this stand, you will find diagrai that describe its various roomns. |
advi se against trying t actual entry; the machinery is ancient and rmay fail."
So, Ixpar thought. Jahit had i ndeed never neant for her try the entry. These
hal s nust have another entrance, one Ja had apparently not yet shown Solan. O
per haps she had fea to reveal too nuch, |est Sol an guess the existence of the
Me ory. How long had it been since anyone used the secret enti Decades?
Centuries?

Jahlt's voice continued. "Mst people think of the Mnis as she who nakes | aws
But two parts exist to our office, Ixp and the setting down of lawis, to ny
m nd, only our second function. We are first the primary builders of the Quis.
T wealth of the Menory | ooks staggering, but its tre value 1 in its

distillation of all that has formed our world. Learn it wlt will give you an
under standi ng of the Quis shared by no oti Mnager."

Jahlt's voice softened. "If ny Akasi Mentar outlives n please give himthe
letter | have eft in the drawer. Wien i tine conmes, | ask you to place his

arnbands and guards h< with a plaque to honor his nane,"

And then: "You nmean as nmuch to nme as a daughter, |xpar, the pattern of our
lives continues after death, ny love is w you even now. "

| xpar bent her head, as if that gesture could fend off | upwelling in her
eyes. A drop of water fell on the record then another, and another. The tears
flowed with gather force, her long pent-up grief finally given outlet.

After a time she straightened up and wi ped her face. Sof she said, "Good-bye,
Jahlt. Rest well."
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She found the letter for Mentar next to a scroll with diagrans of the secret
entry, along with interpretations of the Quis roonms by various Mnisters, sone
simlar to her own thoughts on the puzzle. As she replaced the scroll, a
sparkle in the drawer caught her attention. She reached for it and pulled out
a nedal i on. When she held it up, it dangled in the torchlight by its gold
chain, a platinumtriangle with an exploding star inscribed on it. She had
seen it once before, the day the Inperial ate del egation presented it to Jahit
as a gift.

| xpar set down the nedallion and | ooked around. At the end of the room she
found a door that opened onto a spiral staircase. She cinmbed the stairs up and
around, level after level, until she reached a | anding with engravings on its
wal I . When she pressed in the sequence given by the ancient rhynme, a door
opened in the stone.

| xpar wal ked out into the private suite of her predecessor

29

Toppl ed Queen's Spectru

Starlight shone through the wi ndows, pouring across Sevtar. Savina lay next to
him tracing a finger along his biceps.
"Hnunm " He stirred. 'Thought you were asleep .
"I'" mthinking. About our baby. W need a nanme for her."

He opened his eyes. "How about Roca? t's ny nother's nane."

"Rohka M esa" She tited her head. "ft has a good sound."

H s eyes closed. "That it does"

"Sevtar?"

" Hrmm "

"What was she |ike? Your nother, | nean."

"You | ook Iike her. Except she's much taller." He opened his yes and sniled
sleepily at her. "Actually, you look nore |like native Lyshrioli girls on ny
father's world."
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"LyshriolL" She rolled the word on her tongue. "A pre|| nane."
"For a pretty world." Rolling onto his side, he pushed up his el bow wi de awake

now "I want to take you there." 5 That threw her like a tossed dice cube.
"Take me of Coba' "Don't you ever wonder what's beyond your worl d?" i "It is
forbidden to us." e "Not to ne. And you are ny
wife." She tried to i magi ne himas a Jagernaut, but the inmage w too foreign.

He was Cal ani . Akasi
Yet he had the mark of a warrior. Wen she touched the fail scar that cut
across his shoulder, he said, "lIt's froma | aser cst bine."

"Lai Zher? |Is that a placer’ | "A gun." He paused. "I
could have had the scar renpved b doing that seened fal se somehow. As if |
were hiding the scac inside."

She wi shed she knew how t o soot he away whatever nightnmares haunted him A

Cal ani shoul dn't have such nenories darken his life.

Sevtar sat up, pressing his palns against his tenples, as 1 did when his Kyle
headaches canme. Then he got up and left ti room pulling on his robe as he
went. Puzl ed, Savina threw O her own robe and foll owed. She found hi m standi ng
by a wi ndow i n her den.

"Sevtar." She went over to him "Wat is it?" 1 "Imnot what you
think I am"” ;] "You are the Mesa Fourth." Her voice
gentled. "My Akasi.| "You only see what you understand, Savina. The darker
side|] won't go away just because | play Quis now instead of killing."

'That doesn't negate the side | see.
to ease your nenori es. ;
He touched her cheek. "You ease them nore than you know. "

Ant honi Kam strode across the courtyard with Tal Kam his hair tossing in the
autum wind It was hard to believe a full season had al ready passed since he
two of them won the coveted apprenticeships to the Mnistry staff.

Silently she thought, I wish I knew how
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"I"ve never seen Elder Solan this worried," Tal continued. "M nister Kam
m ssed all of her appointnments yesterday. No one can find her." She hurried

with Anthoni up the wide steps of the Estate. "I'm sure the El der knows
somet hi ng. She keeps going down to the cataconbs."

Ant honi sl owed down as they entered the building. "I hope Mnister Kamis al
right."

Tal snorted. "I'll bet you do."

"Why do you say it like that?"

"I't's the way you fawn all over her, displaying yourself. Just |ook at the way
you dress."

Ant honi had given up discussing this with her. He acted and dressed |ike al
the other aides. If Tal had a problemw th the way he filled out his clothes,
she could learn to deal with it. He had no intention 9f hiding hinself in
robes and Tal ha, |ike a Haka nan.

When they reached the junction of a hall that led to the suite of the late
Jahit Kam Tal suddenly froze, staring down the cross hall. A ghostly figure
was coal escing out of its shadows, as if the dead Mnister had returned to
possess the Estate. The "ghost" cane nearer, resolving into | xpar Kam Gashes
caked with bl ood covered her arns and dirt srmudged her face.

Ant honi bowed, followed by Tal. "G eetings, Mnister Kam" he said.

| xpar pushed a straggle of hair fromher eyes. "Have either of you seen El der
Sol an?"

"Yhee, ma'am" Tal said. "She's looking for you."

"Go tell her I will neet her in nmy office." The Mnister turned to Anthoni
"I"d like you to have a crew prepare the Mnister's suite. | want to nmove in
as soon as possible.™

"Ri ght away," he said.

As Anthoni and Tal strode off, they exchanged gl ances. So. There had been

t hose who said I xpar Karo woul d never truly be Mnister until she could bring
herself to live in the Mnistry suite, which had previously bel onged to her
pr edecessor.

Par out on the Mesa Plateau, the mneral flats baked under the n. Hot springs
rel eased fumes into the | ate-aftenoon haze
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and vapors bl ew across the ground in gritty streaners of yes | ow and purple.
As the rider skimred | ow over the flats, Avtt Varz stared out the w ndow.

In the seat next to her, Zecha sat watching the flats unn) beneath them "Ugly
pl ace," she conment ed

Avtac scow ed. 'That ugly place is naking Bahvia rich Her expression becane
nore thoughtful. "However, the su phur down there is cheap.”

Bones and bugs, Zecha thought. Wy Avtac's sudden inte est in chem cal s? First
it was potassium then carbon, now su phur. What was it about these substances
that so fascinate Varz's form di bl e Manager?

The cluster of Mesa aides stood in the sitting roomoutsic Savina's bedroom
tal king in whispers and trying not to stai at the Fourth Level pacing on the
other side of the room Ke ric ignored them too worried to care if they
gawked. H guards waited at their posts.

The inner door of the room opened, fram ng Behz, the Me Senior Physician, in
its archway. The elderly doctor regarde themall with her faded bl ue eyes,

t hen beckoned to Kelric.

I nsi de the darkened bedroom he found Savi na dozing und a nmound of quilts. He
sat on the bed and took her hand.

"Sevtar?" she nurnured.

"How do you feel ?"

"Better." She opened her eyes. "Avtac will despise ne."

"Why do you say that?"

"She will think me weak to be so sick fromcarrying child."

"What Avtac Varz thinks doesn't matter." He stroked hi hair. "That you can
have ny child at all is a mracle."

"Rashiva did."

Kelric stiffened. How di d she know Rashiva's son wi his?

Savina curled her fingers around his hand. "She brought hi to Council. Few

peopl e have ever seen you, so npbst don't reali;
t he resenbl ance. And he has to stay on a special diet. Lil yours.'
her eyes. "Rashiva had trouble, but not |i this."

She cl osed
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Keric thought of the primtive state of Coban nedicine and the room seened to
darken around him "I want to get you a better doctor." "Behz is the best."
"For Coba, yes, Behz is good. There are better el sewhere." Her eyes snapped
open. "Go offworld?" She stiffened. "Your Rhon would take away ny baby. They
woul d say | am not good enough to be the nother of their grandchild."

"Savina, no. My parents would love you." He lifted her into his arns. "Cone
home with ne."

She watched himwi th her large eyes. "If you left Coba you would no | onger be
Sevtar." "I would love you no matter what ny nane." "I couldn't bear it if you
rejected your OCath." She touched the outline of his armbands under his shirt.
"The highest Iove is that of a Manager for her Akasi." "1 don't have to be
Calani to love you." Softly she said, "I'mnot sure | can say the reverse." He
didn't want to believe it. "I could nmake you happy." "Your |SC would punish ny
peopl e for maki ng you stay here. They woul d occupy Coba. Take away our
Restriction. Use our world. Disrupt the Qis."

After living on Coba for twelve years, Kelric had found much about its culture
he val ued, just as he |l oved Savina and Quis. He no nore wi shed to see Coba's
uni que civilization disrupted by |ISC occupation than did her own people. He
wasn't sure he wanted his old Iife back, with its vicious political intrigue
and harsh realities.

But these were extenuating circunstances. "I'mworried about the baby. And
you. "

"I can't risk my world for the lives of two people.
eyes. "Not even for ny own child and nyself."

Rai n drummed agai nst Dahl Es.tate. The clock in Chankah's office chi ned

Morni ng's Second Hour, but still she sat at her desk absorbed in work. Wen a
tap sounded at the door, she |ooked up with a start. She went to the door and
found the doctor Dabbiv waiting outside, his face flushed from running.
"What's wrong? Chankah asked.

Tears glistened in her
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"You' ve got to see— He tugged her arm "Come see." U
He hurried her to his Iab, where a solitary |anp burned one coner. An odd
device sat on a table there, a brass tuf clanped to a nmount that let the tube
incline at an angle. Wh they reached the table, she saw a pl atform fastened
below tn tube, with a concave mirror under that. The setup rem nded h of the
| ens toys hobbyists used to magnify insects and | eav The toys were notoriously
faulty, though, with lens aberratiod that gave blurred or fal se i nages

a
"What is it?" she asked. [ ]
"I'"ll show you." Dabbiv took a flask off the table. "This is i| sanple of the
cont am nated water you asked ne to anal yze."
"The plant engineers say it's not contami nated. The|| couldn't find anything
init." | a
Dabbi v waved the flask at her. "Nothing they could see." H(|| dabbed water
fromthe flask onto a square Quis die made fron|| glass and set it front of

her. "1've been working with an opl cian, mninmzing | ens aberrations." He
handed her a magnifyll ing gass. "Try this one."

|
Chankah peered through the glass at the water. A pink spec|jj| darted across
her field of vision. "It moves too fast." 1]

Dabbi v took a vial of slowsyrup and let a drop fall into thd] water "Now try"

This time the speck drifted in a circle while a second one floated lazily into
view "There's sonething. It's hard to see.

"That's because a single |lens doesn't magnify enough. Dabbiv tapped his brass
tube. "So | put several lenses together! like in the toys skywatchers use to

| ook at stars." He gestured with his hands. "You see, if you get the distances
betwee | enses just right, the imge fromone forns an object for the' next. It
gi ves much better magnification.”

"But aren't the images terrible?" |

Dabbi v gave a wave of dismissal. "Lens toys make blurry| images because gl ass
bends the different colors in light by dif-| ferent anpbunts. But if your

‘"lens' is achromatic, that is, if it's3 really a series of |enses, you can
conpensate for the bending. « It took me a long tine to find the right shapes
and the right glass. But | think | have it now | call it a mcroscope." He
set
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the Quis square on the platformbel ow the tube and switched on a light in the
nmount. "Just look at it, Chankah."

She squinted into the eyepiece. "I see a black cord."

"A cord?" Dabbiv |ooked |like a windrider that had just smacked into a clif.
"There shouldn't be a cord." Leaning over, he peered into the eyepiece. "Ah.
So." He whisked a hair off the tube. "Now try."

Chankah squinted into the eyepi ece and saw a clunp of pink blobs. "It's
blurry."

He touched the screw on the nount. "Use the fine-focus."

She turned the screw-and the bl obs resolved into a cluster of translucent oval
bags with hairs waving about their edges. Little rods darted through the
cluster.

"Wel, I'Il be a Quis cube." Chankah | ooked up at him "Wat are they?"

Dabbi v grinned. "Sone kind of animal. | think there's a whol e universe of
small animals to see.”

H s success gratified Chankah. Once again he had proved wong the many critics
who insisted his ideas woul d never work.

Kastora Kamwas a tall woman with a wealth of nahogany hair she wore swept
into a roll on her head. |xpar had known her since they were children in the
Cooperative. Although Kastora was older, in their chil dhood she had foll owed

I xpar's lead in everything, fromsports to boys to school. Ixpar valued her

| oyalty, her hard work, her keen intellect, and her good sense. So when she
became M ni ster, she appoi nted Kastora as her Senior Aide.

Today they considered fundi ng requests from Kam schol ars. Kastora handed her a
file. "These are fromthe science |abs."

| xpar recogni zed nost of the proposals. But at the back of the fol der she
found a surprise. "Bahr Kam wants research funds? | thought she was a

pr of essi onal ganbler."

Kastora chuckl ed. "Wth Bahr you never know. A few years ago she wanted to
apply to the Cal anya."

"I remenber. To say it offended Jahit is an understatenment." |xpar scanned the
proposal . " 'Qis Mdels of Elemental Structure.' What do you suppose she's
doi ng?"

Kast ora shrugged. "Playing patte ganes."
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"This idea she describes, a Quis chart for chem cal ek nments—'ve heard

something like it before. | can't renenbeq where."

"Maybe she suggested it to Jahlt." ij|

"No . . ." Ixpar finally caught the nenory, recalling it fro a tinme when she
had been half her current age. «

Periodic chart, Kelric had said. Atom c structure
Quis Wzard Bahr sat on the cobbl estones in the market, he low table set up on
the flagstones, her dice out and ready fa chall engers. She | eaned agai nst the
wal I of the building behin( her, soaking up sunshine. Stalls stood everywhere
in the pla and lengths of netal balls clinked and cl anked on their roof Peope
t hronged the square, cone to trade or watch the stree artists.
A lyderharpist set up his stool by a nearby sausage stand an soon people were
gathering to listen as he charmed livl notes from his handheld harp. Sone of
the listeners canme to sil| at Bahr's table and try their luck with a Qis
W zard. The were challengers in name only, but she let a few of themw anyway
just to keep peopl e com ng back. -
Not such a bad day after all, Bahr decided. She hadn't fel |ike setting up at
mar ket this norning, but she couldn't spendj every day working on pattern
ganes in her suite. After a while|| she started talking to the dice. Besides,
she had to eat. Quisj was her living and as Wzard of the Kam Quis she |ived
as good as the living came. It was no coincidence the former| Mnister (the
goddess rest Jahlt's cast-iron soul) often asked| her to the Estae for Quis.
Bahr grinned at the nmenory. Those | had been sone ganes.

I
Her good nood di rmed. Too bad she threw it all to the wind, asking to apply to
the Cal anya. The |l ook on Jahlt Karn's | face had said, plain as dice, that a
certain Bahr Kam over-1 stepped the bounds of decency. After that, the
M ni ster no| longer sent her invitations for Quis.
Pah. She had just wanted to play dice. Good dice. Qutsider Quis was too easy,
as boring as filling out census forms. Still, she couldn't help but snile as a
daydream f orned; Bahr wakes up with hal f-dressed Calani all around her: tal
ones, snal
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ones, dark ones, sunny ones, big nuscled ones, and lithe sup ple ones—
"Hen," a voice said. "You won't make a cental if you sleep all day."

Bahr opened her eyes and scow ed. Rhab Kam was | eaning his well-built self
against the wall. "CGo away," she said. "I'mnot in the nood for Modernists

t oday. "

Rhab grinned, his teeth flashing white. It irked Bahr to no end. She had | ong
ago deci ded Mbdernists were Mdernists because they | ooked so ugly no wonan
woul d glance at themtw ce. Rhab's existence continually confounded her
conclusion. It wasn't even that he was really that handsome, at least not in a
cl assic sense. But sonething about himdi srupted her equilibrium

"Go sell your pots," she grunbl ed

He sat next to her. "My apprentice is watching the stall."

"You cone to preach to ne again about nelting down Cal anya arnbands? Havi ng
men Managers? It'll never happen, Rhab."

"Sure it will. Maybe not this year or the next. But it'll happen."

She | eaned close to him "You know what you need? Some Manager to put you in a
Cal anya and nake you behave. Get all these ideas out of your head."

"You won't lock me up in Cal anya guards."”

"Nobody | ocks Cal ani anynore."

"Maybe not their wists or ankles." Rhab tapped a finger against her tenple.
"But inside here we're all just as |ocked and guarded as in the A d Age."
"“I'"'mnot . "

"I wasn't referring to you. Only to half of Coba. The rmale half."

"Pah. "

"Pah yourself. Unlike you, not all of us want to be Calani."

Her face burned. "Where did you get the dunb idea | wanted to be a Cal ani ?"
Rhab | aughed. "Tell you what, Bahr. 1'll give you wist guards and you can be
ny Akasi."

"Khozaar above." She | ooked around, fast and furtive. on't talk so | oud.
Soneone ni ght hear."
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Still grinning, he stretched out his legs, his tame bro* boots nicely
accenting the flaming red of hers. "Looks |ike yc! bought new boots."
>

"Sure did. Got 'emto match ny hair." Bahr angled a look T him "Got ne new
roonms in the Whnen's House too." H' mnd nmade a fantasy of Rhab in her roons;
t he sexy nodern condemms her advances until she overcones his resistance an he
gives in to her. Then she had an odd thought; it would t? nice to have Rhab's

conpany even if he didn't succunb to heU anorous overtures. "Maybe |I'Il bring
you over and |let you se them" |
"Prowl ing after Modernists, heh?" H

She reddened. "Prowling, pah. |I'd rather go after off worlders.”

"I hear they're all Mdernists. Matter of fact, | hear the Mnister is a man."

"Just shows how gullible you are.” But Bahr had caugh wi nd of the sane runor.
It was in the Quis. Al sorts of new
was there to read, fromthe growi ng | egend of the Fourth Leve at Mesa to the
nmyst eri ous goings-on in the Varz |labs. Strang undercurrents ran through the
di ce, offworlder ideas, subtl and confusing, detectable only to a Quis W zard.

4
"Heh," Rhab said. "Look at that."
Bahr | ooked. A retinue had entered the market, rippling excitenent through the
crowd. "I wonder who it is," she said.
"The Mnistry Senior Aide, |ooks like."
"Kastora? Cuaz nme. It is"
"She's com ng over here.”
Bahr snorted, primarily to hide the fact that inportant peo| pie nade her
knees shake. But Rhab was right. Kastora was'»:
conmi ng their way. .
The Senior Aide stopped in front of Bahr's dice table. "Quis?? Wzard Bahr?"

I

Bahr scrambled to her feet, acutely aware of how Kastora? towered over her.
"Yhee, ma'am | nean, that's ne."
"M ni ster Kam sends her greetings.'

Kastora handed her a letter.

I
Bahr read the letter, then gaped at Kastora. A nudge from Rhab's foot started

her tongue working again. "Uh—yes. Tel
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her I will. | nmean, tell Mnister Kara | will be honored to neet with her."
I've no reason to be intimdated, Bahr thought. Ixpar Kamwas just a person
hardly ol der than Bahr herself. But she recognized the late Jahit Karn in the
woman who faced her from behind the | arge desk. Ixpar had that sanme aura of
under st ated power. She al so possessed a quality Bahr had never detected in
Jahit, a ferocity just below her civilized exterior.

I"mnot intimdated, Bahr rem nded herself.

"I wish to know nore about the work you describe in your proposal," the
M ni ster said.

Bahr rubbed her sweating palmnms on her trousers. "I want to understand
el enents. Chemical elenments, | nean."

"\Why 2"

"Wl | -ah— She had never thought about why. "It's interesting."

"1 see.”

Bahr knew she sounded |ike an idiot. But she couldn't quit now. She wanted the
funds too much. Sure she boasted about her great life, rolling dice and maki ng
pots of coins. Truth was, she didn't |ike ganbling. Nor was she a woman to
parlay her skil with the dice into power and prestige. She didn't care about
that. She just wanted to play Quis. Real Quis. Like a Calani. Like a man. She
coud hear the laughter; not nuch of a woman, heh, Bahr? Well, she would |earn
to take it. She had to. She needed support if she wanted to play pattern games
full time and this was the only way to get it.

"I"'mtrying to find a Quis pattern that describes the elenents,” she said.
"Actually, | already found one. But it has problens."

"Probl ens?" | xpar asked.

"I think we're missing sone elenents. Alot of them" Her fascination with the
project junped in and ki cked away her nervousness. "My pattern predicts
periodicity in the elements. It all fits. It's beautiful. But sone elenents it
predicts aren't iny chenmistry scroll 1've found. And a few elenments listed in
e scrolls don't fit my pattern.”

"Whi ch ones?" | xpar asked.
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"Water. And air." Bahr knew any respectabl e scienst woy

| augh her out of the room But she had to see this through

don't believe water and air are really elenments.”

"I see." Ixpar picked up a folder on her desk. "These a your tutorial files
fromthe Cooperative. You have an unustt record."

Bahr's face flamed. Unusual was a polite termfor a trua who had been too busy
playing dice to bother with Il esson The Mnister's neani ng was obvi ous; where
did sormeone |il Bahr get the wind to challenge the patterns of established sc
ence?

"It isn't exactly an inpressive file,'
"No, ma'am it isnt."

"Were you bored?"

The question threw Bahr. "Bored?"
"Wth your |essons.”

Bahr had no i dea how to answer. She had never paid enou attention to remenber
the lessons. "I don't know "

| xpar considered her. "Atomic structure."

"l don't understand."

"Neither do I." Ixpar closed the folder. "A man once sa those words to ne
while trying to explain the chemical el nments.”

"What does it mean?"

"That's what | want you to tell me." |xpar tapped her styh agai nst her
fingers. "You will have to nove onto the Estate.'

Bahr was getting confused. "Estate?"

| xpar | eaned forward. "Understand me, Quis Wzard. would never let a woman

| xpar said.

| oose in ny Calanya nor tolerate tt suggestion of such. But you will take the
Cath and live as Calani. Mentors fromthe Preparatory House will instru you."
She paused. "I assume you will put nore effort into yoi studies now than you

did as a child?"

The room whi rl ed about Bahr. "Cal ani ? Me?"

"I want you to study it all with your Quis: physics, chen istry, elenments.
Full time. | want you to tell ne what is atomstructure."

Bahr gaped at her. "1'll be blown over a bubble."
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"Are you interested?" the Mnister asked. "Yhee, ma'am" Bahr said. "That |
surely am"

Keiric closed his eyes, trying to ease the throbbing in his head. It didn't
even help that he was sitting in his favorite arncthair in the main conmon
room as he always did after dinner. In a nearby al cove Hayl strummed a

| yderharp and Revi lay next to him As Hayl played, Keiric brooded. The
guestion of taking Savina offworld had beconme noot; she was too sick to travel
and too far into her pregnancy for himto bring back a doctor in tinme even if
he coul d have gone for one. Their child' s life was in the hands of the Coban
doctors now.

Hayl began "Song of the Snowprince," a ballad about a Varz Akasi fromthe Ad
Age who di ed when he was caught in a blizzard as he fled fromthe

stone- hearted Manager to the arnms of the woman he | oved. Al though Keiric
usual |y enjoyed Hayl's playing, tonight even the nusic couldn't soothe his
headache.

In the seven years since he had come to Mesa, his brain damage had gradual |y
been healing. Until now. Suddenly his Kyle centers were reactivating with a
vengeance, an uneven resurgence that felt like shards of glass driving into
his head. How could Savina's gentle touch evoke such an intense response? The
KEB in her brain didn't have enough active sites to broadcast a signal this
strong.

He cl osed his eyes and concentrated on the link he shared with her. Wth his
Kyl e senses so sensitized, he picked her up nore easily than ever before. As
her presence grew nore distinct, it separated. One part renained a di mgl ow,
warm and familiar. The other blazed like a blue giant star being bom

Bei ng bom
Keiric junmped to his feet and strode past a startled Hayl to the Qutside
doors. Heaving them open, he | ooked out at the escort. "I have to see Savina."

Captain Lesi dropped her pouch, scattering dice across the floor. One of the
guards junped, knocking over a Quis struce, and another sputtered Tanghi tea
across the table.

"For puggi ng sake," he said. "Do you think my vocal cords
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have been cut?" He headed Qut into the hal. If they w going to gawk, he would
find Savina hinself. .
In seconds the guards had surrounded him their stun drawn. He forced hinself
to stop. Being knocked out wo| get hi m nowhere.

]
"Manager Mesa is sick," Captain Lesi said.
"l need to see her."
H s voi ce shook themup nore than anything el se he co have done, short of
junping off a tower. Lesi notioned six his guards into formation around him
and sent the seventh it ning ahead.
Behz, the M esa Senior Physician, was waiting for them Savina's suite. Kelric
wal ked straight past her. As he entel the darkened bedroom he heard Lesi
order someone to { down their gun. H's back itched, waiting for a stun shot,
bi never came. Inside the bedroom he paused, halted by the si of Savina's
smal |l formcurled under the quilts.
Behz canme in and cl osed the door. Draw ng him aside, s spoke in a |ow voice.

"If she gets any worse she will lose t baby. Can't this wait?"
He shook his head no. She studied his face, as if search for an answer. "You
will take care with her, yes, Sevtai Wen he nodded, she bowed to hi m and

withdrew fromt room eaving himalone with his wfe.

Kelric sat on the bed and genty rested his hand on Savin abdonmen, so near now
to full term

"I's Avtac here ... ?" she asked.

"It's me," he said.

Her eyes opened. "You | ook scared to death."

"Savina, it's about the baby. She's a nore powerful psi than | realized."
"Psion?" She nestled against him closing her eyes. "Si for ne, Sevtar."

He didn't know how to describe for her the way the quanfa wavefunctions of her
brain and his coupled with each other a with that of the baby's devel opi ng
brain. Through that thr< way |ink he and Savina already |oved their child, on
a |l el deeper than conscious thought. But a danger also existed i infant had
little or no control over its devel oping Kyle orga
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During the trauma of its birth, its mnd would probably hit Savina with a
neural overload. A Kyle birth usually gave the nother a headache or at worst
caused a convulsion. It might have no effect if the nother knew how to rel ease
neurotransmtters that blocked receptor sites affected by the overl oad.

Except their child was no ordi nary Kyl e.
"The baby doesn't know she can hurt you,'
can protect both you and her."

Drowsily she said, "You worry about the strangest things."

"I have to be with you when she's born. Right here. Kyle effects fall off
roughly as the coulonmb force, so the farther away | amfromyou, the weaker ny
interaction with the two of you."

" he said. "My nind is |like hers.

She opened her eyes, her face gentling. "I would like for you to be here. |
wanted to ask, but | wasn't sure how. Sonme nmen feel unconfortable in the
birthing room" She sighed. "Avtac will protest, of course.”

"You nmean Avtac Varz?"

"She cones to help Manage Mesa while | amsick."

"Can't your staff take care of it?"

"Yes. But not as well as Avtac. | appreciate her help."

"l don't trust her."”

"You never net her."

" don't like the Quis patterns |'ve seen of her."

"1 know she intim dates people " Savina said. "But she has al ways been a
friend to me. Harsh and demandi ng, but al so steadfast."

The door opened, neking a line of light in the dark, "Manager M esa?" Captain
Lesi asked. "ls everything all right?"

"Fine," Savina said.

After the captain withdrew, Savina smiled at Kelric. "You rmust have shaken

t hem up. "

"I wasn't exactly being a nodel Calani." He snoothed her hair. "They're right,
t hough. | should let you rest."

She curled closer to him "Don't |leave. 1 feel better when you' re here."

So he held her while she slept. H's own thoughts refused to let himrest. How
could he have known Savina carried the full set o Rhon genes, nostly unpaired,
hi dden and recessive? No wonder he | oved her. Far down, in a place deeper than
consci ous
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t hought, |ike had recognized like. Her unexpressed genes h paired up with his
and produced a child of phenoei strength Their daughter was Rhon

Avtac Varz | ocked her valise and strai ghtened up, fastening) jacket to ward
of f the predawn chill. She considered stopp by Hettav's apartment in the city
to say good-bye before s left for Mesa, but decided against it. The tine had
cone toe her arrangenent with him Young and handsome though was, he had
ceased to please her.

In fact, last night Avtac had found herself seeking < Garith, her only Akasi,
the father of her five children. At man with a rmuscul ar build and eyes |ike
t he sky, his bea had once been stunning. The decades had streaked his gt hair
with gray and added lines around his eyes, but even af so many years she stil
enj oyed hi s conpany.

Besi des, Hettav wanted too much. He should have realiz she would never nake
himan Akasi. He gave away his virt too easily, on top of which he was a
terrible dice player.

An ai de appeared in the archway, shivering in the cold. T rider is ready,

ma' am "

"Cood." Avtac handed her the valise. "Take this out tot airfield." She headed
to her office for a | ast—but nost inp< tant—neeting. Zecha should be there by
Now.

Avtac knew there were those who criticized her decision appoint Zecha as
captain of her hunters. Before naking t decision, she had gone over every
detail ofZecha's nethods Haka. The fornmer warden hadn't understood the
subtleties power and so abused it. But for a Manager who knew how utilize her
strengths and control her excesses, Zecha made excellent, and loyal, officer
It was al so obvious why the Haka Bench reacted with su severity in Zecha's
case. It involved a Calani. At times Av was convinced the sungoddess Savi na
had created nmen as pu ishnment for some perceived mi sdeed of womankind. Eitt
handsome and seductive, with few redeenming qualities asi fromthe obvious, or
el se plain and querul ous, they fore\ caused trouble.
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When she reached her ofice, she found Zecha waiting with the chem st |va.

Al t hough Iva had recovered fromthe injuries she took during the | ab accident,
a scar marred her cheek. It struck Avtac as inappropriate that Iva wore the
mark while the clunsy assistant who caused the acci dent went unscathed. The
accident itself, however, intrigued Avtac.

Sul phur, nitrate, charcoal

"I"ve read your research proposal."’
"Pattern ganes."

Iva had her argunents prepared. "Wrking out Quis patterns of inorganic
synt heses has great potential to inmprove our lives, Manager Varz. It could
| ead to uncount abl e new compounds. "

"What ever," Avtac said. "lI'mgiving you the funds."

A surprised smle junped onto Iva's face. "You won't regret it, | assure—s'
"Wth one stipulation," Avtac interrupted. want you to conplete a project
first." She took a folder .fromher desk and handed it to the chem st. "You
will work with Captain Zecha. and a crew of netal-shapers she selected.”

Iva gl anced through the file. "Metal Quis dice with chemcals in then®"
"That's right. Can you do it?"

"Well —yes, | think so." lIva | ooked up at Avtac. "I'mnot sure they will have
much use. But | can do it."

Papers, Savina thought. She listlessly regarded the pies stacked on the bed.
How could a tree be left anywhere on Coba? They had all been cut down to nake
papers Savina M esa must read.

At | east since Avtac's arrival yesterday, Savina had found nore tinme to rest.
Except that Zecha had flown down from Varz today to report to Avtac. Although
Savi na found not hing specific about the captain she could point to and say
"This bothers me," Zecha disquieted her, like a pressure against her nind
Savina et the folder she held drop onto the bed. As she lay ack, a cranp
caught her like a vise. Wth a gasp, she reached out to the nightstand for the
co. The added wei ght of her pregnancy gave her nore nomentumthan she expected
and her

Avt ac noved her hand in di sm ssal
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awkward size made it difficult to recover. Her body unbal anc and she rolled
forward, off the bed, tunbling through the a She | anded on the floor with a
t hud.
"Ah—o . . ." Savina cried out as a full-blown contracti clenched her. "Behz!
Soneone! " -
The door burst open and people ran into the bedroomt Beh knet next to her
anot her contraction hit Savina, shoe ing firebrands up her spine. She gazed up
at the doctor, nute inploring her to nake the pain stop
After a quick exam Behz | ooked up at the nurses. "W w need cl ean sheets. And
boil sonme water." 2
"No." Savina groaned as they lifted her onto the bed. Til baby hasn't even
turned yet."
As nmuch as Beh tried to hide her concern, it radiated o her |ike heat off an
ingot. "That nmay be. But you're in labor, can't stop it."
Avtac paced the living roomoutside Savina's bedroomwhile i cluster of aides
spoke wi th hushed voices. Zecha waited by | wi ndow, staring out at the city,
her face drawn as if she hadn sept the entire night.

\
Suddenly the outer door of the suite swung open and Ca
tain Lesi of the Cal anya escort strode into the room
"I's there a problemin the Cal anya?" Avtac asked. ;
Lesi bowed to her. "The Cal ani Sevtar wi shes to be witi) Manager M esa."

Avtac coul d i magi ne the consequences of letting a high-| strung Calani into
the birthing room "Tell himno." J

"He's already here, ma'am 1 could barely convince himto| wait in the

al cove. " ;

The lack of discipline at Mesa appalled Avtac. Savina indulged this ourth
Level far too nuch. "Take hi m back."

The M esa Senior Aide canme over to them "Savina wants himw th her, ma' am"
That gave Avtac pause. "She spoke to you about this?"

"I think she and Sevtar just nade the decision."

"But did she give orders?" Avtac said.

t was a noment before the Senior answered. "Not yet."
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"Yet?" Avtac w shed the woman woul d be nore specific. "Then she told you she
i ntended to give orders on the subject.”

"No," the Senior adnmitted. "But she did intend to."

Avt ac appraised the Senior. Was she operating on her own agenda or did she
truly believe Savina wanted this excitable Calani hovering around while she

| abored? Avtac had never asked for Garith in the five tines she had given
birth. H s presence woul d have been an intrusion.

A nurse opened the door of Savina's bedroom "Manager Varz?"

Avtac went over to him "How is Savina?"

"She's had several convul sions, we aren't sure why. And the baby is in the
wrong position." Quietly he said, "Behz doesn't know if either she or the baby
will live."

No, Avtac thought. Savina, be strong. "Has she asked for the baby's father?"
The nurse shook his head. "She sl eeps between contractions and isn't coherent
during them™

"Do you think it would help her to have himconme in?"

The nurse spread his hands. "W don't know. "

Avtac suspected that if Savina had said nothing about the matter this far into
her pregnancy, she didn't want Sevtar in there. Unfortunately, with Savina it
was difficult to tell; you could never be sure what was going on in her odd,
al beit engagi ng, mnd. Nor was pronptness one of her strong points;

Avtac went to the wi ndow where Zecha stood. As the captain turned to her
Avtac was surprised by the extensive lines of fatigue on her face.

"You knew this man Sevtar at Haka," Avtac said.

"He isn't stable," Zecha said. "Let himin there and you coul d have a

di saster."

Avtac notioned for the Cal anya captain. Wen Lesi came over, Avtac said, "Do
you believe Sevtar might |ose control of hinself in the birthing roon®"

"Not at all," Lesi said.

"He never behaves in an erratic manner?"

The M esa captain hesitated.
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"Answer with care," Avtac said. "Your Manager's life c depend on what you
say."

Lesi exhaled. "I can't guarantee he'll do nothing u pected."”

The M esa Senior Aide joined themin time to hear Les comment. "Sevtar is
steadi er than a rock," the Senior said.

A guard opened the outer door of the suite. "Captain Le I don't know how nuch
| onger he's going to wait."

"Bring him" the Senior said.

Avtac spoke to the guard. "You will do nothing until y have my perm ssion."
The guard hesitated, |ooking fromAvtac to the Senior. Tt she said, "Yhee,
ma'am " to Avtac.

Zecha drew Avtac to one side. "I woud think before you himin there. It's
wel | - known what you have to gain if Saw M esa dies."

Avtac had no wish to see Savina die. The M esa Mna

was one of the few people she actually liked. Besides, if s appeared to seek
Savina's death, the political ramficatk would be ugly. On the other hand, if
she refused the Pou Level and i turned out Savina had actually wanted himth
t he consequences coul d be just as serious.

A bead of sweat ran down the side of Zecha's face. Swiped it away with a

di stracted notion.

"Are you sick?" Avtac asked.

"It's the tension. Can't you feel it?" Zecha pressed the he of her pal ns
agai nst her tenpes. "It's like being in a nmu conpactor."

Avtac frowned. "What are you tal king about?"

Zecha's face took on an odd expression, as if she had do

and shuttered herself. "It's nothing."
"Manager Varz." Captain Lesi stepped over to them '" need to decide."
Avtac considered her, then turned to Zecha. "I need y< best opinion Captain.

One untai nted by anger."
Zecha stiffened and Avtac saw that her inplication was | ost on the captain. If
the wrong decision was made, it woi reflect on Zecha now as well.
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Zecha rubbed her tenples, her face drawn. Wth conplete certainty she said,
Manager M esa wants himwith her."

Relri cs awareness of the foyer faded as he concentrated on the force being
bora in the other room H's daughter reacted in instinct, innocent of the
know edge her miracl ous power could kill. Keltic buffered Savina, easing the
onsl aught, but hoding his Iink with her proved difficult fromtwo roons away.
The foyer door opened, framing Captain Lesi in its archway. She said, sinmply,
"I will take you to Manager Mesa."

Sonehow, through his tenion he nanaged to nod. He wound the Tal ha around his
face and puled up the cow of his robe secluding hinself fromwatching eyes so
t he covetous reactions of people to his appearance woul dn't disrupt his
concentrati on.

As soon as he was inside Savina's bedroom he slipped off his robe and Tal ha
and went to the bed, standing back fromthe gathered nmedics. Savina strained
wi th another contraction and his mnd reeled with the intensity of her effort.
He deepened his concentration, spurring her brain to produce chem cal s that

bl ocked its pain receptors.

After the contraction finished Savina dropped back on the bed. At first he

t hought she had passed out, but then she opened her eyes. "Sevtar, she

whi spered. "Cone hep. Please.™

Wien Keric started toward her, Behz laid her hand on his arm "Be carefu."”

He swal | oned and nodded. They hel ped himto kneel on the bed behind Savi na and
showed hi m how to support her during the contractions. He was so close to her
now t hat both she and the baby glowed in his mnd.

Agai n and again Savina strained in his arms, her body wung with her exertions
The day ground into night, blending into a haze of exhaustion. As her strength
ebbed their child' s nnnd began to fade, Kelric refused to admit what was
happeng, that his wi fe and daughter were dying in his arns. He poured his
support into Savina, barely even realizing he was Il now that kept her and
their child alive. She had stopped
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thi nking, giving all her remaining strength over to the ag nized | abor
Suddenly Behz cried, "She's coning!"
* Kelric heard through a daze. Wth his consci ousn focused i nward, the room
had bl urred around hi mand he cou no | onger see.
Suddenl y Savi na screaned, her body going rigid as if s were struggling back
fromthe threshold of death for one fitt] gargantuan effort

i
Then a baby wail ed.
Wth a curiously gentle sigh, Savina sagged in his ar Incredibly, for the
first time in hours, perhaps even days, s |ooked up with recognition. Her
voi ce was a whisper. "Sl lived because of you."

Tears ran down his face. "And you."

"I"'mso tired ..."

"Savina." He rasped her nane. "Savina, don't."

She smled her face blurred in the rooms dimed light. |ove you, Sevtar."
Then her eyes cl osed.

30

The Tower of Sou

The torch on the wall flickered gilding the corridor wi antique ight. Avtac
wal ked in silence. At the end of the hi she stopped before an archway and
stood with her palmre

i ng agai nst the door, the only concession to her crushing gri she would ever
reveal . Then she unl ocked the door and enter the roomwhere a | egend waited.
He was sitting in a wi ndow seat, staring out at Mesa below the tower. Then he
turned—and she saw that the le ends of his beauty were indeed fal se. The
reality of himw not |ess, as she had expected; it was nore, far nore. His
fla'
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| ess face, the symmetry of his form the beauty of his skin: he was perfect.
Uterly perfect.

I nstead of the midnight-blue cloak of nourning, for sone reason he wore bl ack
boots, trousers, shirt, vest—all black. The only color came fromthe gold of
his wist guards glinting under the edge of his cuffs.

So. This was the man who had destroyed an Estate.

Sevtar turned away from her and stared out the wi ndow at M esa again. No, not
Mesa. Varz. It was hers now, all of it, and a Fifth Level as well. But it
cane at a bitter price

Softly she said, "Your daughter survived, Sevtar."

He | ooked back at her, for the first time showing a spark of life. Avtac
wondered at his reaction. Calani such as he were another species, erratic in
enotion and thought. Still, perhaps it would be kind to Il et himsee the

i nfant.

Wthin monents after she sent for the child, a nurse appeared with a small
bundl e wrapped in bl ankets. When Avtac nodded, the youth approached Sevtar and
bowed. Then he offered Sevtar the bundle.

The transformati on that came over Sevtar astounded Avtac. He cradled the tiny
infant in his massive hold with a tenderness incongruous to his reputation
Then he murnured a nane.

The nurse jerked back and Avtac notioned for himto | eave. Despite the jolt of
hearing Sevtar break his Cath, Avtac understood his lapse. It wasn't his fault
men of great beauty |acked noral strength. Today he needed to mourn. She woul d
| eave Cal anya discipline for another tine.

She wondered about the name he spoke. Rohka. Had he and Savi na picked it for

t hei r daughter? She sat next to him and spoke gently. "Rohka will have the
best care we can offer.”

Sevtar |ooked as if he were trying to answer. But words failed him Instead he
bent his head over the child and repeated her nane in his husky accent, naking
it sound |like Roca. As a tear ran down his face, he added words that nade no
sense:

"No |longer am| the littlest Rhon child."

arz stood alone, high in the mountains, ancient and innmutable, a solitary
garrison with the grandeur of the Teotecs retching away on all sides as far as
a hawk could fly. The
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Switch: Black Oyx

| xpar slid open the stained-glass doors of her suite and wal ked onto the
patio. In a distant garden she saw Bahr at a table, intent on her dice. The
ganbl er |1 ooked like a wild gypsy: huge hoop earrings, yellow scarf tied in her
red curls, blue trousers, yellow shirt, and those spectacul ar red boots of
hers. Nearby, her friend Rhab was bent over a potter's wheel, hard at work.

| xpar smiled. They nade quite a picture: the Quis Wzard who lived as a Cal an
and her Modernist friend who cane to pay suit the sane way a wonman woul d court
a Cal ani, though neither of themwould admit Rhab was courting anyone. Jahit
woul d have had a fit.

| xpar sonetimes wondered why she had done it. Supporting Bahr in the ful

style of a Calani was no neager investnent. The arrangenent drew constant
criticismfromthe El ders. But the ganbler's unusual nmind, brimmng with its
pl et hora of odd ideas, fascinated her. She wanted Bahr to play Quis with her
Cal anya and for that stratospheric privilege, Bahr would have to keep the Gath
for the rest of her life.

A man appeared in another garden, his brown hair whipping in the breeze as he
strode down a path. When he neared, |xpar recognized himas Anthoni, one of

her nmore prom sing Estate ai des. He came over and bowed to her. "I have a
nmessage. "

"From whon?" | xpar asked.

" Skybird. "

| xpar notioned himinto her living room then closed the doors and pulled the
curtains. "Wio gave you the nmessage?"

"A pilot. The name on the delivery sheet was Levi Kam™"

"This pilot asked for your name before she spoke to you? Twi ce?" When Ant hon
nodded, |xpar said, "W else knows of this?"
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"No one. | came straight here." | "Good. What did Levi
tell you?" "This: The skybird flew high and now roosts well. H si nests are
clean.' "

Skybird. It was the code nane for her agent Jevrin. The message meant he had
established hinself at Varz with a posi.T tion on the CtyGuard. G ven Avtac's
views on the unsuitabiMity of men for the Guard, |xpar hadn't been sure he
woud make it this far. But Avtac's inflexibility worked to Ixpar's advantage;
the iron-hard Varz Manager was less likely to sus- i" pect a man as a spy,
given it required nunerous traits she asso ciated only w th woren, including
that he be discreet enough to keep his true identity out of the dice.

A consi derable portion of Jevrin's training had gone into Quis, to ensure he
didn't reveal hinmself. But he couldn't use the dice to send nmessages to Kam

no matter how well he | secured his work, a Quis Wzard nmight still pick up
t he patterns. |

"Was there anything el se?" |xpar asked. I 1 Ant honi nodded. "
The sun is extingui shed " i "Wat ?"

"That was the nmessage. The sun is extinguished.' " | "Are you certain?
You didn't hear it wong?" "lI'msure."

She took a breath. "Thank you, Anthoni. You've done well." |. After Anthon
left, Ixpar sank into a chair. How could it be? $

The sun is extingui shed. » Savina Mesa is

dead. If that were true, then Varz now owned Mesa. Ixpar's fist C
cl enched as she thought of what el se belonged to Varz t Kelric.
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Raaged Tower

The days passed Kelric |ike ghosts, ten and then twenty, in dark, silent
procession. Wnter's blizzards raged outside, but he barely noticed. He |ived
in a universe of nunb silence.

In such a large Cal anya he had conpany even toni ght, when he wandered through
t he conmmon roons after nobst of Varz slept. Two nen conversed at a Quis table
and anot her sat absorbed in solitaire. As always, each person he passed

st opped what he was doi ng and nodded to him silent and deferenti al

Fifth Level. He felt abnormal. The other Calani treated himthe way Qutsiders
treated all Calani. No one intruded on his solitude and he tal ked to no one.
Even Avtac had the decency to | eave him al one, despite the Akasi bands. He had
finally, today, changed fromthe black of mourning into normal clothes, but
what he wore nade no difference. The shadows" inside himrenmained.

The main comon room was dark, except for a night lanp in one comer. Kelric
tapped at Hayl's screen, but no one answered. As he turned to | eave he heard a
faint noise within. Crying? He hesitated, reluctant to trespass, yet know ng
that were Hayl his own son he would try to help.

The crying canme again, alnost inaudible. So he went in. He found Hayl in a
dar kened al cove, lying on the rug anong several cushions. Like nbst M esans,

t he boy had never grown very tall; hidden in shadows he | ooked even younger
than his fourteen years.

"Are you all right?" Kelric asked.

Hayl | ooked around with a start and then sat up. "Sevtar?"

"I"'msorry—+ didn't nean to intrude. But | thought | heard crying. Can

hel p?"
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"No." Then Hay) said, "Sevtar, wait. Stay."

Kelric sat on the rug. He couldn't bring hinself to nmentii Savina so instead
he said, "lIs it Revi?"

Hayl nodded, wiping tears off his cheeks. "Do you knc what ny nother told ne
once? When | was a baby and Re was five, | wouldn't go to sleep unless he
carried me around ti nursery in the Cooperative."

"Avtac probably didn't realize how cl ose you two were."

"She knew. The M esa Senior Aide told her." Hay sw |owed. "Manager Varz
doesn't care. She just wanted the be of us and a good price for the rest." He
wi ped his palnms on k trousers. "Sormeday |'Il be a Third Level. At Haka. Wth
Rev

"Perhaps you will."

"You' ve been to Haka. Do you think Revi likes it there?"

"I did. The desert is beautiful."

"Tel me about it."

As they talked, Hayl's spirits recovered a bit. Although th< skirted the

subj ect of Savina's death, Kelric felt Hayl's gri and knew t he boy under st ood
his. It helped in some way, sha ing their silences about her.

When Kelric eventually returned to the main common roo he saw Qahotra, the
Cal anya captain, waiting by his suite wi his "valets," Tak, Thek, Netak, and
Kat ak. The Taks, as 1 called them Wth diplomacy, or perhaps duplicity, Avtac
cho, to cal these four of his guards "servants in honor of his pos tion."

G ven that all four nen carried guns, were larger ev( than Kelric, and
obviously had martial-arts training, th didn't nake convincing val ets.

When Kelric saw what (Qahotra carried, his heart |leapt ai he forgot the Taks.
He strode over and stopped in front of h< accepting the bl anket-swathed bundl e
she offered him He cr died his daughter in his arms, gazing at her beoved
face as 1 swayed slightly fromside to side, rocking her

When he finally gl anced up, he saw Qahotra watching hi with a snile. Even the
Taks | ooked i ke they mi ght actual crack their wooden faces with a pl easant
expr essi on.

"We'l|l be back in an hour," Qahotra said.

After the captain left, the Taks sat around a Quis table ai
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pl ayed dice. Kelric setted into an arncthair across the room enfolding Roca in
his arms, and murnured nonsense words. She watched himwi th w de bl ue eyes

t hat someday would turn gray, gold, green, or violet, he had no idea which
She felt so small, so vulnerable. He hadn't realized fatherhood woul d cone
with such an intensity of response on his part.

When he had told Avtac he wanted Roca to live with himin the Cal anya, the
Manager hadn't even responded, she had sinply stared as if he were denented.
The next day when he and Avtac sat in a private Quis session, he introduced
patterns of Roca into his dice, trying to make Avtac see what his daughter
meant to him She said nothing then either, but the next day Qahotra brought
Roca up fromMesa for her first visit. Since then he had seen her every one
or two days.

The hour went by far too fast. Kelric wasn't sure how he | ooked when (ahotra
returned, but she gave hi m another hour. Wen she finally took the baby, she
spoke gently. "She'll be back for another visit soon. I'Il see to it myself."
After the captain left, Kelric went to his suite and sat in his living room
struggling to nake his mnd blank. If he let his houghts surface, they would
turn to Savina, to a grief that went too deep and too far. If he let it pul

hi m under now, he would drown. For Roca, he had to stay on top of his life. He
woul d nake the Varz Quis soar as it never had before, turn this Estate and its
dependents into the gilded | and, give Roca the best world it was within his
power to create.

Several hours later a tap cane at his screen He found Qahotra outside again,
this time with both the Taks and his Cal anya escort.

They took himthrough the Estate, along ancient halls nmade enpty by their

i solated location and the late hour, and lit only y |anmps shaped |ike
clawcats. Eventually they ascended a tower, clinbing its spiral staircase.
This journey he recogni zed. He had taken it three tines before, once in a
drugged daze at Dahl, once in inconprehension at Haka, and once in Joy at

M esa

They left himlocked in a suite that gave reality to the age and wealth of
Varz. Chandeliers made from di aonds hung
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above rugs so thick his toes disappeared in the pile. The antique furniture

| ooked priceless. Gold, ivory, ebony, silk; il was an Akasi suite unparalleled
by any he had seen. "

The living room had no wi ndows. He wandered through the other w ndow ess
roonms, glad to discover none of them conf tained Avtac either. In the bathing
room he went for a swmifl| the pool. Wen he finished, he dried off with a
towel soneone had laid on a stone bench and he dressed in the robe he foud:
there. Then he sat by a fountain, watching rainbows flicker iffii the cascade
of water. When his eyes refused to stay open any |onger he went to the bedroom
and was relieved to find it still;

enpty. Apparently unexpected business had kept Avtac away. |

He fol ded his robe on a chair and went to bed. Wthin | noments he was asl eep

Atiring job, this nerger of two Estates, Avtac thought as she| lit a lanmp in
the Iiving roomof the Akasi suite. But well wort i the trouble; since
absorbing Mesa, the power of Varz had;

surged. Perhaps she had judged too harshly Savina's decision to acquire
Sevtar. The man was a remarkable Quis player.;, Mre than remarkable. Truly
gifted. But neurotic. What , bizarre notion had pronpted himto dress in black
for so long? It was hard to believe he nmourned Savi na. He hadnt shed a tear

si nce her death. ;

At | east he had finally changed into nornal clothes. \Whatever his capricious
logic, it wouldn't have done for her to vio |late what | ooked |ike nourning.

But the wait had nade her inpatient.

She found himin the main bedroom Asleep, he was eve nore provocative than
awake. Light crept in fromthe living « roomand curled glow ng fingers around
his body. He lay on his back with one armthrown across the pillows behind his
head and the other stretched out on the bare sheets, the fist clenched in the
silk. The quilts had ended up on the floor and the sheet was bunched around
his wai st, leaving his bare chest in view

She sat next to himand explored his chest, satisfying the curiosity that had
tugged at her since he cane to Varz. His skin felt like a nmetal alloy, warm
and fl exi bl e.
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H s eyes opened and he grasped her hand. "Avtac. It's late."

"So it is."

"I'mtired."

H s reluctance whetted her desire. Wen she tweaked away the sheet, uncovering
hi s body, he avoided her gaze. Gven his past, she doubted his nodesty was
real. But it was far nore fitting behavior for an Akasi than that of the youth
she kept in the city, who made no secret of how rmuch he enjoyed her conpany.
She spoke gently. "Sevtar, turn over. | will help you relax."

He gl anced at her, his face guarded. But he did roil onto his stomach, |aying
his head on a pillow and his arms by his sides.

Still fully dressed, Avtac straddl ed his hips and massaged his back, working
deep into the stiff nuscles. After a while, his eyes closed and he sighed,
murmuring a sl eepy thanks. She ran her hands along his ars, then lifted his
wrists and brought themtogether

Wth a click, she | ocked his Cal anya guards behind his back

Sevtar | ooked back at her, blinking sleep out of his eyes. "Why did you do

t hat ?"

"Shhh, sweet dawn god," she nurnured. Sweet subm ssion. He excited her even
nore than she had expected. She stretched out on top of him caressing his
sides with long strokes as she rubbed her pelvis against his buttocks. Wile
she noved on him he stared at the wall across the room his expression nunb.
He was hers to own and enj oy.

Her pent-up desire and the friction of her notion made her rise happen so fast
she could barely control it. Wen the release cane, it was with a shuddering
intensity.

After a while, when her breathing had cal mred, she rolled off himand lay on
her back with her eyes closed, one leg stretched out and the other bent.

"Are you done?" he asked.

Avtac | ooked at him his perfect face, his long | ashes, his gold curls. She
traced her finger along his cheek. "You are a great beauty, Sevtar."

"I can't seep with my arns like this."

In her youth, she m ght have spent the rest of the night with him but she was
too drowsy now. Conme norning, all would be
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new again, a tinme for full |ovemaking. She wanted him rested.

1
As soon as she unlocked his wists, he turned onto his t and stared at the
ceiing. Avtac stretched her arms, then re her clothes and set themin a neat
pile on the nightstand. a
Then she rolled over and went to sl eep. -
33
King's Spectru
Kastora Kara, Senior Aide to the Mnister, studied the ne dice on the tabie.
They had an odd shape: cyindrical at end, pointed at the other She gl anced
atjxpar. "These- are i Quis?"
"I't would seemnot." The Mnister put a packet of dark po der next to the

di ce. .'" Kastora poked at the packet. "Wat
isit?" "Amxture," Ixpar said. "Charcoal, sulphur, nitrate." "\Wat does it
do?" "Expl ode." | Kastora quickly

wi t hdrew her hand. "lIs it for the quarriesi |xpar shook her head. "Jevrin, t he

agent | have at Var smuggled it to me. The powder goes in the dice,’
"Rat her odd di ce. What does one do with thenP" -

"Apparently," |xpar said, "one puts themin a rifle." 1 "Arifle? "A
gun”

"Way put dice in a stunner?' "Arifle is different than a stunner," |xpar
said. "It propel the dice out again."

"What ever for?"

"To darmage the target, | assune.”

Kastora stared at her. "Wy?"
"That," |xpar said, "is what | would like to know "
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"So you see," Bahr finished. "By putting the dice structure in a high |evel

and controlling howit evolves to a | ow evel, the , pattern nodels a

chemical that glows with a single color of light. Like red light."

| xpar relaxed at the table where she and Bahr had been diing. Bahr's

out rageous ideas never ceased to fascinate her. "What would one do with this

red |ight?"

"You could use it in the Calanya fountains." Bahr took a spice nufin. "Thing

is, I wouldn't know bread from cheese how to nake a real device that does what

nmy Quis pattern predicts.”

"l can have the labs look into it.'

this |ight-making pattern of yours?"

"l haven't decided." Bahr washed a bite of her nuffin down with w ne. "You

see, what actually gives off the light are notes |I call atoms. Wen a note is

ina high level, it wants to emt light by going to a low level. For the

patterns |I'mworking on now, you have to kick the note to make it relax to the

lower level. So | was thinking of calling it a kicked-note emtter."

| xpar coul d i magi ne the reacti on Bahr would get to a Quis structure called

ki cked-nmote emitters. "What you're doing is nodeling a systemthat anplifies

light by stimulating the em ssion of radiance. Wiy don't you abbreviate that?"

"Al bsteor?" Bahr grimaced. "It sounds like a rock."

"Maybe if you just used letters fromthe main words. Alser. Laser. Saler."

"Sailor? Sailing light." Bahr beanmed. "Yes, that sounds better.”

| xpar laughed. "Sailing light? It doesn't make sense."

"Sure it does. The light sails out of the device."

"All right." Ixpar smled. "I will see if the |labs can nake you | a

light-sailor." j

"Come on," Hayl said. "Wake up. You said you would run with ne this norning."
t. Kelric opened one eye. Through a

wi ndow in his suite, he | saw dawn tinging the sky. He closed his eye and

pulled a pil - t ow over his head. !

| xpar sipped her wine. "Wat do you cal
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"Sevtar." Hayl tugged away the pillow. "You prom sed." Kelric grimced. Most
Cobans found the concept ofjoggitj ;as strange as eating Quis dice, but in
M esa he had talked Haj |into running with himin the nornings. Now he w shed
the bo lhadn't taken to it with such enthusiasm :Waking up to run, though
was better than waking up t ; Avtac. Mercifully, she had been at Council the
past few day »O herwi se she sent for himal nost every night, for "love" na
ling that left himfeeling enmpotionally bruised. The one facet of Avtac he
m ssed was her Quis. No QUK person he had played on Coba could match her
brilliance. If |man's | ove were neasured by a desire for a wonan's die
;rather than for the woman, then instead of abhorring Avtac h

woul d have | oved her with a passion |ike none other. -

Ri ght now, his only passion was to sleep. But he had prom se

| Hayl . He rolled out of bed and linped to the bureau where h

kept his running clothes. After he dressed, they went into his In

|iing roomand found the Taks were aready there, |ounging

;.;chairs. The "valets" foll owed Hayl and Kelric out to the ic(

Scovered parks and stood out of earshot, watching them warm u]

their breath maki ng cl ouds under a sky of |eaden cl ouds.

3"l know they're your servants and all," Hayl said. "But

.wi sh they would go away."

"At least they quit trying to run with us.”

. Hayl smirked. They're too |azy." He | eaned forward an

pulled a hair off Kelric's head.

"Why did you do that?" Kelric asked.

Hayl gave himthe hair. "Your first gray one."

.Kelric rolled it between his fingers, then let it float away o

i |the wi nd.

"Don't | ook so depressed,” Hayl said good- naturedl

"Everyone gets gray hair."

"Come on" Kelric stood up. "Let's go"

As they ran, taking a path down to the | akes, Kelric nmade

listless attenpt to reach Bolt. The node remained silent, as

had since Savina's death. It didn't matter; he knew what wa

t happening. His nmeds were no | onger perform ng the celluk

:repairs needed to retard his aging. The trauma of Savina's deat

Shad sent his only partially heal ed bi onmech web into shock, an
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his grief, conbined with his |ife at Varz, only served to exacerbate his
condition. That the priitive state of Coban nedicine left himwth a Iinp—that
he could live with. But having Varz take a century off his |ife was another
matter altogether.

When they returned to the Cal anya, the common roons were filling up, as Cal an
trickled out fromtheir suites |ooking for food, conversation, or Qus. Wile
the Taks sat down at a table to eat, Kelric continued across the roomwth
Hayl

A Second Level named Jev intercepted them "Sone of us are having Tanghi in
Ottal's suite,"” he said. "W wondered if the two of you would like to join
us."

Kelric al most declined. Then he saw the anticipation oh Hayl's face. So

i nstead he said, "Thanks. We'l|l be over as soon as we clean up."

As he and Hayl continued on to their suites, Hayl smled. "Maybe we won't be
so much like Qutsiders here anynore."

"Maybe not," Kelric said.

"Sevtar—

"Yes?"

"It mght help if—waell—+they mght like us better if you were friendlier."
Kelric squinted at him "Sorry. I'Il try."

Inside his suite, he bathed and dressed. As he pulled on his shirt, his wist
guard twi sted and he winced. Neither of his guards fit properly and both
irritated his skin, but to get themfixed neant going to Avtac. And he had no
intention of being put in the hunmiliating position of having to ask her for
anyt hi ng.

Rummagi ng t hrough his bureau, he found an old cloth. He ripped off a strip and
worked it under his guard to protect his skin fromthe nmetal. Then he eft his
Suite.

Ottal answered when Kelric tapped at his screen. He was the higher ranked of
the two Third Levels at Varz, yet he bowed as if he were an Qutsider conpared
to his Fifth Level guest. In the living room Kelric saw Hayl sitting on a
divan talking to Mox, a First Level who noved with an agility that made him

| ook ready to burst into sonersaults.

"It's a matter of timng," MXx was saying. He juggled three Quis dice, then
handed themto Hayl. "Go ahead. Try it."
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When Kelric entered, all conversation stopped H ered himto a Quis table,
giving himthe position of hoo the wi ndow, acss fromthe Second Level Jev.
EveryoaB wat chi ng hi m except Hayl, who kept trying to juggle M B

The gens clattered to the floor, "Pah," Hayl muttered. H Mox | aughed and
scooped up the dice. "Try with two fijH Conversation begin to flow again. The
others tossed i H tences back and forth with an ease that fascinaed Kelric, H
had never nastered he art of talking to people he didn't fIB well. Mx's
energy and Jev's quiet confidence inpressed B but it was Orttal who comuanded
attention. A husky man «i J gray-streaked hair, the Third Leve rem nded Kelric

of the <B tained power in a starship engine. 1 Jev was
speaking. "You have to adnit, Ottal, refusing | pay Quis in order to nake a
poi nt about MbdernismJ extrene" | B
Hayl stared at Orttal. "You' re a Mddeist "Don't get himstarted" Mx warned.

| HJev sniled. "He doesn't foamat the nmouth, Mx." "I just don't
see why he joined a Calanya, that's all." Mfrowned at Ottal. "If you thought

it was all so repressive y should have stayed Qutside."

m " Peopl e change,” Ottal said. "The GCath, however, is fd
"Way woul d you want to | eave?" Hayl asked. "What nmotS could you want than what
we have here?" |
"Just the freedomto control nmy life, that's all,"” Ottal said Look at the
price we pay to use our intellects; submission wji an Qath that binds us like
chains." |
"You don't need o read or wite," Mx said. "You have
Ottal leaned toward him "As usual, you mss ny entirej
"I thought Mddernismwas illegal," Hayl said. ;
"Way would it be illegal ?" Jev asked. "Because," Hayl said. "It isn't—+ dont
know. It's imoral."
"Wha's i moral about parity?" Ottal demanded.
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"Mbderni sts tear down people's values," Hayl said. "Like trying to convince
kasi not to wear bands or Calani not to take Caths. Mdernists are frustrated
because they can't be Calani and no woman wants them as her kasi."

Ottal raised his eyebrows. "Really?"

Hay | ooked at the kasi inscriptions on Ottal's Cal anya guards and reddened.
"Well, | guess not all of them But it's still wong. Wmen and nmen are
different. There's a natural way of things. You can't change it."

"Brai nwashed,"” Ottal said.

"I amnot," Hayl said.

Mox grinned at the boy. "How d you |like to have a Cal anya? Ten fenal e Akasi
all to yourself."

"You don't have to be rude," Hayl said.

Mox | aughed. "Avtac nust |ove him™"

"What Avtac loves," Ottal said, "is controlling people."

Mox smiled. "You ought to hear what she says about Mbdernists."

Ottal scowed. "I have."

Jev spoke. "She can't be that hostile toward you, Ottal, considering how nmuch
she paid for your contract."

The Third Level made a frustrated noise. "lI'ma human being. Not a comodity."
"Youre just talking into the wind," Mx said. "You ve been a Calani all your
life. How could you live on the Qutside? It's easy to conplain when you don't
have to give this up."

"You haven't a clue what I'mtal king about,” Ottal said. "Tell me, what woul d
you do if you were an Estate Manager?"

Mox grinned. "1'd get ne a slew of gorgeous wonen Akasi and spend the rest of
nmy days juggling."

"Seriously, Mx."

"Way woul d | want to manage an Estate? It would give ne a headache.™

Ottal glanced at Jev. "Wat about you?"

"l don't know," Jev said. "A Calani is all I've ever wanted to be."

"I think I could do a good job," Ottal said. "But that doesn't matter, does
it? None of us will ever get the chance to nanage anything."



324 Cat herine Asam

"You woul dn't be happy if you did," Hayl said. "lIt's * woman's job. You can't
change bi ol ogy. "
Ottal threw up his hands. "You are inpossible.” H

Hayl turned red. "Why? Because |'m happy being what; _ an? | don't hate
worren. " |

"Neither do I," Ottal said. "What | hate is being told W inferior because
["ma man."
"I'f nmen were |ike wonen," Hayl said, "there would be ne Managers. But there
aren't Because of biology." r
Ottal scomed. "I'Il tell you how biology cones into it. Pat|t terns of
reproductive dom nance perneate our social struc ture." *

1

Hayl blinked. "What?"

"He said wonmen control sex," Mx said.

Hayl reddened. "Is that all you think about?"

"Why shoul dn't he?" Orttal demanded. "1'Il tell you why Because we have
somet hi ng wonen want, sonething they ca only get fromus, and they don't |ike
that. The nore control we have over our own sexuality the nmore it threatens
the Avtacs o Coba." |

"So what woul d you do?" Hayl said. "Run around fathering children everywhere?
And you cl ai m Modernismisn't| immral."

Ottal regarded himw th exasperation. "I never said thatj How can you be so
gifted at Quis and so blind when it conmes to patterns preset for you by
soci ety?"
"They aren't preset,"” Hayl said. "It's the nature of wom| ankind."
i
"Wimanki nd?" Orttal snorted. "lIs that supposed to include | ne or what?"

"You know it does." Mx juggled his dice. "Ottal, if we put ] you" in charge
of Varz, the Estate would fall apart. W'd be at war with Kamin a year." He
waved his hand at Kelric without mssing a single die. "Just ask hi mabout the
| mperialate. Wars, wars, wars, and their Inperator is a man."
"Actually," Kelric said, "the first Inperator was a woman."
Mox blinked and dropped his dice. Every head in the room\ turned to Kelric.

5
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Ottal leaned forward. "But a significant fraction of the Inperial |eaders are
men, aren't they?"

"About half," Kelric said.

"Then what do you think?" Ottal said. Could a man manage an Estate?"

They were all watching himas if they expected himto say sonethi ng profound.
Since Kelric had nothing profound to offer, he said, "ldeally, yes."

"Ideal ly?" Orttal |ooked ready for battle. "What does that nmean?"

"As far as ability goes, yes, of course a man can nanage an Estate,"” Kelric
sai d.

"But ? Jev asked.

"A |l eader can only be effective if people are willing to follow him"

"And you don't think people in the Twelve Estates are," Ottal said.

Kelric considered the thought. "It depends where you are. In a place |ike Haka
or Varz, no. But sonmewhere |ike Dahl, yes, | think so. Someday nmaybe even

here, given enough tine."

Hayl gaped at him "You really think that?"

Ottal |aughed. "Don't |ook so shocked."

A tap cane at the screen. Orttal went over and pulled aside the reeds,

reveal ing a guard. "Manager Var is ready for the Quis session with you and
Sevtar," the guard said.

Their escort took themthrough the Estate to a high chanber with arched

wi ndows that overl ooked Varz. Wile the guards took up positions outside,
Kelric sat with Ottal at the Quis table. A nonment later Avtac strode into the
room flushed as if she had been outside in the wind. Kelric suspected she had
just arrived back from Kara. She nodded to him treating himas she always did
in public, with an inpersonal respect that acknow edged his Level.

As with every one of their sessions together, once they began he saw only her
gl orious dice. They worked on strategies for issues that had cone up during
Council, playing Quis at its highest |evel, a sophisticated weave of patterns
designed to shift public opinion to favor Varz over Kara. It required a
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del i cate bal ance: too obvious, and the pattes could backfil on Avtac when she
i ntroduced theminto the public net; j nodest and they would have little or no
effect. :

The | onger the session progressed, the nore Kelric detecte a subtle
perturbation the others seenmed unaware of. He wasn! even sure how to define
it. That afternoon, after he returned the Calanya, he stayed in his suite
studying structures fromth< session. Finally he set aside his dice and went
tovisit Ottal.

Wien he knocked, the Third Level called for himto ente He found Ottal in the
den of his suite, standing by an armchair. A cabinet stood next to the chair,
its doors closed a ocked.

Ottal notioned to another arncthair. Can | get you so Tanghi ?"

"Thank you. But no." Kelric sat down, followed by Orttal "I wanted to talk to
you about this morning' s session.”

"An engrossi ng one, yes?"

"Yes. But wrong sonehow. " He searched for the words "Li ke someone had been
playing Quis with a Calani fromth< A d Age."

Ottal laughed. "I hope you don't think | sat at dice with i dead Cal ani."
"Not sat with one. Read about one." He nodded to the cabi net. "Is that where
you keep your books?"

Ottal stiffened. "You seemto think Five Levels gives yol the liberty to

i nsult people.”

"I'f I"'mwong, | apologize."

Ottal got up and wal ked to a wi ndow that stretched fron the floor to the
ceiling. He stood sil houetted agai nst the sky scape, watching clouds drift

past the glass. "Your Qis tells nm< nmuch about you, Sevtar."

"Such as?"

Ottal turned. "Such as perhaps you understand ne non than the others."

Kelric went to stand with him "I've lived in a different cul tore. Several of
them in fact. | nmay see patterns that soneon who grew up here m sses.”

"Yet you like being a Calani."
"I'n some ways." In Mesa he had liked it. In Quis terns, hi
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situation at Varz was even better. But without Savina, it all felt I|ike dust.
"And if you knew a Cal ani had broken his Cath?" Ottal asked. "You are Akasi."
"I won't tell Avtac, if that's what you nean."

Ottal considered him Then he went to unlock the cabinet. He wi thdrew a book
and brought it over to Kelric. "I was reading this when you knocked."

Kelric took the book. The title, stamped in gilded letters on a suede cover,
read: Legends fromthe Kej. Cold edged the parchnent pages and the hand-drawn
hi er ogl yphics were artwork, especially the synbol that started each page, a
large glyph drawn in gilt inks, with vines curling around it and intricate
bor ders.

"It's gorgeous,” Kelric said.

"My wife, Naja, snuggled it to ne on her last visit. It's about the reign of
the last Kej Queen." Ottal returned the book to the cabinet and | ocked it
away. "l had thought | was keeping it out of the Quis. | should have realized
one can hide little froma Fifth Level."

"Qur Qath serves a purpose,” Kelric said. "Qutside influence contaninates the
Quis."

Ottal snorted. "Maybe it should be contam nated."

Kelric wished he knew the words to make Orttal see. It mattered to hi mthat
the Quis favored Varz: if Avtac's Estate thrived, so did Mesa. Savina's

| egacy. His daughter. But against Orttal's honed verbal skills, he had no
chance of convincing the Third Level.

He had, however, a nore powerful tool. He indicated the table. "WII| you join
nme at dice?"

"Of course.”

Kelric began with structures of ancient Kej and Orttal responded with patterns
of his book. They brought in a sense of the Add Age, how Kej woul d have sol ved
the problens they had tackled that norning with Avtac. At first the ancient
and nodern patterns devel oped along simlar lines; Varz was much closer in
attitudes to the Add Age than any other Estate except Haka. Then Kelric

ext ended the patterns, showi ng how anci ent Kej soutions to nodern Varz
problems ultimately fail ed.
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Finally Orttal set down his dice. "You need go no further. understand what
you're trying to tell nme." He pushed his had through his hair. "lI've no desire
to ,weaken Varz. But | a starving. | want to consunme all the literature of the
worl d yet am forbidden even to read ny own nane."

Kelric surfaced fromthe Quis with the disorientation h often experienced
after an intense session. "Perhaps if yo asked to be rel eased from your

Gat h—=2"

"Few Managers woul d rel ease even a First Level." Bittemes edged his voice.
"But yes, | asked. Avtac refused. | asked to b traded. She refused. |
saturated my Quis with Modernismhopin to make her want to be rid of nme. It
backfired. She retaliated"

"Retal i ated? What do you mean?"

Ottal picked up an anber bl ock he used to denote thei guards. "She sent an
octet for me at night. They noved ne a over the Estate, never letting ne
sleep. O her times sh refused to et me see Naja." He touched the opal ball he
use for his wife. "This visitation marriage—+ amno good at it. want to live
with Naja, see her every day, wake up with her i the nmorning. | hate it when |
can't be with her."

"So you gave in to Avtac?"

"Yes," Orttal said. "I gave in."

"Your Modernism patterns may be nmore subtle now, bi they're still there.™

"We all put ourselves into the dice." He regarded Keiri steadily. The nore
powerful the Calani, the nore it happens.

3

Toppl ed Nested Tower

Wnter blanketed Varz in neters of snow. Hayl |ooked out drifts as high as his
wai st and wondered if Revi liked th desert. At |east here he had Sevtar.
Brilliant, strong, solu respected by all Calani; the Fifth Level had no equal.
Hayl ha
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feared that once Sevtar began to assimilate into the Varz Cal anya, he would
tire of having a boy tag after him preferring the sophisticated conpany of
Ottal and the others. Yet despite his new friendshi ps Sevtar remained
steadfast to the old.

Today frost iced the parks. Hayl's breath made nmisty puffs as he and Sevtar
sat on a bench, lacing up the soft shoes they used for running. Wen Sevtar
rolled up his cuff, Hayl saw abrasions around his ankl e guard.

"You should tell Avtac about that," Hayl said. "She can have your guards
[ined."

Sevtar shrugged. "It's nothing."

Hayl tied his other shoe. "At Mesa, ny first set of wist guards didn't fit.
Savi na had them fixed right away."

A snap broke the nmorning stillness, and Hayl |ooked up to see Sevtar holding a
br oken shoel ace. The Fifth Level swore, then tied what was |left of the |ace
and stood. "Let's go"

Hayl bit his lip. For a nonment he had forgotten Savina was dead.

Al t hough a crew had cl eared snow fromthe path where they ran every norning,
ice feathered the flagstones. Sevtar set a grueling pace and Hayl soon tired,
leaving the Fifth Level to sprint up a hill alone. At the top, Sevtar skidded
on the ice. He fell backward and rolled down a hill, sonersaulting through the
snow until he piled into a grove of icefirs and hit the trunk of a tree.

Hayl plowed his way uphill, through billows of snow powder. He found Sevtar
buried in a drift, breathing in | abored gasps as if he couldn't pull in enough
air. As Hayl knelt next to him footsteps crunched behind them He |ooked up
to see the valets gathered around them all wearing stiff meshes on their
boots that let themwal k on top of the snow.

Netak turned to the others. "Go get a tank of air." Wile they took off, Netak
crouched down and dug Sevtar out of the snow. Sevtar tried to sit up, then
fell back again, struggling to breathe.

Wthin monents a guard captain appeared, running toward themw th an air tank
As she neared, Hayl recognized her as echa, captain of the Varz Hunters. Her
presence in the
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Cal anya made hi m uneasy. Three tinmes now she had '*fiW
specifcally to visit him and the last tine Avtac had given i T3 Speaker's

Privilege y

Zecha went to Netak and tilted her head toward the Rff gathering at the bottom
of the hill. "Keep them away. But g| Doctor Shyl through as soon as she gets
here." She gl anced ; 8:

Hayl, her face gentling. "You go wait with the others." J

He couldn't |eave, not until he knew if Sevtar was all inBl He retreated, but

st opped when he noved out of Zecha's H | He saw her put the air cup over
Sevtar's nouth, but she «WN switch on the tank. Although Hayl had thought he
was out | earshot, he clearly heard her speak. '

"You need air?" she nurnured. "Beg for it, crooner." |

Sevtar swore and grabbed the tank, his fingers MrII|1J across the netal

D smayed, Hayl ran up the hill, his SSS through the icefirs snapping off
needles with [ oud cracks. .

Zecha spun around. "I told you to keep away!" She tViiRISJ| on the tank so

furtively that had he not known it was off iTs3| would never have noticed her
turn it on. 5
Suddenly Doctor Shyl strode past him As she knelt next | Sevtar, he lay back
drawing in huge lungfuls of air fromiiSt' tank
/

Zecha wal ked over to Hayl and spoke in a gentler voice. "I"'msorry | shouted
at you." Looking down at him she iiR8| her fingertips along his cheek. "You
shoul dn't surprise nme that way."

"<
Hayl regarded her uneasily, then backed away to watchli neds help Sevtar to
his feet. He wi shed Zecha would iav ' him al one.

As soon as Avtac received the nessage; she strode to the | Cal anya. She found
Sevtar sitting on the bed in his suite, .irti breathing fromthe tank but
ot herwi se apparently all right. Hayl hovered nearby and Doctor Shyl stood at
the foot of the 4' bed conversing with the Speaker
S
Avtac drew the doctor aside. "Wy is he having troubl e breathing?"

»,

"There's nothing wong with him" Shyl said. "He told the Speaker sonething
about the air up here being too thin."
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"Thin air?" Avtac asked. "As opposed to what? Fat air?"

Shyl smiled. "I didn't ask. | gave hima sleep potion. It should calmhim"
Avtac nodded. Sevtar's eyelids were drooping already. She waited until he |ay
down, then dism ssed everyone fromthe suite. Wien she was alone with Sevtar
she sat on the bed and watched him sl eep. What possessed himto careen across
the ice with no care or caution? And why hadn't he told her about the problem
with his Cal anya guards? It was fortunate Shyl noticed it. Had he let it go
much | onger, the abrasions could have becone infected.

She sighed. One never knew with Calani. |1l ogical behavior seemed innate to
their nature. She touched his lips. So warm The snell of himdrew her, nade
her want to hold him cradle his head in her lap, surrender to his masculine
war nt h.

No. Avtac stood up. Never would she let him make her weak. Never woul d she | et
himdo to her what he had done to Savi na.

The blizzard pounded the night |ike an enraged warl ock. Hayl tossed in bed,
unable to sleep. Bizarre fragnents of nightmare ickered in his mnd: desert

| andscapes, a quarry, Zecha in a warden's uniform OQutside the wi nd shrieked
and battered sleet against the wi ndow. Lightning stabbed the room followed by
t hunder | oud enough to split Varz away fromthe nmountain. He pulled the
qui I tover his head.

"Hayl ?" a voi ce asked.

He al nost junped out of bed. Then he realized it was only Sevtar standing
there in the dark. "Heh. \Were did you conme fronP"

"I"'msorry about the nightmares,"” Sevtar said. "I didn't mean to keep you
awake. "

Keep hi m awake? Hi s dreans weren't Sevtar's fault. "I can't sleep either with
all that noise out there." Hayl lit the lanp on his nightstand. "Wy don't you
stay?"

"Al'l right," Sevtar said. "I'll be right back."

t surprised himthat Sevtar wasn't sleeping. The Fifth Level tired nore easily
now t han he used to, why Hayl didn't know Nor was the accident today the
first time Hayl had seen him struggle for breath.
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Sevtar retued with a decanter of baiz and sat in an i-if4 chair by the bed. He
made them each a drink, baiz for Hn* and Tanghi l[aced with baiz and tawm |k
for Hayl. Wiile i wind roared Qutside, they sat drinking and tal king, w
everything fromsnowto politics to Quis to starships. By | time Hayl finished
his drink he had forgotten the storm 1

" Hrmm . " He peered into his tunbler. "Makes you 1R away. Wsh | could do
that to Zecha." S "You and ne both."

[J., "She asked Avtac to give ne to her." || "G ve
you to her?" Sevtar blinked. "Wat do you nean?" "Kasi." Hayl stretched out on
his back. "They set the ji mony for ny fifteenth birthday."

H

"Saints alnmighty, Hayl." Sevtar stopped hinself. "ffIRBB is that what you

want ?" [ ]

Hayl grinmaced. "When | think about rolling the red die T! her, | want a bath."
"Rolling the red die?" "Mx's favorite

subj ect. Sex." Sevtar |aughed. 'Ah, yes." Hs snile faded. "I take it iiTT
means no, you don't want to marry her." ") "I'd rather fal
through the ice on a frozen lake." "Tell Avtac how you feel." "I tried. She
never listens." Hayl hesitated. "Could 'm nmean, with you being her Akasi—=
"Yes. I'll talk to her for you." | Relief swept over

Hayl . "Thanks." He pushed up on hisj elbow "Wy is Zecha angry at you? Wy
woul dn't she turn )> the air tank?"

s
Surprise flickered across Sevtar's face. "How did you know 1
t hat ?" i "I heard her."
i "You were too far away."
t "I know. But | heard her" f Sevtar
considered him "I've thought for a while that jw
show traces of Kyle reception.” i
"What is that?" | "It neans you have a

few Kyl e genes paired." He paused, as
if looking for the right words. "You're like a receiver. You can s
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pick up alittle of what others feel, especially when they' re speaking or
dream ng. They woul d have to be enpaths, though, to make a signal strong
enough for you to register." He tilted his head. "I'll bet Revi is an enpath
It's probably why you two are so close. Kyle genes seem nore comon in pure
M esan stock."

Hayl sat up. "Does that nmean Zecha is an enpath?"

"Hardly."

"You said | could hear what enpaths think. And |I heard her. So she must be
one."

Sevtar stared at him "Gods. You're right."

Kast ora pushed open the tavern door and wal ked inside with Ixpar. The hour was
| ate and the youth who usually sang on the stage had gone hone. |xpar

i ndi cated a booth in one comer. After the waiter took their orders, she said,
"Did you find anything?"

Kastora rested her arms on the wooden tabletop. "I dug up every record of a
Fifth Level. In the entire nodern Age only two others besides Sevtar Varz have
exi sted.”

The waiter reappeared with their nugs of ale. Ixpar waited until he left, then
said, "What were their contracts?"

"After the earthquake of 232 destroyed Hahvna Estate, the survivors went to
Ahkah. So the Hahvna Fourth Level becane an Ahkah Fifth." Kastora took a

swal  ow of ale. "In 507 a Bahvia Manager fell in love with a Varz Fourth and
brought himto Bahvia as a Fifth. The price of his contract was the Bahvia
Cal anya. "

| xpar's eyebrows went up. "She agreed to that?"

"And more. Varz took all profits fromthe Bahvia |unmber industry for the next
century."

| xpar let out a whistle. "Wat about in the Ad Age?"

"During the Desert Wars, Kej captured a Kam Third and "eld himprisoner as a
Fourth. He escaped and received asylumfrom Dahl as a Fifth." Kastora set down
her ale. "A few centuries |ater an Ahkah Manager ki dnapped a Vi asa Fourth and
made hi m her Akasi."

| xpar smiled. "I guess | could always resort to abduction."

"Are you really thinking of Fifth?"
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"W have to do sonmething. Varz is too strong now. "

"The only living Fourth is Mentar," Kastora pointed c "He's already in your
Cal anya. You would have to arrange a Third to go to another Estate, tay there
l ong enough to S up its Quis, and then conme here. Even that would do no g Te
price of a Fifth Level would wi pe out Kam"

"Var is already wiping us out." |xpar clenched her fist the table. "It is

unj ust. Sevtar has reached the highest Lev Cal ani can attain, becone a | egend,
had songs witten ah him yet he is denied his happiness."

"Hs wife died. O course he's unhappy."

"It's nmore than that."

"How can you know t hat ?"

"It'sinte Qis."

"You're the ony one who sees it."

"It's there."
Kastora | eaned forward. "You know what you need?
n \N]at ?II

"An Akasi. Someone to keep your mind off Avtacs h bands." Kastora thought of
the tavern singer. His voice stir her heart and his sl ender physique stirred
the rest of her. warmfellowto curl up with at night. It settles a woman."

| xpar | aughed. "You should see your face. CGone courti heh?"

"Of course not." In truth, she hadn't yet sunmpned courage to make her
interest known to the singer. "A Mnis however, should have an Akasi."
| xpar shrugged. "There is no Calani | wish to wed."

The ancient dil emma, Kastora thought. Law required M agers to declare vows ony
with a Calani, the higher the Le the better, particularly for the Mnister.
Most M nisters chi a Second or Third from another Estate, often arranging
marriage after seeing the man only once or tw ce.

"Jahit probaby fet the same way," Kastora said. "But k how well her
arrangenent with Mentar worked out."

"I"'mnot ready to take an Akasi. |I'monly twenty-seven, wi nd s sake."

Kast ora downed her ale. "Wel, someday."

"Someday. " |xpar said.



- The Last Hawk 335

Standi ng in the snow covered park under an icefir, Kelric watched Garith. The
Second Leve was about twenty meters away, sitting on a hi gh-backed bench with
his eyes closed and his face tipped back to savor the winter sun. A tall man,
t hough not as tall as Avtac, he had classic features, with the blue eyes and
yellow hair so rare and so prized anong the northern Esates. Al though Kelric
knew he | ooked much younger than Garith, the two of them were actually the
same age, in their late forties.

Keric wal ked over to him "May | join you?"

Garith opened his eyes. "No."

Al t hough Kelric inwardly w nced, he pl owed ahead anyway. "Garith, we need to
talk. This is affecting our Quis."

"Tal k about what?" Garith stood up. "I never say a word about her boys in the
city. What good would it do? When she brough that First Level here | kept ny
mout h shut. She got bored and traded himto Shazorla. Now you're here and you
won't be | eaving. So what do you expect ne to say? That after ail these years,
1 like being pushed aside like an old dice pouch?" He shook his head. "I have
no wish to tak to you." Then he turned and wal ked away.

CGods, Kelric thought. So rmuch for his diplonacy.

He went back to his suite and stood at a floor-to-ceiling windowin his

bedr oom wat chi ng cl ouds nudge the glass. The thick pane was set into a cliff
that plunged down until it disappeared in the nountains far below If he could
just step out..

Stop it, Kelric told hinself. What woul d Roca do without her father? Her next
visit wasn't until tonmorrow and her absence left himepty and | onely.

Kelric settled into his favorite arnchair and dozed, waking at intervals to

|l ook at the tall, clock across the roomw th its sw nging pendulum The

aft ernoon passed with nunbi ng dul | ness.

Towar d eveni ng he heard someone push aside the screen of is suite. Then Hayl
appeared in the door arch of the bedroom

"Yes?" Kelric asked.

"1 was worried when you nissed dinner."

Keric stayed ouched in his chair. "I wasn't hungry."

As silence stretched between them Hayl |ooked around as
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if searching for a way to cheer Kelric up. Wien he saw J( ric's boots by the

wi ndow, he smiled. "I figured out hoi open the cliff w ndows. Sone of them
have pattern |l o worked into the carvings on their franes."
Kelric sat up straighten "Hayl, it's not safe." Somehow boy had picked up his

interest in the windows. On some si of the Estate, the outer walls were cut
straight froma cliff, decorated with bas-relief. A person could conceivably
cl out to a |l edge and creep along the wall to the city using { jections for
handhol ds. OF course they could also fall, a d of over a kiloneter

However, in the region of the Cal anya, no decorad graced the sheer wall of
stone that dropped into the clo Kelric had no doubt the reason was historical
dating fromd d Age when Cal ani were often held against their will.'
architecture still served its purpose, trapping himhere.

"I don't want you to open the w ndows," he said.

"Not even the ones in ny suite?" Hayl asked. 'They. open onto the parks."
"You figured those out too?"

"They were easy."

Hayl's knack with the | ocks amazed him The nechan

were designed fromtiny bars and knobs that had to be pust pulled, and turned
in patterns that seemed randomto Ke Some quirk of Hayl's brain allowed himto
solve the pu every tine.

"Just be careful,” Kelric said. The drop fromHayl's v dows to the parks was
only a few nmeters, but it could i cause injury. "Don't hang out of them™

"I won't," Hayl proni sed.

After the boy left, Kelric stared at the ceiling. It had b days since he

tal ked to Avtac about Hayl's kasi cerenon

resounding failure of an attenpt. He had to give it at least nore try.

He went to find the Taks.

Avtac waited until the Taks withdrew fromthe den in her vate suite. Then she
said, "l hope this is inportant, Sevt have a lot of work to do."
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Kelric detested sparring with her, but he had nade a prom se to Hayl and he
meant to keep it. He stood facing her across the expanse of the desk, where
she sat in her big chair.

"It's Hayl," he said.

"This better not be about his kasi cerenobny again. That matter is none of your
affair.”

He | eaned forward, his hands braced on the desk. "Can't you see how he feels
about it? You'll ruin his life."

Avtac took off her reading glasses. "I amtired of this vendetta you have
gai nst Captain Zecha. It is jealousy, yes? R ght now you are the nost

i mportant person to that boy. You don't want to |lose himto Zecha."

"This has nothing to do with Zecha and ne. Hayl doesn't |ove her. He doesn't
even like her. And he's a child, for wind's sake. He's too young to be
anyone's kasi."

Annoyance edged her voice. "Maybe if there weren't so nmany 'nodem nen today,
worren woul dn't have to seek halfgrown youths to find an unsullied mate." She
considered him "But then, I'mnot telling you anything new "

"What is that supposed to nean?

She put her gl asses back on. "You should know. ou've been with half the
Managers on Coba."

He scowmed. "So find yourself a 'cleaner' Akasi and | eave ne al one.”

"You should be grateful I was willing to overl ook your past." She got up and
wal ked around the desk to him "This isn't Mesa. Savina may have let you
neddl e in Estate business but | will tolerate no such interference.”

Kelric felt as if she had kicked himin the stomach. "Let Savina be."

Avtac spoke in a gentler voice. "I don't nmean to hurt you." She laid her hand
on his arm "l realize you cannot help your nature."

It was too nuch. Kelric snapped up his armto throw off her hand. Wth no
war ni ng or reason, his enhanced strength kicked in and he literally flung her
into a bookshelf. As the shelves toppled, she junped away and smacked her pal m
against a mon the wall.

Gods no, Kelric thought. He stepped toward her. "Avtac, | dn't mean—



338 Cat heri ne Asaro S
She grabbed a beamfromthe fallen shelf. "Stay back."j Conbat node on, Bolt
t hought . < What the hell? Mde off! he thought.

' He heard running feet and spun around to see his valets; Cal anya escort.
As Netak drew his stunner, Kelric struck gun out of his hand, his speed
enhanced by the mal functi o? Bolt, which for some bizarre reason had
interpreted a doa|r tic quarrel as a conbat situation. Could he actually be j|
traumati zed by his situation at Varz? The conbi nati on of neurol ogi cal damage
with stress nmust have pushed his aire* erratic biomech systems even further
out of kilter. J|
The escort tried to stun him but despite the damage tf systens, his
hydraul i cs kept hi m nmoving and his bi omech synthesized an antidote. Finally
the Taks nanaged to pin t against the wall. \Wile he struggled, Qhotra
appeared wi' straitjacket. They wapped it around his torso and fastened
intoit with his arns pulled across his chest.
"Take himinto the bedroom" Avtac said. "But be carefi don't want himhurt."
Conbat node off, Bolt thought. " No! Kelric thought.
Reacti vate! Now, when he need'| Bolt's help, it had deserted him
The Taks hal f carried, half dragged himinto the bedro< As they held hi m down
on the bed, a nurse tried to force a p| down his throat. Wen he spat it out
Doctor Shyl bent o' himw th a syringe f"
Avtac grabbed the doctor's arm "Wat is that?" Shyl showed her the syringe.
"It injects the medicine i* his blood. It's nuch faster than a potion."

<"l won't have you experinenting on him" "It's safe," Shyl assured

her . H Kelric stared at the syringe, then redoubl ed
his efforts escape. Wth the Taks hol di ng hi m down, Shyl admi niste the shot.
Wthin moments, his nuscles went |ax and voi <. becane nuffled, as if he were
underwater. Avtac | eaned over him "He's calmer now " Shyl's face appeared.
"What set himoff?" "He's always been high-strung,” Avtac said. The rest of n
answer faded into bl ackness. 1
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When Kel ric awoke, groggy and disoriented, twilight filled the room A blur
sat on the bed and spoke with Avtac's voice. "Can | get you anythi ng?"

He wet his lips. "Water."

Lifting his head, she tilted a glass to his mouth. "It will all be fine," she
mur mured. "The medicine will help you."

"Not sick," he nunbl ed. Then he passed out again.

The next tinme he awoke, sunlight was streami ng through the w ndows Soneone had
renoved the straitjacket and bathed him Tuing his head, he saw an orderly
sitting in a chair by the bed.

She | ooked up from her book and smiled. "Feeling better? I'Il call Manager
Varz."

Before Kelric could protest, the orderly was on the co to Avtac. The Manager
appeared a few mnutes |ater and dism ssed the orderly, then sat on the bed
and smled at Kelric. "I"'mglad you are feeling better."

Better fromwhat? Her enotional abuse? Regardl ess of how he felt about Avtac,
t hough, he hadn't meant to attack her. "Are you all right?"

She nodded. "We will speak no nore about it."

Why the hell not? he thought. But he said nothing. Silence was his only

def ense agai nst words that cut deeper than steel. Anger edged his thoughts,
mxing with the Quis patterns in his mnd. He tried to suppress it lest it nm
into a rage that could sear his dice, and through them Varz, Mesa, and the
Twel ve Est at es.

It was only a glinpse, a flash of yellow hair on the icy wi ndbreak. Kelric

al nost called Savina's nanme—but the distant figure was only one of his guards.
He wal ked on through the snow deep park, uncaring where he went. " al
right?" a voice said. "Sevtar, what is the matter?" Kelric stopped. Otta
stood in front of him silhouetted agai nst an overcast sky. The Third Level
started to speak, then opped, |ooking past him Turning, Kelric saw the
juggler ox running to where Qahotra stood in the next park. He skidd to a stop
in front of the Cal anya captain and waved his "ids as he tal ked to her. She
listened, then took off running ack the way he had cone.
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Kelic and Orttal wal ked over to the juggler. "Wat's

on?" Orttal asked. |

"It's Hayl," Mox said, breathing hard fromhis run. "I f even know he was

playing with it—+hen he | eaned out—+ a bird or sonething—+ don't know what."
;J|] Not again, Kelric thought. Hayl's gane with the windo his suite

had continued unabated. Even if Hayl had fb ;

t hough, he couldn't be too badly hurt. Had the boy besi pain, Kelric knew he

woul d have felt it. « "l told himto get back inside," MXx
said. "/ told him' ;' "Mx, slowdown," Ottal said. "Wat happened? ?
"He fell. Fell." "Is he all right?" Kelric asked. "In ny suite—he figured it
out—+ don't know how. | didf even know those cliff w ndows opened."

| Kelric's sense of cal mshattered. "The what wi ndows? "The cliff." Mx's
voi ce cracked. "He fell over the clifr'S No. It couldn't be true. If Hayl had
died he would knii Kelric took off for the Calanya, his mnd creating nighti
i mges of Hayl pummeting down the cliff, as if he saw{'. own son hurtling to
hi s deat h.

When he reached Mox's suite, he pushed past the crowd| the door arch. Avtac
was al ready inside the bedroom a Zecha had gone to the floor-to-ceiling
wi ndow that stood o like a door of glass. Chill w nd whispered past it as a
cl o», seeped inside, curling tendrils of m st around her
Kelric wal ked to the wi ndow, past even Zecha. He stood| the opening and | ooked
at the cliff plunging dowmn fromfeet. Hayl, he thought. Cone back. H's m nd
conj ured, ( unwanted scenes: Hayl skidding on the cliff, Hayl teari* through
trees, Hayl caught in a cage of roots. '
Zech spoke in a ow voice. "He told me yesterday he wf going to inpress you."
Incredibly, tears showed on her fa(f "And now he's dead." She took his armto
draw hi m back the room but in the sanme nmonent that he pulled away frc[ her
she I et her hand drop, her face nunmb, as if she didn't ca;
whet her he fell or not. As a result, he gave his pull npb nmonentum than he
needed, |ost his bal ance—and stunble. out the w ndow. ,

t
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"No!" Avtac shouted. "Stop him"

The sky careened past Kelric as he toppled into the abyss of air. Hi s bionmech
toggl ed on and he grabbed the sill as he dropped past it, yanking to an

ann-w enching halt. Wth hydraui c-driven strength, he vaulted back into the
room

DimMy he was aware of people shouting and pulling himaway fromthe w ndow
The shock of Hayl's death together with his bi onech-enhanced drive of
adrenaline was too nmuct He |lashed out with his fists, catching a guard then
anot her, then Zecha. His escort kept firing their stunners, until he sank to
hi s knees on the floor

As his adrenaline calmed Bolt took himout of conbat node. Kelric |ooked up to
see aides and Calani staring at himin disbelief. He stared back, too stunned
by his own reaction to nove

Ni ght gathered in Avtac's ofce. She stood alone in the dark, gazing out a tal
wi ndow at the stars.

How did it happen? So few cliff w ndows even opened and those that did | ocked
with intricate patterns. Only a trained snmth who knew the conbi nati on coul d
rel ease them Hayl coul d never have solved a puzzle that woul d stymi e even
her, Manager of Varz. It was harsh, bitter l[uck. Sonehow he'd stunbled on the
sequence, a fluke that cost his life and al nost took Sevtar's as well.

Why did Sevtar junp? Wiy did he change his mind? Wy did he go berserk? She
still felt the horror of seeing himlunge to his death, still felt that
terrible sense of loss that hit her when she thought he was gone. After he
vaul ted back into the room she had wanted to sob with relief.

She was | osing control

It was unacceptabl e. Was Zecha right, that Sevtar destroyed everything he cane
near? O was Doctor Shyl right, that he suffered fromsone traumatic stress
di sorder conplicated by grief and | oneliness? What trauma? He lived a life of
[ uxury. He showed no signs of grief. And how could he be | onely? She nt al nost
every night with him

Her desk co buzzed. Avtac flipped the switch. "Yes?"

"Captain Zecha is here, ma'am" an aide said.
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Avtac tued on the lights, filling her office with harsh 1 nance. "Send her
in." '

It was a muted Zecha who entered and bowed to her.* greetings.”

"How are you?" Avtac asked. :

"I"'d like to return to duty."

Avtac knew work woul d heal Zecha better than sitting" Med. "All right."

The captain hesitated. "The searchers—have they—
Avtac w shed she knew words to console the captain for |oss. "They haven't

found his body yet. But they will kej( | ooking, even in the storm"
.S
Zecha nodded. "And Sevtar?" , f

Avtac went to the window and stared out at the night. "Sf in Med. Shyl felt it
best to keep himsedated unti we kn<*. howto treat him"
| c
In a soft, ugly voice, Zecha said, "lIs having himworth Avtac? Are his Five
Level s worth the grief they' ve brou& you?"
Avtac continued to stare out the window She answered i no one and that
i ncl uded the captain of her Hunters. WAs ha ing Sevtar worth the grief of
| osi ng Savina and Hayl ? Only woul d ever know her answer to that.
. »
Yes. He was worth it. Nothing would ever convince her -, let himgo.
Not hi ng. k
In the freezing darkness, thick flakes of snow whirled about gnarled tree that
clung to the cliff face, its roots buckling o*, of cracks in the rock to form
a basket. Hayl huddled within tt(, basket's precarious enbrace, shivering
violently, starting , slide of pebbles that fell and fell and fell, their
clatter fading . the wail of the blizzard. He listened to the wi nd shriek
knov ing that at any nonent his added weight on the jtree coul cause its roots
torip anay fromthe cliff
The search parties would ook for his body at the base of th cliff. Not here.
He had no food. No water. No protection. N<. chance of rescue
f
He could only wait to die. ;
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Queens Ganbl e

Jevrin Karri, alias Jevrin Varz, flew his rider on instrunents through the
blizzard. The route he took down from Varz hugged perilously close to the
cliff, hiding himfromthe other craft also out in the storm

The linbs of a tree leapt into view, and he barely managed to yank on the
wheel in tine to sheer away fromthe branches. Incredibly, as the tree
careened past the w ndshield he saw what | ooked |like a boy clinging to its
roots.

It was inpossible, of course. But the image of the boy's terrified face stayed
with him until finally he circled back. By folding in the rider's wing slats,
he managed to pull closer to the tree—and this time he distinctly saw a figure
huddl ed within its roots.

Jevrin swore. Howin a dice cheater's hell did a boy get there? Mre

i nportant, how did he get himout? Al though the rider had extra airfoils to
stabilize it in high winds, it was madness to put it on autopilot during a
storm But if he went back to Varz for a properly equi pped rescue party, he
woul d be caught flying a rider he had no business flying with a cargo he had
no business carrying. He could reach Kam but the boy woul d probably be torn
away fromthe cliff |long before he brought back hep

Wth a prayer to the wind gods, Jevrin locked in the autoPlot, junped out of
his seat, and ran to the back of the cabin. As he grabbed a crane hook and
rope fromthe ocker, the rider pitched like a Lasa drunkard. He nade it to the
pilot's seat in tine to steady the craft. He tied one end of the rope to the
chair and the other to the hook, then headed back to the tree.

When Jevrin sighted the boy, he hit the autopilot and went to the hatch

pl aying out the rope so it pulled taut fromhis



«? hand to his seat. As he heaved open the hatch, wind nfT

him threatening to knock himover. Hanging on to the n' with one hand, he
hurl ed the hook into the night i

The throw went wild, nowhere near the boy. Jevrin '"ii> T the hook back in,
then scranbled for the pilot's seat as ¢ rider swerved and shuddered. Com ng
around for another he changed the canber of the airfoils and the arch of the
slats, trying to stabilize the craft. '

This time when he heaved out the hook, it flewliT blizzard and caught in the
tree roots. The boy grabbed atl

And the entire tree ripped away fromthe cliff. T

A screamtore through the night. In the sanme instant, A rider bucked and
Jevrin had to junp for the pilot's seat, f, ing himno tine to see if the boy
was hanging on to the r pulled taut out the hatch. As soon as he regai ned

control )i| craft, he spun around and haul ed on the rope. il
Mraculously, a wildly tousled crown of curls '"Hri»:i'y the hatch—and dropped
from sight again. Jevrin swore ;' pulled harder, frantic now. No one could

hold on for Ff while the rider pitched in the storm [ ]

He kept pulling, struggling with no success to haul in C boy. The rope slipped
in his hands and he alnost lost 1 of it. Wth a gasp of desperation, he gave
an extra hard vi and heaved a body into the cabin. The boy sprawied MI"'",
floor, breathing in huge sobs. Just before Jevrin whirled to the controls, he
saw what gl eamed on the boy's arns.

Cal anya bands t

As Jevrin struggled to steady the rider, he heard the Wslam cl osed | eaving an
abrupt silence. @ ancing over his -fT der, he saw the Cal ani huddl ed agai nst
the hull. Wth streanmi ng down his face, the boy nouthed the words |IW5

Jevrin nodded awkwardly, wondering if his guest would 1 so grateful when he

found out his situation. He couldn't ,, the Calani to Varz; the circunstances
woul d incrimnate i W., a spy. He had no choice but to bring the youth with
him ii ing the rescue into an abduction

At Jevrins invitation, the boy cane over and sat in the *!l lot's seat. Jevrin
peered at his arnbands. "Hayl ?" %

The Cal ani nodded.
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"How did you get out there, Hayl?"

When Hayl pantomined a fall, Jevrin realized he nust be the Calani runored to
have gone over the cliff this morning. Relief swept over him No one would
guess Hayl had been ki dnapped; as far as anyone knew, the boy was dead.

Hayl pointed to the altineter registering their drop in altitude, then gave
Jevrin a puzzled | ook and noti oned upward. "We're not going to Varz," Jevrin
said. ¢« The boy touched the Varz insignia on his wist guard. "I know, " Jevrin
said. "lI'msorry, Hayl. But you aren't going back."

H dden anong jutting crags, a rider crouched under the stars in an abandoned
quarry. The shadow of a second craft slipped through the night and settled
next to it like a giant bird. Its hatch opened, letting Jevrin disenbark. The
hatch of the other rider opened and the ruler of Coba stepped out into the

wi nd.

Jevrin bowed to her. "M nister Kam"

| xpar nodded, concerned by his |lateness. "Did you have trouble getting here?"
He told her about the Cal ani he had rescued. "I brought himwth ne."

They clinmbed inside the darkened cabin of his rider and he set screens over
the wi ndshield, then turned on the lights. The Calani sat in the copilot's
seat watching them Lithe and slender, with | arge eyes, he remi nded | xpar of a
hazell e colt.

Jevrin presented her to the boy, respecting the customthat gave a Cal an
soci al rank above even a Mnister. "Hayl, this is Ixpar Karn."

Hayl stared at her, then turned confused eyes to his rescuer

"I''mfromKam" Jevrin said.

Hayl pointed to the Varz badge on Jevrin's uniform

"I know," Jevrin said. "But | work for Kam"

The boy gave hima look that plainly said traitor. He tued ay and stared
strai ght ahead, gripping the arns of his seat.

Layi ng a hand on Jevrin's shoulder, Ixpar tilted her head toward the hatch. He
switched off the lights and they stepped ack out into the wi nd, where they
could talk in private. You have news?" |xpar asked.
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He reached inside the hatch and took an object fromhe had |ashed it to a

bul khead. |xpar recognized his ni' own newWy forned ArmsCuil d was al so maki ng
rifles. She tested the gun's bal ance. "What were you told purpose?”

| "To hunt," he said. "It could be true. The
winter this j was even worse than usual. Lack of gane has been Sffq' big cats
desperate. They're even coning into the city." ]| The strain in his voice
di sturbed Ixpar. "Is Varz in M Sfci
"No. | don't think so." ?£ She watched his drawn
face. "What is it?" "There was trouble, sonmething with the Fifth Level." °|
| xpar tensed. "Go on." A "l'mnot sure what

happened, but he's in Med." Jevrin .iW? his head. "There have been runors,

| xpar, ever since he*ni_ to Varz. It isn't pretty. And apparently now they're
t5W himw th el ectroshock therapy.” []i

So. It was true, the subtle traces she picked up in the that her advisers

cl ai med she imagi ned. "Avtac has no n4i/ "Sevtar is her Akasi. She has every
right." Ixpar knew no Estate would support her if she *i SR] the Akasi Law of
Owner shi p, which shoul d have been , ished to the history scrolls long ago. The
Managers w never tolerate such an intrusion into their private lives. |xpar
cocked the rifle and braced it agai nst her shoulder. * "Raise armnms agai nst

Varz over this," Jevrin said, "and Estate on Coba will be set against you."
She sighted on a boulder. "Varz invented the rifle. ?. Kam"
"I'f you kidnap Sevtar, the Council will hunt you R You'll start a war." Her

grip on the rifle tightened. How could she, whoni suned to lead a world, think
to destroy a peace that had 1aRP, a thousand years? She | owered the gun. "No
one on Coba will support me . challenge Avtac over this. No trade exists for a
Sixth Level ( | take himby force | start a war | can't win."

"I"'ve tried to think of a solution.” Jevrin spread his hands. "8 don't see
any." '
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"Do you know the third passage from Roaz?"
"Somet hi ng about virtues, isn't it?"

"1 seek three virtues,' " Ixpar said.
courage to face nmy fears, and the wisdomto face ny failures.'
"Whi ch do you seek now?"

She gave himthe gun. "The one Roaz m ssed. The brains to find an answer."

St ahna Varz, Successor to the Varz Manager, set the letter on Avtac's desk.
"This came today from Karn."

Avtac glanced up from her papers. The letter |ooked, fromits thin size, |ike
t he usual request for verification of Varz attendance at Council. "You have
authority to respond to M nistry conmuni cations.”

St ahna spoke quietly. "Not this one."

Avtac picked up the letter. "What is it?"

"An offer for Sevtars contract."

"Are you maki ng a joke, Stahna?"

"No. "

"Then I xpar Karn is nmaking a joke. A childish one." Avtac pushed the letter
across the desk. "Throw it away."

"Perhaps you should read it first."

Avt ac considered her. Then she opened the letter. The nessage consisted of one
sent ence.

"The strength to face nmy eneny, the

She read it.

And read it again.

Avtac took up a quill and parchment. The note she wote was brief. She rolled
it into a scroll, tied it with a thong, sealed it in wax, and handed it to

St ahna.

"Send this to Kam" she said.

| of Kam watched the flock of windriders |and. People peered out of towers,
climbed up on housetops, scal ed every

11 of every building in every section of the city. Like vines growing fresh on
the roofs, heavy with fruit, spreading | eaves

1" a profusion of life, the people crowded out to watch. After today, Coba
woul d be changed forever. A Sixth Level was comng to Karn
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| xpar waited in the Hall of Teotec, watching froma wi n above the airfield as
the Kam escort di senbarked from

central rider. Then a tall figure, robed and cowl ed in bla stepped down. The
escort wal ked with himacross the tar and crossed the gardens outside the
Estate. Wen they di & peared fromview, she left the wi ndow and faced the
great d ble doors of the Hall.

Morents | ater the doors swung open and a retinue swept followed by a double
col um of aides. The Cal anya es entered next, with the cowed man in its
center.

Suddenly it seened to |xpar that the Hall would burst people. Wth a notion of
her rai sed hand, she disnissed eve one: retinues, aides, guards. They | ooked
at her in conster tion, but when she met their gazes with silence they left.
Then she stood alone, on the dais in the great Hall where Council had convened
for two mllennia. At the end of the the robed figure watched her. \Wen he
pushed back his c< everything seemed to stop: the winds no | onger blew, the no
| onger rolled, and her heart ceased its beat.

Incredibly, at first he | ooked no ol der than on that day ship had nmade its
flam ng descent into the nountains ab Dahl. Then she saw the gray in his hair,
the dull ed sheen of skin.

But it was Kelric.

He wal ked down the Hall, his cloak billowi ng out beh him As he drew near she
drank in the sight of him still famliar after so many years. He clinbed the
dais and cam the Circle, never smling, never taking his gaze fromher fi
When he stepped down into the GCrcle, his eyes were 1 with hers. The Oath
waited for their voices to give it life raise it to a power greater than ever
bef ore known.

| xpar spoke. "For Kam and for Coba, do you enter the ( cle to give your QCath?"
"Yes." The burr of his accent was still strong.

A chill ran up her back. "Do you swear to keep forever discipline of the

Cal anya? To hold ny Estate above all else you hold in your hands and mind the
future of KanP"

"Yes."




. The Last Hawk 349

"Do you swear, on penalty of your life, that your loyalty is to Kara and only
to Kan®"

"Yes."

"In return for your Gath, | vow that for the rest of your life you will be
provided for as befits a Calani." Silently, she added: No one will ever hurt
you again. On penalty of ny life, | swear it.

Then, finally, she spoke the question she had waited half her life to ask.
"WIl you accept the bands of an Akasi ?"

When he said nothing, only | ooked at her, |xpar died inside. Funbling, she
reached into her pocket for the other arnbands, those with no Akasi

i nscription.

"Yes," Kelric said.

It was one word, one sinple sound, but it had the power to change a world. She
swal | owed, then put back the armbands and took the pair out of her other
pocket. The Akasi bands. She slid themonto his arns, making themthe sixth
pair he wore.

"Kelric Sevtar Kam" she said. "You are now a Sixth Level Calani of Karn."
For a | ong nonent he | ooked at her. Then he spoke in a husky voice. "What
price a Sixth Level ?"

Sil ence echoed in the Hall. Her words fell into it |ike stones.

"The rule of a world."
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SunSky Bride Deni ed

| xpar drumred her fingers on her desk, wondering what denented anci ent had

t hought up the customthat made a Manager wait hal f her weddi ng ni ght before
going to her Akasi. Did Kelric really need all that time to prepare? It seened
nore |ikely he would get bored and go to bed.

She got up and paced around the office until she came to the nmirror. She
hardly recogni zed her reflection; the unfam liar |ace bl ouse and vel vet pants
were foreign to her usual plain trousers and shirt. She had freed her hair
fromits braid, letting it fall to her waist. Tendrils curled around her
cheeks.

Wul d he think her attractive? Was she? All she sawin the mrror was | xpar.
She had no idea whether or not her appearance pleased. It had never occurred
to her to worry about it before. Beauty wasn't on the list of qualifications
for a Mnister.

No, not Mnister. Manager. All her life she had taken it for granted she would
rule Coba. Now the title was gone, for her and all future generations of Kam
Woul d history curse her for what she gave to Varz? When she and Kelric were
buried, what would it matter that a Sixth Level had existed?

It matters, |xpar thought.

She had westled with her decision. Wwo truly ruled Coba:

M nister or Quis? In the past those two choices had been the sanme. Now the
patterns were in upheaval, re-formed in ways no one yet understood. The Quis
of a Sixth Level conbined with the hidden Menory of Kam it would be a power
never efore known on Coba. Kelric's | egacy would survive for mllennia. But
could it swanp even the nmight of a Varz M nistry?

| xpar didn't know the answer. Faced with that uncertainty, th Kelric's
situation at Varz, and with the danger of his



growing rage to the Quis, she had nade the best decision .1!.

could. Only history would know if it had been the right T,

She pi cked up an anberwood box from her desk and K

its polished lid. A statue nestled inside, an althawk w fromw ng-ivory. She
had comm ssioned Karn's nj' renowned carver to make it ten days ago, when she
RWSl Kelric would conme to her Estate. $

The clock on the wall chined. Ixpar junped, startled by Pi announcenent t hat

Ni ght's M dhour had arrived. Then, gift fl hand, she left the office and went
to her groom ' %

The Akasi suite was dark. Kelric's dinner sat untouched ti| the dining room

and the bed was enpty. |xpar wondered if |! escort had sonmehow nade the absurd
m st ake of taking him| the wong suite. Then she saw a trickle of light in a
hall. T;" followed it and found himsitting in a dimMy lit al cove. |

"Kelric?" she asked. I
He didn't even | ook at her, he just stood up and wal ked s her into the
bedroom Sitting on the bed, he began to unlace shirt
t
She watched fromthe door arch. "You are so silent." |

He | ooked up at her. "I wasn't under the inpression |ISffl was what you

want ed. " s

No. This wasn't how it was supposed to happen. "VWHTIPC you prefer to be

al one?" ©ox

"Yes," he said. "J

She suddenly felt [udicrous, an ex-Mnister dressed up <! silly clothes. "I
will call for the escort. They can show you rl|' your Cal anya suite."

For the first tine a response flickered across his face. Relief.
"Before you go— She swall owed. "Wuld you answer question for ne?"
1

He said nothing, just waited, and it made the asking all Tl nmore difficult.
But she had to know. "Wy did you accept nvj| Akasi bands?"
He spoke in an enotionless voice. "You paid a high mMw4 for your Sixth Level.
Qovi ously you expected nore than Quis' in return.”

I
I xpar inwardly reeled. Yet what el se should she have expected? Wat made her
think that after all he had suffered i
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he would want to lie with a virtual stranger? Wiy should he? It was only she
who had harbored a secret love for half her life. After he was gone, she sat
on the bed and buried her head in her hands.

Hayl set his octahedron next to Bahr's cube. "My gane."

"Pah," the Quis Wzard grunbled. "Aren't you supposed to nmeet an escort?"
"Ai! | forgot." Hayl scooped up his dice and hurried to his suite entrance,
trailed by Bahr. They found his guards Qutside talking to the Kam Cal anya
escort.

Eb, the escort captain, bowed to Hayl. "Shall we go?"

He nodded uneasily and went with misgiving, unsure of their destination

| eaving his own escort to return Bahr to her secluded suite. Although Bahr
couldn't live within the Calanya, he feared Ixpar neant to put himin her

Cal anya as a prelude to forcing a Kam Cath on him

When he first refused to play Quis at Kam she seened to understand. Hs Gath
was to Varz. But he soon grew restless, until finally he agreed to sit at
Qutsider Quis with Bahr. The ganbler just didn't seemlike a real Calani. He
wondered now i f the ganes with Bahr had been nmeant to soften his resistance.
He tried to resent his abductors, but it became harder as time passed. He had
never met anyone like |xpar Kam who had Avtac's power and Savina's humanity.
If Avtac found out he was here, she would be within her rights to call a
Council Tribunal. They would "rescue" him and punish Kara, probably with
fines, tariffs, and enbargoes. Wrse, Kamwould | ose influence in the Quis.
Despite his Varz CGath, he had no wish to see harmcone to Kam Besides, as

| ong as he was "dead," Zecha couldn't touch him

The escort |led himthrough unfamliar halls. Wen they stopped in front of two
huge portals with gold handl es, he knew they had reached the Cal anya. As Eb
opened the doors, he bal ked.

"It's all right," the captain said. "We're only visiting."

Hayl stayed put. He couldn't resist |ooking Inside, though. Light slanted

t hr ough st ai ned- gl ass wi ndows, making pattes ot color on the floor. The
serenity drew him Wen Eb opened
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the door wider, he ventured forward, and the escort came with himinto the
common room Sone of the Cal ani gl anced up and nodded then went back to their
di ce.

For sone reason Eb urged himover to an archway, where she tapped at the
screen. A monent |ater a nman drew aside the screen—and Hayl's mouth fell open
The man snmiled, holding up his hand to invite Hayl into his suite. As soon as
they were al one, Hayl said, "Sevtar! Wat are you doing here? Wnds, you've
got six bands. Six." He closed his nouth as the inport of it hit him

Si x Level s.

"So it's true." Sevtar watched himwith a gentle gaze. "You're alive."

"A tree caught ne."

"Gods, Hayl." Sevtar's voice caught as they enbraced. "Its good to see you."
He set Hayl back fromhimand smled, a drop of water glistening in the corner
of his eye. Then he notioned at his Quis table. "WII| you play dice with ne?"
Al nmost giddy with seeing Sevtar again, Hayl pulled off his pouch

It wasn't until long afterward that he realized just how t horoughly he had
broken his Qath.
37

The Bridge of O oton

Sunmer in Ka | asted |onger than in the upper ranges. Autumm gusted with chil
wi nds but the. winter snows carne| gently, wafting fromthe sky. Spring
unfurled in a multitude of | |avender, pink, and blue bl ossons on the

pl unberry vines. | Kelric watched the seasons fromhis suite, where the
interplay ! of sunshine and shadow in the roons shifted with a grace that j
spoke el oquently of the architects who had built this, the first Estate.
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On a nmorning in early spring, he wal ked across the parks to a secluded | ake
far fromthe Calanya. Sitting on a knoll that overl ooked the water, he bowed
his head. The tears came softly, running down his cheeks, silent in their

rel ease fromthe prison he had built around his heart in Varz and then slowy
di smantl ed as the seasons in Kam passed. He made no sound, just sat by the

| ake and cried until his grief spent itself in the gided afternoon

| xpar sat by a window in her study, wanned in a pool of sunlight. Wile she
ate her M dday neal she went through the last of the Mnistry docunents stil
at Kam filing themto send to Varz. It had taken well over a year to shift
the Mnistry, but soon the transition woud be conpl ete.

She lifted a page off the pile. This was the conclusion, the final docunent
she had signed as Mnister. It wasn't worl dshaking, sinply a pardon for a
young man in the Haka prison, a bookkeeper in Conpound Two. Ched Viasa. She
wonder ed how he would feel if he knew he was the | ast person touched by the
rei gn of Kam

An ai de tapped at the door arch. "M ana? Captan Eb would like to see you."
"Send her in." Ixpar blinked at the interruption. She had schedul ed no Quis
sessions today, feeling a need to be alone while she concluded her fina acts
as Mnister.

Eb entered and bowed. "Sevtar wi shes to see you, nma'am"™

Aticklefly fluttered in Ixpar's stomach. "Very well."

While Eb went for him |xpar paced a bit, then stopped by a wi ndow and wat ched
children playing in a courtyard bel ow her suite. Wy today? Kelric had never
bef ore sought her conpani onship. He sat at dice with her and played a
mracul ous Quis |Iike none she had ever known, but that was their only contact.
She felt no closer to himnow than the day he had taken his Kara Cath.

"I xpar ?"

She turned with a start. He stood by the archway, glimrerig in the sunlight

i ke his Coban nanmesake, god of the dawn. er voice tied itself into knots and
left her mute. Watching m she again felt the guilt that came every tinme she
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renenmbered how little success she had so far in gaining ( tody of his daughter
for himfrom Var z. ,

Kelric came over to her. "I wanted to tell you."

"Tell me?"

He hesitated. "About that night—=

"Ni ght?" So close to himnow, she found herself incap of coming up with
intelligent responses.

"In the Akasi suite."

"The Akasi suite."

"About the-you see, what—ai, Ixpar, | don't know hov do this. | amno good
with words."

She thought of her sparkling responses in (he past min "R ght now, neither am
[."

He grinned. "The infamus Orator of Kamis tongue-tie

H s expression caught her utterly off guard. It was a smile, not his usual
slight curve of the lips. His teeth fla& white, lighting his entire face. It
made it even harder for he say what had to be said. "It was wong for nme to
push Akasi bands on you. If you wish to be only Calani, | ' release you from
your Akasi vow. "

"Ixpar, no. That wasn't what | neant." He took her hai "You were so beautiful
that night, a warrior goddess in vei and |lace."

A curious sense canme over her then, as if she floated ab their bodies | ooking
down in the slanting rays of the sun , private nonent captured in anber. She
stepped forward Kelric came into her arns.

That afternoon, they joined together in the sinplicity of own roons rather
than the opul ence of an Akasi suite. Af ward they lay in the rays of a setting
sun that left a faint g in the room A hint of fiery light touched |xpar's
face as drifted to sleep.
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Mul ti pl e Phal anxes

"Karri cheated Varz." Avtac wal ked through the Estate gardens with her
successor. "Ixpar lied."

"She signed the papers," Stahna said. "You are Mnister."

Avt ac opened her fist, revealing her Kara octahedron, a dianond that threw
splinters of sunlight into her hand. "No one can touch her Quis. No one even
cones close." She dropped the die and it thudded onto the din path. "Wth her
Sixth Level she holds Coba in a stronger grip than when she was Mnister."

"Does it matter?" Stahna retrieved the dianond for her. "lIxpar and Sevtar
won't live forever. Varz will. And the Mnistry with it."

Sevtar. During the tenday before he left for Kam Avtac had wanted him
constantly, knowi ng he woul d soon be gone. She could still see his gol den body

stretched across her bed, driving a hunger she never satisfied. She had

t hought sendi ng hi m away woul d quench her desire, give her back contro, but
nstead her craving grew worse. She hated herself for that weakness, tried to
bury it with her work, with Quis, Garith, a new youth in the city. Nothing
wor ked.

Sevtar was hers. He bel onged to Varz.

Henta Bahvi a sat gl owering at her desk. Any aides who ventured into her office
received a cold stare until they retreated.

"Why doesn't she just send copies?" Henta said to the enpty room "Wy bot her
with a new letter every time?" Beneath the formal jargon, every one of Avtac's
nmessages said the same thing: Mesa was now Varz and that included the iesa
Pl at eau.

°nly in a dice cheater's hell, Henta thought. None of this rolled well with
her. |xpar had been a good M nister. Mre
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than good. Brilliant. Avtac was iron. The unrel enting power Varz boded not hi ng
but trouble i "She'll not get the Plateau," Henta
said. "Not if | can h<it."

Rashi va al ways enjoyed her dinners with Jinorla. Tonight h cel ebrated. News

had come this norning; ten-yearold Jioi ranked well in his exams and was
accepted to he Preparatfl House.
He grew so fast, this son of hers, like a steeplestalk, with t creany dark

skin of the Hakaborn. Like Raaj. Only when t sun hit his skin just right did
it reveal that telling gold sh mner.
Jinmorla watched her' fromacross the table. "Wy are you] quiet?"

"I was thinking about Raaj. He's very proud of you." | His face brightened
"Father wants to conme to the cerenoni| at the Preparatory House. Do you think
he can?" | "OF course.” It pleased Rashiva that the bond between Raaj

and Jinmo| was so strong. Afraid to break that tie with the weight of a lejj
end, she had never told her son that his father was the Ka| Sixth Level

I
i Yezi Lasa, freight hauler extraordinary, or so she styled hej self, junped
fromher rider onto the Karn airfield and eyed thi young man with the
i nventory sheets. Strange world it w nowadays, when they had boys out greeting
the pilots.
"Well, looky you," Yezi said. "Manager Kam send you tl nake us pilots happy?"
He handed her the cipboard. "You can sign for your carg here. A freight crew
will load it."
Yezi peered at the board, [ooking for his nane. "He Anthoni." She angled a
| ook at him "Wat're you doing on tb docks, Anthoni? Maybe | ooking for
conpany, hmmp"
"I'man Estate aide," he said.
"My winds." Yezi signed the clipboard and handed it bad to him "An Estate
ai de"
"Your crew is on dock six," Anthoni said.
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"Righto." Yezi wondered if the fell ow was al ways so sullen. Least he could do
was turn out a smle to please a tired pilot.

As Anthoni went to the next rider, a voice behind Yezi said, "You there."

Yezi turned to see a burly pilot who also flew the VarzKarn route. "Heh, Ada."
Ada tilted her head at Anthoni. "N ce."

Yezi grimaced. "I think he's a Mdernist."

Ada took out a tin of tas and rolled the | eaves in a paper. "Mddernists on the
docks is nothing conpared to what |'ve heard lately." She |lit her tas stick
"Seenms there's a runor about a dead Cal ani that isn't dead."”

"Sure, Ada."

"It's true." Ada blew out a stream of snobke. "Varz Calani. Boy fell over a
cliff right into I xpar Kams lap."

"How woul d you know what goes on with high-Ievel folk?

"You want to check it, roll the dice." Ada puffed her tas. "It's in the Qs
if you know how to read it."

Yezi snorted. But in truth the tale intrigued her. A right good story it was,
like in the A d Age. Now those were days to be alive. No nodern nen back then
She smled, imagining her circle of |listeners. She had one gutsy tale to take
to Varz.

Chankah Dahl stood in Dabbiv's |ab, surrounded by his gadgets and scrolls.
"You went to the starporfl And no one stopped you?"

"There's no one there," Dabbiv said. "Arobot told nme to leave but it didn't
do anything to ne." He shrugged. "It's pbaby because the buildings all have
locks. Al 1 could do was wal k around the streets.” He gave her a guilty | ook
"I did find a few broken | ocks, though. So I went in and, uh—=

Chankah recogni zed that |ook. "Yes?"

"I filched some books." Hi s face changed again, lighting up as fast as w nd.
"They' re amazi ng! You can change the glyphs into any style you want and the
books make three-di nensional pictures. They even tal k."

She stared at him "Are you mad? |If you get caught, |SC w haul you off to
prison."
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. 1 "Am | supposed to pretend it isn't there? Think what j

could learn.” ,

Chankah coul d inagi ne how frustrating it was for a scien with his vision to
know such great know edge |lay so close, y just beyond his grasp. "Wre the
books interesting?"

He grinned. "I can't tell you. It's Restricted." Wen sl glowered at him he

| aughed, then unlocked a drawer in desk and pulled out a text with a netallic
cover.

She peered at the title. "You can read that?"

"I taught nyself Skolian."

"What does it say?"

" '"Proceedi ngs of the Eighty-sixth Conference on Circuli tory Pathology.' It's
a collection of papers given at a neetii of Inperialate doctors.™

"Do you understand it?"

"Not yet," he said. "But |I'mlearning."

Hayl strolled to the entrance of his suite, trying to | ook no chal ant as he
wat ched his escort ganbling Qutside. Nesina, d youngest guard, | ooked up at
himand sniled. She was twenf three, eight years older than him wth dark
eyes and hair.

Somewhere within the suite, a pot banged on glass. Ha folowed the noise to his
sunroom where a breeze gust< through an open wi ndow, ruffling his hair and
jostling a an

ing plant by the curtains.

How was t he wi ndow open?

It wasn't until the wall blocked his view that he realized 1 was backi ng out
of the room He made hinself stop, renmind hinself he could step out the w ndow
and reach the grour with his feet while he straddled the sill.

It had been worse when | xpar first brought himto Kam S| inprisoned himin
the logical place to hold a captive: the K of a tower. He hid his fear, never
speaki ng of the nightrma that splintered his sleep, but sonehow | xpar guessed.
Soon sl nmoved himto this suite on the ground |l evel, where he cou fall no nore
than the length of his own body.

Braci ng hinmsel f, Hayl wal ked to the wi ndow and reach out to close it.

Hands grabbed himso fast he barely realized it had ha
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pened before he was thrown into the wall. Spinning around, he saw a bul ky
figure vault over the sill. He lunged back to the wi ndow, but by the tine he
| ooked out, the courtyard CQutside was enpty.

Hayl scowl ed. Then he returned to the entrance of his suite. When the captain
of his escort |ooked up, he pointed toward the sunroom and m ned a person
climbing in the window. As the other guards went to investigate, Nesina cane
over to him

"You | ook upset," she said.

He shrugged. Conpared to his fall over the cliff, a peeper in his suite wasn't
much to get excited about.

She took his arm "You should Iie down."

He didn't feel like lying down. But she was pulling himtoward the bedroom so
he went with her. Inside, she paused in front of the mrror over his bureau.
Standi ng behind him taller than him she | ooked over his shoulder at their
reflection. Then she slid her hand through his hair. "You' ve beautiful curls.”
Hayl reddened. No woman had ever touched himin such a faniliar manner

Nesi na pushed himover to the bed. "You lie down. |'ll get something to calm
your nerves."

H s nerves were fine. But he |lay down anyway, too intrigued to object. Nesina
di sappeared and returned with a decanter of wine.

By the time they had finished the wine, he felt remarkably calm So calm in
fact, that he had a hard tine remenbering why he was lying on his bed in a

| ocked roomwith a guard sitting next to him And Nesina had | ocked the door
Even from across the room he could see the bolt pushed in place.

"You | ook pale," Nesina said, her voice a little slurred. "W should nmake you
nore confortable.” She unlaced his shirt and pulled it off his shoul ders.

Hayl tried to sit up and she pushed hi m back down. "Relax," she said. "Try to
forget what happened.”

Not hi ng had happened. In fact, the only "happeni ng" was here, as Nesina slid
her hand along his leg. He tried to roll away, afraid she would see his
erection, but she held himin place.

"I won't tell. Hayl," she coaxed. "You're ready, a man now. | won't feel any
differently about you tonorrow "
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While he fubled with his thoughts, Nesina funbled the flaps on his pants. He
tried to marshal argunments ab why she should stop, but it was nore interesting
to feel

take off his clothes. She undressed herself next, giving word "interesting"
whol e new shades of neani ng. \Wenstretched out on top of him he slid his arns
around her wa unsure how to proceed.

Nesi na kissed him first gently and then with nore passi She guided himwith
her hand, her touch so arousing al nost as soon as he was inside her, he
reached his peak. his breathing calmed, he realized she had just started and
had al ready fi ni shed.

Hayl flushed. "I"'msorry."

"You shouldn't be." Nesina lifted her head. "Your voi beautiful."

W nds above. What was wong with him getting dru naking love to his guard, and
breaki ng his GCath? He ougn be appalled with hinmself. Actually, though, he was
ral pl eased.

Nesina slid off and stretched out against his side. After ti had dozed in each
other's arns for a while, he started explore her body. As she opened her eyes,
he said, "This ti I'Il hold on |onger."

She smled, then ndged himonto his back, rolling v him Pushing up on her

el bows, she | ooked down at him was your first time, yes?"

He nodded.

""'mglad you let it be with me, Hayl."

He pull ed her down on top of him "M too."

Seven worren and one dark-haired man made up the \ octet. They stood side by
side, each with a rifle over her she der. As Avtac wal ked al ong the |ine,
Zecha called out ord and the guards obeyed in unison: right, left, poise, aim
rel Avtac stopped in front of the man. "Wat's your name?' "Jevrin Mesa Varz,
ma'am " "Think you could shoot a clawcat, Jevrin?' "l have, during city patro
last winter." Avtac gl anced at Zecha and the captai n nodded.
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After Zecha di smi ssed the guards, Avtac frowned at her. "A unit of elite
hunters is no place for a man."

"He's a good marksman," Zecha sai d.

"I do recall a boy in the Mesa Cooperative named evrin. He woul d be about
this man's age now. " Avtac paused. "He had yellow hair."

"1 can run another check," Zecha said.

"Do it." The Mnister walked to a rack on the wall and lifted out a rifle. "I
want no | eaks. |If any have opened, plug them" She sighted al ong the gun
barrel. "Permanently."

"We searched the entire Estate." Senior Aide Kastora wal ked with | xpar aong a
cobbl ed street that crooked between two buil dings. "Woever broke into Hayl's
suite got away."

"Was anyt hing stol en?" |xpar asked.

Kast ora shook her head. "His guards think it was a peeper trying to see a

Cal ani . "

"I hope that's all." Ixpar grimaced. "If she cane from Varz, we're in troube."
They turned into a lane that ended at a building dating fromthe A d Age, its
turrets and spires silhouetted agai nst a blue sky puffed with clouds. The sign
read THE KARN | NSTI TUTE.

They found Eki na bent over a clutter of equipnment in her |ab. The physicist

st rai ght ened up, snoothing out her snock. e "Mnister Kam | wasn't
expecting you." r
"Manager Kam " |xpar said. H

Eki na reddened. "My apologies, m' am"

| xpar nodded, wondering if the title "Manager" would ever P feel right.
"Bahr is curious to know how your work on her
light-sailor is going."

"Not so well." Ekina nodded at an apparatus on the table, a helical tube

wr apped around a red stone. "I'musing a ruby stal. | nanaged to get a |ight
pul se, but when | try to punp 0"t a steady beam of light | overheat the ruby."
She shook her head. "Every time | solve one glitch, 1 run into another."
"Suppose 1 put ny Cal anya on it?" |xpar asked. "They're amaing with these
pattern ganes of Bahr's. Maybe they can . P figure out what you need here."
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From Eki na's | ook, Ixpar mght have suggested she stand » her head and eat
Quis dice. "Calani help with equi pnent?" (! "Let's see what they do with it,"
| xpar said. il

The escort |left Bahr alone in the Coral Chanber. She sat at ?|

Qui s table rem nding herself she wasn't nervous. She !iw?6 Every tinme she

heard a sound she junped |ike a shyl ark. | Then the door opened and a man
wal ked into the room |i Bahr nearly fell off her chair. "Wnds above."

.A Sevtar snmled and sat across the table fromher, jlInnli'l gold. "M
greetings." A

Ai!l What a voice. He was a prince of Calani, no doubt sTII that. For days she
had been preparing for this first session »)|| hers with the Sixth and now she
woul d make a fool of snSf

Once they got started, though, Bahr forgot k'W

except the dice. Sevtar knew. He understood her patterns. T

Qui s exhilarated, challenged, was a true matching of wits. !'? barely noticed
when a guard slipped in and Iit the f!WJM | anps.

Eventual | y Sevtar pushed back fromthe table. "Perhaps '|| should take a
break." She blinked. "Heh?" . "A break. W've been here al
day." t Bahr peered out a window "Well, I'll be a pog on

a pole." nl was dark outside. Stretching out her |egs, she discovered i T her
feet, encased in their fine red boots for this special »l«fll sion, had gone
to sleep. She got up and hobbled around iif| room grunbling as her
circul ati on returned. Wien Sevtar |aughed, Bahr squinted at him "What's
funny?" ) "You're just not how
I inmagi ned Coba's | eading Ji 5BTW | physicist.” "Physicist? |'ma Qs Wzard."
"That you are. Your Quis is brilliant."

Bahr snmiled. "Heh. Well. You too" i| That night after
Bahr returned to her suite, she sat down r review her session with Sevtar. He
under st ood her new pattern, i the one she called a hot-light sailor.

"Quis Wzard?" a voice said. -
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Bahr junped. A guard was standing in the door arch. She alnost told the woman
to go away, but remenbered her Gath in tine.

"You have a visitor," the guard said. "Shall | bring hinP"

H n? Maybe it was Rhab. Bahr nodded and stood up

The guard reappeared with the potter Rhab. She said, "Mnager Karn grants this
visitor Suitor's Privilege," and then closed the door, |eaving Bahr and Rhab
al one toget her.

Suitor's Privilege," Bahr sputtered.

"It neans | can talk to you," Rhab said.

"You always talk to nme."

"Apparently |I've al ways been your suitor."

"Li ke grub you have."

"It's true. Manager Karn told me tonight that Suitor's Privilege is the only
way a wonan in ny position would be allowed to visit a man who is a Calani."
"She never told ne that."

Rhab came over to her. "She waited because she thought we needed a while to
adjust to the, uh, unusual circunstances."

Bahr squinted at him Sure there were tines when she fantasized that a sexy
fellow |ike Rhab reversed the roles and pursued her. But in real life she
didn't feel confortable with it. If courting was going on, she should be doing
it. Just how she woul d manage that, though, was a nystery. She couldn't even
| eave her room w thout an escort.

She regarded the Mbdernist warily. "You cone to pay me suit, Rhab?"

"I don't know." He grinned. "Is it safe?"
"Probably not."
He took her hands. "I'mwlling to risk it."

H s forwardness flustered her. She tried to think of something to say. "I
played Quis with the Sixth Level today."

He | ooked suitably inmpressed. "Wat was it |ike?"

"Rhab, it's likelying. He helped me with a new idea | have for ny
light-sailor. 1'Il bet we could nmake one that gives off enough energy to bum a
hol e in wood."

"Way woul d you want to do that?"

Bahr blinked. She hadn't thought about that. "Canpers ould start canpfires
withit."
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"Seens to ne it would be easier to use a flint."

"Probably," she admitted. "But I'Il tell |xpar about it at
way. "
It was | ate when Ixpar left her office, nunbers fromfreij inventories stil

reeling off in her head. She took the long vu to her suite, through the
Atrium an airy hall two stories hi

filled by plants, its walls and dome nmade fromtinted gl ass. staircase swept
up fromthe floor to an indoor bale Hal fway up the stairs, she lingered,
watching a winter sto lash the glass, knowi ng an enpty bed waited for her. Kel
had an early Quis session in the norning and had slept in 1 Cal anya.

When she reached her suite, though, a line of |light under 1 door greeted her.
In the bedrooma | anp glowed on the nig stand, and a fully dressed Sixth Level
ay fast aseep on the b

She sat next to him "Kelric?"

He stirred. "Homm. . . ?"

"I hought you were sleeping in the Cal anya."

"Axis," he munbl ed.

"Do you know where you are?"

"On the Z-axis."

| xpar smied. She undressed himand herself, then slip into bed. As she reached
for the lanmp, he wal ked his fing across her outstretched body. "Have you had
di nner yet?"

"Di nner?" She dimed the lanp, then slid into his arns. ong tinme ago."

"What tine is it?"

"Morning's Second Hour."

"Second Hour? | must have fallen asleep.” He notioned i strange dice structure
on the nightstand. "I was working on equation for Bahr. | guess | fel

asl eep. "

It took Ixpar a nonment to isolate why his response seen odd. He had repeated
hinsel f. Not that repetition was all t unusual; he just never did it. "You
sound tired."

He smiled sleepily. "Not that tired." Then he pulled her i his arns.

In the norning, he mssed his Quis session because
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couldn't wake himup. She alnost called for the doctor, but when he finally
did get up, he seened fine.

In her excitenent, Zecha strode straight into Avtac's library. The M nister
stood by a bookcase, intent on a book she was reading.

"The runors are true," Zecha said. "My agent saw the whol e setup. Hayl is at
Kami He's been there the whole two years he's been gone. Jevrin ki dnapped
him"

Avtac raised her eyebrows at the interruption. "And have you found Jevrin?"
"Not yet." The Kam spy had di sappeared the night after Avtac inspected the
hunting unit, just hours before Zecha's people broke his cover. Even know ng
she had incurred Avtac's displeasure didn't dim Zecha's nmood. Hayl was alive.
Besi des, she knew what bothered Avtac nost about Jevrin; he had been clever
enough to figure out the Manager was suspi Ci ous.

"What about the other hunters?" Avtac asked.

"I ran checks and doubl e checks," Zecha said. "There are no nore spies.”
"There had better not be." Avtac closed her book. "So. Ixpar Karn adds

thi every of Calani to her list of crines."

"What will you do?"

"A good question."

Zecha waited, knowi ng Avtac woul d speak when she canme to a decision. One fact
was obvious: the | onger Hayl stayed at am the nmore chance Sevtar had to
contam nate the boy's Quis. They | ocked her out, the way they shared that
quality, that sameness of their m nds.

No. She gritted her teeth. They shared not hing. Conparing Hayl to Sevtar was
like conparing fresh linen to soiled | aundry. Yet the innocence Sevtar |acked
and Hayl possessed—was it nore than sexual ? Whenever Sevtar had | ooked at
her, both here and at Haka he had seened to say: / know you.

Avtac slid her book onto the shelf, revealing the title on its spine:
Strategic Pattern Ganes of the O d Age. She turned to Zecha. "Ixpar Kam may
have defrauded nme out of a Fifth
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Level, but she dressed it up in documents to make it looll egal.” In a
deceptively soft voice she said, "Now she has give nme justifiable cause for
action."

Kelric awoke with a sense of lethargy. He had fallen asleep sit3 ting up in a
wi ndow seat of his suite. Rays of afternoon sv slanted across his body and
traces of a dreamlingered in hi

m nd, an inpression of Zecha like a sour aftertaste.

Wth the clarity of hindsight, he understood her now. AS with many enpat hs,

t he sane genes that gave rise to Zecha's Kyle abilities had probably hurt her
It was the nmain reaso Kyles were so rare; nost nutations associated with the
gene& were harnful. Only in rare cases such as Kelric's famly did the Kyle
genes produce a vi abl e human.

Zecha's trouble was subtle, but devastating. He suspected her brain coul dn't
produce sufficient concentrations of kyla tine, a chem cal that bl ocked
receptors in the neural structure that interpreted signals she picked up from
ot her people. In other words, she couldn't block out enotions. Mst enpaths

| earned to produce kyl atine bl ockers at |east on a subconscious |evel, and
Jagemauts coul d even order their bionech webs t make it.

Cenetic therapy could repair defective kylatine genes, but it also reduced the
enpath's Kyle abilities. Mst people either took the treatnent or else

wi t hdrew from human contact. Neither choice had been avail abl e for Zecha.
Wrse, as warden of Coba's only prison, she had lived with the ugliest side of
human nature her world had to offer. Wthout protection fromthat onsl aught,
it was no wonder her mnd had war ped.

Nor was it any wonder she |loved Hayl. He was her opposite, sheltered all his
life fromthe dark side of hunmanity. He nust have soothed her like water in a
desert.

Avtac was another story. Kelric doubted she even understood the concept of
enpat hy. What mal ediction had the power to describe his |ast days at Varz? She
never told himwhy his doctors stopped the el ectroshock therapy that was
supposed to "cure" him Instead she et himbelieve that only as |ong as he

pl eased her would he be free of it. Until the nonent he left her Estate, he
hadn't known he was going to Kam
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You dwell too much on the past, he thought. He | ooked for a better nmenory and
eventual ly found one: the jeweled world of his childhood. It glistened |like a
bubbl e isol ated in encroachi ng darkness.

39

Hawks C aw

It was a spring norning of the new year when | xpar found Kastora on the

out side bal cony that circled the Cbhservatory. MId breezes bl ew back the
Senior's hair as she considered the polished box she held in her hands, wth
its two jewel ed dice.

"Those | ook like Suitor's Dice," |xpar said.

Kastora | ooked up with a start. "Wat gave you that idea?"

| xpar chuckl ed. "Does he have a nanme?"

The Seni or simultaneously reddened and smiled. "You know the singer in the
tavern where we go— She paused, her gaze shifting to the sky. "Look at that."
| xpar | ooked to see a pair of wi ndriders above the northern nmountains. As they
drew nearer she made out the black Varz clawcat on their wings. "They're going
to mss the airfield."

"There's nowhere to land in the direction they' re going," Kastora said.

"Yes there is." |Ixpar scow ed. "The Cal anya parks." She spun around and strode
to the stairs, |ooking back at Kastora. "Send two octets to the Cal anya. And
stay on co." Then she took off.

At the Cal anya, |xpar found nost of her Calani absorbed in a dice session. The
Fourth Level Mentar left the table and cane over to her. Gay-haired and
gray-eyed, he rem nded her of the Scribe who had been her father

"You | ook concerned," he said.
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"Varz riders are headed for the parks,’
" \Npy 2"

"I wish | knew. VWhere is Sevtar?

"He sleeps in his suite.”

That surprised Ixpar. "Is he sick?"

"l don't believe so. Just tired."

Eb, captain of the Cal anya escort, appeared at Ixpar's side. "Two octets from
the CityGuard are Qutside."
"Post one in Sevtar's suite,
the riders.”

She found the two craft crouched in a scul pture garden they had w ecked when
they landed. A trio of Varz guards disenbarked and bowed to |xpar. "Manager
Kam" a thin woman said. " am Ahva Varz."

| xpar frowned. "Trespassing on Calanya grounds is illegal, Ahva Varz."

"I apol ogi ze, ma'am But we bring a message fromthe Mnister."

"If Avtac has something to tell me, she can do it w thout breaking the |aw. "
"It seens a difficulty exists." Ahva took a scroll from another guard and
handed it to her. "I believe this explains the prob lem"

The nessage made no sense; witten in legal jargon, it just restated the
contract she and Avtac had signed when Kam relinqui shed the Mnistry.

I will put these people in jail, Ixpar thought. Did Avtac actually expect her
to let such an intrusion pass? O course she would protect her Cal anya.

| xpar froze. OF course. OF course. She thrust the scroll at Captain Eb. "Lock
up these people." Then she took off running across the parks.

When she reached a co Qutside the Cal anya, she banged her hand agai nst the co.
"Kastora!"

A voi ce snapped out of the speaker. "Kastora here."

"Cet as many octets as you can to Hayl's suite," Ixpar said. "Get himout of
there!" Then she set off running again.

| xpar reached the gardens around Hayl's suite in tine to see three Varz riders
descendi ng, the runble of their engines

she sai d.

| xpar said. "W'll take the second out to neet
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swelling into a roar as they |anded on the |lawns, tearing up grass and
destroying fountains. As she raced toward Hayl's patio, Varz guards burst out
of the craft—all armed with rifles.

Hands yanked I xpar to a stop. Tw sting around she found herself staring up at
Borj, a gigantic captain on her GCtyGuard. She had to shout to be heard over
the noise. "Let go of ne!"

The runbl e of engines drowned out Borj's answer, but her grip stayed firm

| xpar struggled with the massive captain, then gave up and wenched around in
Borj's arms in time to see the rest of the captain's octet converge with the

i nvaders on Hayl's patio. Even the thunder of the riders couldn't snother the
bl ast of rifle shots. Defensel ess against the bullets, Kam guards dropped

ever ywher e.

Then a Varz captain spotted |Ixpar—and fired. Borj threw her to one side and
the bullet mssed | xpar's chest, thudding instead into her shoul der

Strengt hened by her rage, |xpar wenched out of Borj's grip and ran for Hayl's
suite, ready to attack the invaders with her bare hands. As she passed a gl ass
table on the patio, it shattered under the inpact of a bullet.

Boot s pounded behi nd her. "Manager Karn!" Borj shouted. "Get down." The
captain tackled her and literally threw her over a retaining wall. |xpar
wrestled furiously, alnost pulling free despite her gunshot wound. She felt no
pain at all.

Borj shouted for hel p and another guard junped over the wall. She grabbed

I xpar's legs and together with Borj managed to pin Ixpar to the ground.
Hel pl ess, |xpar could do nothing but watch the Varz raiders.

They snmashed the stained-glass doors fronting Hayl's patio and ran | nside.
@unshots sounded and then the Varz guards reappeared, dragging Hayl. The boy
was fighting, hitting with his fists, kicking with his legs, biting and
scratching as the octet ran, half dragging and half carrying himto the
riders.

A formation of Kam guards burst out of Hayl's suite and opened fire with their
stunners, sending a slew of the intruders stunbling to their knees. The Varz
guards answered with rifle shots and the Kamunit |unged for cover.

Motion flashed in Ixpar's side vision. Turning, she saw Kastora striding
across a garden. Tinme seenmed to sl ow down as the Senior Aide grabbed the
stunner of a fallen guard. Even as
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| xpar shouted for her to get down, Kastora sighted on the guards carrying
Hayl. In the sanme instant she fired, a rifle discharge cracked |ike

t hunder —-and Kastora col | apsed, bl ood splattering out of her torso.

Then the intruders reached their aircraft. They hoisted Hayl inside, and
within seconds the craft was al oft.

A sudden silence filled the gardens. \When Borj and the other guard rel axed
their hold, Ixpar shoved them away, then vaulted over the retaining wall and
ran to her Senior Aide.

"Kastora!" Kneeling by her body, Ixpar lifted her wist, trying to find a

pul se. "Wat were you doing, standing out in the open |like that?" Her voice
cracked. "Kastora answer ne."

The Senior Aide stared with sightless eyes at the sky. Bl ood no | onger seeped
out the wound in her chest.

Borj crouched next to Ixpar and checkd for Kastora's pul se, then pulled back
her eyelids. After what seened like an eternity, she turned to xpar. "I'm
sorry Manager Kam W can't do any nore for her."

"No." Ixpar bent over her friend s body, pressing her hands agai nst the wound
as if that would fix it. When she pulled the stunner out of Kastora's grip,
the Senior's hand fell linply to the ground. Her other hand was cl enched
around sonething else. Ixpar pried open the fist, revealing the box with the
Suitor's Dice.

CGone. Kastora was gone. Her friendship, her wisdom her dreanms. Al gone.

St andi ng up, |xpar |ooked around at the carnage in the gardens. An ancient
instinct was rising inside of her, burning so hot that a red haze cl ouded her

vision, like a fog of bl ood.

A hand touched her shoul der. Spinning around, |xpar alnbost socked a Kam nmedic
in the jaw

The wonman paled. "I— just meant—well, that."

Lowering her fist, Ixpar |ooked where the nmedic pointed. A hole in her

shoul der was punping out bl ood. While Ixpar blinked, the nedic began to cl ean
t he wound. |xpar knew she should feel pain, but only her anger was real

Anot her ai de appeared at her side, Anthoni, the fell ow she had recently
promoted to the top |l evel of her Estate staff, mak-
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ing himthe first man in Kamhistory to hold such a high position

"I just came fromHayl's suite," he said. "The neds are treating his guards.”
"How are they?" |xpar said.

"Alive. But they'll be in Med for a while. Nesina took it the worst." He shook
his head. "She went crazy when they grabbed Hayl. She woul dn't back off even
after they shot her"

| xpar swal |l owed. Guards trained to fight with stunners often plowed on after
being hit, trying to do as much damage as possi bl e before they passed out. She
and Kastora had reacted the same way. Against rifles, that strategy was
sui ci de.

El der Sol an cane up to them her lined face drawn and pale. "I cannot believe
thi s happened. We must denmand a Council Tribunal against Varz."

| xpar di sengaged her armfromthe medic, putting up her hand when the wonman
protested. Then she drew Solan to the side. "Varz will refuse to convene a

Tri bunal . "

"She can't refuse." Solan swept her armout at the gardens. "Not only was this
outrage a crimnal act, it was stupid.”

"Avtac never nmakes stupid noves."

"No Estate will support her after this."

"No?" |xpar regarded the Elder. "What institution would you guard with your
life, fight to the death to protect?"

"The Cal anya, of course.”

"The Cal anya. Solan, | kidnapped Hayl. | had himplaying Quis with Kam Cal ani
Including a female Calani, for wind s sake. Avtac's allies probably consider
her use of force justified."

"Justified for what?" Solan watched an aide pull a bl anket over Kastora's
body. "Al'l Varz had to do was denmand a Tri bunal against you."

As the orderlies lifted Kastora onto a stretcher, |xpar spoke in a subdued
voice. "It nakes perfect sense. Hayl didn't want to go back to Varz. For nany
reasons, not the |east being he knows what Avtac did to Kelric. G ven access
to a Speaker and a Tribunal, w nds only know what he woul d say. Avtac needed a
reason to justify attacking Kamand | gave it to her."
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"You believe this attack had nore than one purpose.’
rather than a question.

"Do you know what the riders that [anded in the Cal anya brought me? A copy of
Sevtar's Cal anya contract." |xpar exhaled. "There is one reason and one reason
al one why Varz doesn't control Coba. Kelric. Avtac neans to get himback and
she can only do that by force.™

"Then she hasn't rescued a Calani." Solan paused as the orderlies carried
Kastora's body by them "She has started a war."

The Kara Skywal k arched into the Teotecs, ending at a hollow gl obe of tinted
gl ass high in the nmountains. Sunlight diffused through the sphere's polarized
wal I's, gilding the chanber inside. As Ixpar drew nearer, she saw Kelric
standi ng by one curved wall, staring out at the sfcy like a netal statue

bat hed in anber 1ight.

At the sound of her footsteps, he turned. H s gaze raked over the sling on her
arm "Wat happened?"

Sol an made it a statenment

She paused just inside the chamber's entrance. "I got in the way of a bullet."
He shook his head. "I thought the only guns your people had were stunners."
"Things ... change."

"“And Hayl ?"

"He went back to Varz."

A cloud drifted by the chanber, making a shadow i nside the sphere. "I've given
you war," Kelric said. ,

"We've always had it." Dryly she said, "That's all we used to do during the
ad Age."

Kel ric cupped his hands together. "Think of the Gath: 'You hold w thin your
hands and m nd the future of Coba.' Your world is a Calanya and the
Restriction is your QGath." He dropped his arnms. "Wen | crashed here that Oath
was broken."

"You didn't create our aggressions.”

"I'"ve never known a people as quick as yours." He shook his head. "Coba has
just begun to tap the know edge buried in the Quis. It's going to break out

i ke water through a coll apsing
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dam wth ny influence warping the flow. You have to take ne out of the

Cal anya. Get me out of the Quis net." "I need you now nore than ever," |xpar
said. "I won't be responsible for the destruction of a world." She wal ked over
to him "W are responsible for ourselves, Kelric. That we've suppressed our
vi ol ent tendencies doesn't nean they went away. It's time we faced that. Dealt
with it." He touched her sling. "I can see what |'ve given you." Quietly she
said, "You could have ruined Deha Dahl's life. You didn't. You could have
brutalized Rashiva Haka. You didn't. You could have devastated Varz. You
didn't. Even now, when you work with me to give Kara advantage over Varz, you
mar shal your dice to favor Kamrather than hurt Varz."

"I don't see your point. Way hurt Deha or Rashiva? They never w shed harm

agai nst me. And why would | make tens of thousands of people in Varz suffer
because their Manager is abusive to her Akasi? It's not their fault."

| xpar watched his face. "All those years ago, you coul d have escaped Coba. You
sacrificed your freedom alnmost your life, so the Dahl escort could live." Her
voi ce softened. "Yes, you've put yourself into the Quis. Your decency, your
strength of character, your courage. Your capacity to |love."

Kelric's face gentled, crinkling the lines around his eyes. He took her hand
and for a while they just watched the sky that arched everywhere around them
i ke an ocean of bl ue.

Far to the north the speck of a rider appeared above the nountains.

"Not another!" Ixpar strode to the co panel where the Skywal k met the chanber.
But then she paused, her hand poi sed over the co. Something about the rider

| ooked odd . . . The craft drew nearer. Nearer. Nearer

Its wings swept through the air in an inpossibly huge arc. A chill sped down

| xpar's back. "It can't be." Kelric glanced at her. "You think this one is
fromVarz?" "Not Varz." She took a breath. "Mich higher in the nmountains.”
"There are no Estates higher than Varz."



378Cat heri ne Asaro-

"I know." Softly she said, "It's an althawk, Kelric. A giant althawk."

The bird glided closer until it was clearly visible, a beas' w th huge w ngs,
gl orious wings, their span outdoing a windrider. Brilliant red feathers edged
its black wings Iike tongues of fire and the gold plunmage on the rest of its
body gleamed in the sun's pouring light. Ixpar could al nost feel the gale that
acconpani ed every sweep of those massive pinions. Talons as long as a man's
arm curved under its |egs.

"Cods," Kelric said. "It's beautiful."

"W thought they were extinct. It's the only one to come down fromthe
mountai ns in a thousand years."

"Maybe it's the last of its kind. Searching for a mate."

After so |l ong? she wondered. Had this nmagnificent hawk been driven fromhis
hone by | oneliness, conme to search the world for a mate he woul d never find?
Kelric touched her shoul der and pointed at the city. Tiny figures were running
in the streets, waving at each other and the hawk. At the airfield, two riders
were preparing to take off.

| xpar switched on the co and an excited voice floated into the air. "Ta

here!"

"Tal, this is Manager Kam G ound those w ndriders."

"But there's an althawk up there. A real one! They're going to catch it."
"Tell themto let it go."

Tal paused. "M' anf"

"They aren't to catch it," |Ixpar repeated. "I'll have anyone who tries thrown
injail."

The ai de spoke in a disappointed voice. "Yhee, nma'am"

Kelric watched as she switched off the co. "You'll probably never see it
again."

"I know." She came to stand with him "But it would die in captivity."

The bird sailed closer until his shadow filled the sphere. For one instant he
| ooked directly at themw th his ancient gaze, his gold eyes hooded and

i nscrutable, so close now that had they been able to reach out, they could
have touched his feathers.

Then he swept over the Skywal k, wheeling away into the freedom of an intensely
bl ue sky.
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Jahal l a' s Defi ance

Rai n drummred t hroughout the night on the windows ofHayl's suite. He sat in the
coner of an al cove while the menory of his "rescue" marched through his mnd
They had shot Nesina. Shot her. R ddled her through with burning netal dice.
Everyone at Varz had been so kind. So solicitous. It made himsick. Zecha had
held himwhile he cried, and the doctors talked with Avtac in | ow voi ces about
t he supposed traunma of his experiences. He doubted they would be so
understanding if they knew he was crying because he had seen them shoot his

| over.

Avtac refused himthe confort of his friends. He still heard her voice: You
cannot return to the Cal anya yet. W nust avoid contanmination to the Quis. Not
that it stopped her fromtrying to wing out every last bit of Kam Quis he had
absor bed.

A door creaked. As Hayl | ooked up, Zecha appeared in the archway of the

al cove. She cane to sit by him taller than himby al nost a head.

"I couldn't sleep either," she said.

Hay said nothing, acutely aware that she cane with no introduction of Suitor's
Privilege. The fact that she rarely requested it nmade himfeel as if he wore
an invisible gag.

Zecha poked her finger inside one of his curls. "I never thought I'd take a
boy with yellow hair as ny kasi." She sighed. "It's Haka, you know. 1In the
desert, if a man smiles at a wonan it's considered an invitation to his bed.
But you yel |l ow haired boys fromthe north, you smle so easily. It nmakes a
worman t hink the wong things."

| ought to tell her about Nesina, Hayl thought. Maybe then she would | eave ne
al one.

Zecha took hold of his chin, turning his face up to hers. Then she kissed him
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Hayl stiffened and tried to pull away from her. When she wouldn't let himgo,
he struggl ed harder, but with her stronger nuscles she easily held him

"So nodest," she nmurnured. "Or is this the pretense of innocent youth?" A hard
edge grated in her voice. "I'll take you no matter what happened at Kam " She
fumbled with the laces on his shirt, undoing themw th deft fingers.

Hayl tried to tw st away, but he was trapped in the corner. Wen Zecha opened
his shirt and stroked his chest, he nearly gagged. Wrking his arnms up inside
her enbrace, he hit his fists against her shoul ders again and agai n. She
caught his wists and held themtogether while she fondled himw th her other
hand. He kept fighting, trying to escape, but with no success.

After several nonents the captain paused and considered him "Maybe you aren't
so worldly as runmor claims."” She stroked his curls. "You nust learn not to
snmle at other wonen, Hayl. It gives the wong inpression.” Finally she |let
himgo and stood up. "Try to sleep now You need the rest."

The nonent Zecha was gone, Hayl ran to the bathing room peeled off his

cl ot hes, and dove into the pool. He soaped his body, cleaning every place she
had touched him Afterward he put on the warnmest clothes he could find and
went back to the al cove

It was tine to make plans.

Avt ac believed she had himsecure. This guest suite jutted out froma comer of
the Estate, with two sides facing the vertical cliffs that made Varz such an

i sol at ed—and forbidding—fortress. His escort guarded the other two sides. One
of the cliff windows had a | ock, but even had anyone been crazy enough to

t hi nk Hayl woul d dream of opening it, Avtac believed his previous success had
been a fl uke.

H s plan was sinple: open the window, clinb out, and creep al ong the | edge
below it to freedom At this hour nost of Varz slept and the rain would keep
anyone el se inside. No one would see himrunning to the airfield. Once there,
he woul d find a way to pay passage to another Estate. He could ganble for it.
He didn't care that he had no idea how to survive on the Qutside. He would
rather spend the rest of his |life a beggar than stay at Varz.
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Only one problemrenained. He had to clinb out the w ndow

So he sat in the alcove, far nmore securely trapped by his terror than by the
guards Qutside his suite.

When he heard a clock chine Morning's Third Hour he knew he was al nost out of
time. Taking a breath, he crossed to the wi ndow and went to work. Every tine
he heard a board creak he tensed, afraid a guard was com ng to check on him
Finally the last pin clicked free

Hayl froze, his palmlying flat on the door of glass. Then, w th shaking
hands, he pulled it open. Wnd rushed in, splattering himw th rai n-he was

going to fall, fall, fall, icy air slashing past as he hurtled faster, faster
faster.

Wth a gasp, Hayl cut off the image. He drew hinmself up to his ful, albeit not
so tall, height and took a deep breath. Then he carefully let hinmself out over
the windowsill, turning so he faced the cliff, his breath conmng in cautious
gasps. As he lowered hinself into the night, wind buffeted his body. He hung
fromthe sill, paralyzed with fear, unable to nove

Finally he forced his toe to reach for a toehold in the basrelief of the wall.
Wth excruciating care he descended. Rain made the stone slippery and w nd

pl ayed havoc with his bal ance. Once he lost his grip and slid an arm's length
bef ore he found anot her handhold. He had to bite the inside of his nmouth to
keep from screamni ng

He kept cli nmbi ng.

Eons | ater he reached the ledge. Built as a decoration, the shelf was too
narrow for a boy's foot. He slid his toes along it and used wall projections
for handholds. Bit by bit, fraction by fraction, he noved, praying he didn't
reach a point where he had nothing to hold on to, or the | edge ended, or was
br oken, or—

Hs foot slid out over enpty air.

Hayl nearly pani cked. He had reached the end of the wall and a gap too big to
step across separated himfromthe w ndbreak around the city. Maneuvering his
head around, he | ooked along the tortuous route he had just traversed. He was
too stiff with cold and fear to retrace his steps. Breathing in ragged gul ps,
he turned back to stare at the wi ndbreak. He couldn't go
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back, he couldn't go forward, and soon his fingers would be too nunb to grip
the wal |

So he j unped.

He overestimated the distance and hit the windbreak in a jarring inpact.
Flailing for a handhold, he slid downward until his foot caught on a gargoyle
and he flipped over its head. Gabbing for the statue, he caught a horn and
wrenched to a stop, hanging in the air, his body swinging in darkness lit only
by a faint glow fromthe city.

Struggling to stay calm he probed for a toehold with his foot. He found one,
anot her—and then he began clinbing. Using drilled holes and grinning statues
for support, clutching the wet stone, praying his hands didn't slip, he

cl anbered up the wall.

When he reached the top, he slid stonmach-down onto the w de expanse of stone
and pull ed hinmself across it, not even trying to stand. As he let hinself down
the inner side, he started to |laugh; by the tine he junped to the ground he
was shaki ng uncontrollably. He huddl ed against the wall, his |aughter heaving
out in huge breaths, until it turned into sobs.

Eventually the sobs trailed into silence. Wth a final gulp of air, he stood
up and | ooked around. The cobbl ed street was enpty. No one had heard him

He pulled down his sleeves to hide his wist guards and took off for the
airfield.

| xpar wal ked around the rider, scrutinizing it in the bright daylight. The gun
turrets and cannons gave it a bristling appearance, |ike an angry hawk.
Captain Borj stood in the hatch, her massive frame filling the opening.
"How did the test flights go?" Ixpar asked.

"I't has good speed and acceleration. But it doesn't take gforces well.’
junped onto the tarmac. "Do you really plan to use these riders?"

"If I"'mforced to."

Ant honi appeared from behind the craft. "W just got a message fromthe
airtower, Ixpar. A Varz rider has requested perm ssion to land."
Finally, Ixpar thought. Al though she had known Avtac

Bor j
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woul d refuse her demand for a Tribunal, she had called for it anyway, know ng
it would provide invaluable information. In a Council Tribunal, the Managers
sat as judges. The Quis Council chose six judges, two each for prosecution
defense, and neutrality. So in response to the call for the Tribunal, every
Manager gave her preference as a judge. It neant stating where they stood on
the hostilities between Varz and Kam

In the tenday since she had sent out the call, every Estate but Varz had
responded. Both Dahl and Bahvi a pl edged full support to Kam Viasa chose
neutrality, as did its secondary Tehnsa. Mre disturbing was that Shazori a,
usually a Kara ally, also declared neutrality, followed by its secondary

Evi za. Ahkah and Lasa confirmed their close ties to Varz with a pl edge of
support for the Mnistry.

The biggest surprise came from Haka. Varz's staunchest ally chose neutrality.
| xpar and Anthoni wal ked to the airtower and stood inside to watch the Varz
rider land. As soon as it was down, a Kamoctet arnmed with rifles surrounded
it. The pilot opened the hatch and spoke with them then handed the captain a
scroll wapped in gold suede and tied with a black cord.

As the rider lifted off, the captain brought the scroll to Ixpar. Tooled into
t he suede, the snarling black clawat of Varz crouched next to the Mnistry
insignia, a conmbination that jarred | xpar as nuch now as it had the first tinme
she had seen it.

| xpar sent Anthoni after Elder Solan and wal ked back to the Estate al one.

I nside her office, she stood next to her desk reading the scroll

Ant honi spoke fromthe doorway. "Elder Solan is here."

| xpar gl anced up. "Send her in."

Sol an entered and cl osed the door. "Anthoni said you got an answer from Varz."
"Avtac refuses to convene a Tribunal," Ixpar said.

Solan didn't | ook surprised. "Refusing a Manager's call for a Council Tribuna
wi Il set an unpopul ar precedent. That could danage Varz credibility."

"1 don't know what to think." |xpar handed her the letter. "Tell me if it
makes any sense to you."
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As Sol an read the scroll, her face furrowed. "Is this a joke?"

"l have no idea."

The El der | ooked up at I|xpar. "Were would Avtac Varz ever get the notion you
reabducted Hayl ? It's a bizarre accusation.”

"There are runors he committed suicide."”

"Wnds, | hope not."

"You and | both." Ixpar paused. "It's the oddest thing, Solan—but | think

caught a trace of himin the Quis. It's so faint, though. | may be grasping at
a ghost."

"Where is this phanton?"

"Vi asa." '

Sol an frowned. "Why woul d Avtac send Hayl there?

"Maybe she asked Khal Viasa to hide himwhile she accuses ne of abduction
again. It gives her a reason to refuse ny demand for a Tribunal."

"I f Manager Viasa has decided to support Varz," Solan said, "we are in serious
trouble."

"I know." Ixpar indicated the letter. 'Take this to the other Elders. 'l

meet with all of you at Evening's Hour to discuss it."

After Solan left, |Ixpar sat at her desk and rested her forehead on her hands.
She longed to talk with Kastora, to hear her counsel. Then another inage cane
to her, her nother, the late Atlena Kam a tall woman with blazing red hair
who had nanaged the | argest Conmon House in the city. Ixpar could still hear
her voice: Look to the Quis, child. Unveil its secrets.

| xpar left her office and went to the Blue Alcove in her suite, then descended
fromthere into the Menory of Kam To wal k through its cool halls was |ike
stepping into the past. The identity of a race |lay hidden here, just as it |ay
buried within the Quis.

But tonight she saw no answers in its history, only the record of a people

pl agued by their own viol ent nature.

Rev M esa Haka wal ked next to the Cal anya w ndbreak, using its shadows as a
shi el d agai nst the sun. After three years, he still |oathed Haka. No |ush
nmount ai ns here. Just heat. And sand. It drifted through scul pted holes in the
wal |, bl own by
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t he keeni ng gal es Qutside, the forever keening wind, until he al nost believed
he heard voices in its eerie song.

Rev stopped. That was a voice. It had alled his nane.

He | ooked through an opening in the wi ndbreak. At first all he made out were
clouds of swirling sand, |ike ruby-topaz powder veiling the land. Then he saw
t he wonman; dressed in rough trousers and jacket, with her hood pulled up

agai nst the storm she |ooked like a freight hauler fromthe docks.

He drew away fromthe wall, insulted. But when the hauler called himagain, he
paused. How did she know his name? He | ooked out the hol e again.

The wonman came cl oser. "Revi?"

He regarded her.

"Don't you recogni ze ne?" she asked.

He shook his head.

She pul | ed back her hood—and she was a he.

"Hayl ?" he asked. "lIs that really you?"

"I"ve come every day for half a season, hoping to see you."

"Wnds, Hayl! | can hardly believe it." Revi grinned. "Cinb on over! Get
yourself in here."

"Someone might see.”

"No one's around. Cone on!"

Hayl clanbered up the wall and half slid, half clinmbed down the inner side.
The instant he junped to the ground, Revi threw his arms around him

"W nds above." Hayl's voice came out muffled against his shoul der. "You sure
got big."

They sat on the grass under a grove ofjahalla trees and Rev |istened while
Hayl told himall that had happened since Avtac separated them "So | got a
ride to Viasa by playing |lyderharp for the crew on a nerchant rider," Hayl
finished. "In Viasa | ganbled at the market. It was easy. Qutsiders can't play
Quis worth spit. | used the noney | made to buy passage here."

"I's that what you do now? Ganbl e?"

Hayl shook his head. "Men aren't allowed to ganble at the Haka market. Even if
they were, | couldn't risk it. Soneone will figure out I'ma Cal ani.

shoul dn't have done it at Viasa."

At sixteen, Hayl |ooked al nost as vulnerable to Revi as the
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first time Rev had seen him when he was five and Hayl an t:

infant curled in his crib. "How do you live?"

"One of the Men's Houses took me in," Hayl said. 'They give ne neals and a

roomin return for chores.” . "What if soneone sees your Cal anya
guar ds? X Hayl pushed up his sleeve, revealing a bandage that hid
his | guard. "I say | burned nyself. |I know | have to find a way to , take off
t he guards. But once they're gone—+t's final." He dropped his hands in his |ap
as if it hurt to remenber what cir- j cled his wists. "I hate it Qutside,
especially here. People i like |I'm pol e-dung because | have yellow hair. A

ki nsa-boss wants nme to work for her and she won't stop bothering me. | used to

be a Second Level Calani and now |I' m nothing." "Ask Rashiva for asylum"
|| "Manager Haka7" Hayl | aughed harshly. "She'd pack ne

i' off to Avtac faster than you can roll your dice." | "Not if
you tell her what you' ve told ne." H "Not a chance." "Hayl, |'m
serious." "You trust her that nuch?" Wen Rev nodded, Hayl -| exhaled. "You

better be right."
The rider soared above the Teotec Muntains, piloted by Aka ¥, Kam a nerchant
taki ng her cargo of spices to Bahvla. To starboard, she sighted an octet of

riders flying in formation. Feel- | ing gregarious, she sw tched on channe
two of her co. "This is Kam Geenbird, calling octet north by east. Beautifu
day, | hen?" . l.

The co crackled. "Varz Nightrider here. You're violating '| our airspace,

G eenbird." t

Violating their airspace? Wat did that nmean? "I'm headed

for Bahvla." 1

-5

o

"The Bahvla | anes are closed,"” N ghtrider said. "Pull off, Geenbird,"

"Cuaz and Khozaar," Aka muttered. She flewin a large arc j that took her away
fromthe octet. Maybe she had better approach Bahvla along a different route.
The co spat static. "Pull off, Geenbird! This is your final | warning."
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"Pull off? | ampulling off. Pull off where?"

Wth grow ng apprehension, Aka realized the riders were closing in on her
Sonehow N ghtrider released a metal hawk fromunder its belly. Wen it becane
obvious the bird was going to commit suicide and fly into her rider, Aka tried
to veer off. The hawk nanaged to graze G eenbirds w ng anyway—and an expl osi on
rocked the craft.

"Nightrider, are you crazy?" she shouted into the co, struggling to keep

G eenbird under control

In response, Nightrider |aunched another false hawk and Aka just barely
brought up her craft in time to avoid it.

Then she set course and ran back to Kam

Rashi va Haka paced across her den. "It gets worse and worse. Abductions,
accusations, and now this."
Her Senior Aide stood by the fireplace. "I would advi se agai nst giving Hayl

asylum He broke his Cath. Wnds, he pulverized it. Avtac is the one who
shoul d deal with him"

Rashi va stopped in front of her. "I can't send himback to Varz. Not after
what he's been through.”

"I'f you keep himhere you will antagonize the Mnister."

"If I send himto Varz | will antagonize ny conscience." Rashiva | eaned one

hand agai nst the mantel and stared at the flanes crackling in the fireplace.
"There are times when | wish it was Ixpar who ruled in Varz and Avtac who
Managed Kara. It would rmake this matter of alliances nore pal atable.™

The Seni or spoke in a | ow voice. "Take care, Rashiva. You never know who m ght
hear."

The Manager |ooked at her. "Avtac has ny loyalty, not ny soul." She

strai ghtened up. "Hayl stays here.”

| xpar wal ked out of the hangar with Captain Borj. "W was the pilot?"

"A merchant named Aka Kam " Borj unhooked her flight jacket. "She had al ready
| eft Kam when we found out about the bl ockade. Greenbird barely nade it back
here in one piece."

| xpar scow ed. "I want armed riders on patrol along the perinmeter of Kam

ai rspace. "



388Cat heri ne Asaro-

"I'Il see toit."

As | xpar headed to the Estate, she brooded. So. Varz was bl ocking every route
into Bahvla It cut Kamoff froma crucial ally. Wrse, Avtac's noi se about
Hayl's supposed reabduction had finally convinced Shazoria normally a Kam
ally, to speak in support of the Varz Mnistry. That neant Ahkah, Lasa
Shazoria and Eviza all stood behind Varz. And whatever Rashiva's persona
feelings toward Avtac, |xpar knew the Haka Manager put a high val ue on
loyalty. In a confrontation Haka woul d support Varz.

Viasa and its secondary Tehnsa still clained neutrality. But the centuries of
feudi ng between Bahvla and Viasa didn't bode well for Kam |I|f Manager Viasa
broke neutrality it was unlikely she would side with a Bahvla ally.

It all added up to a ganbler's roll of dice with odds Ixpar didn't |ike one
bit.

Captain Tazza Varz piloted her craft with pride, soaring through the sky. They
were two parts of a whole, she and Nightrider, and no craft could best them
A buzz came from channel six on co, a line open only to the riders in her
unit. VarzSun here, Cap'n Tazza. We've got two riders conming up on port side.
Looks Ii ke Bahvla."

"l have themon scan," Tazza said.

Co crackled on channel two this tine, the line open to all riders within co
range. 'This is Bahvla O ouddancer. You're bl ocking our travel |ane,

Ni ghtrider."

These | anes are under Varz authority," Tazza said. "Go back to Bahvla."

Ol ouddancer's pilot swore. "You people have no right to hold an entire Estate
pri soner."

Just try to get past us, Tazza thought. But the Bahvla riders headed back to
their Estate like furpups cuffed by their dam

That evening, while sunset blazed across the sky, Tazza spotted a Kam octet on
t he Bahvl a- Kam peri et er.

A man's voi ce cane over channel two. This is Jevrin Kam flying Silverhawk.
Acknowl edge, N ghtrider."

Tazza | aughed. |xpar Kam nust be desperate, sending boys
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to do a woman's job. "You're playing in Varz airspace Silverhawk. Pull off."
"W're headed to Bahvia" Jevrin said. "Suggest you pull off yourself Captain."
Tazza scowl ed, annoyed by his tone.

A woman spoke on channel two. "Captain Borj here, N ghtrider. W dont
recogni ze your authority to block this |lane."

Tazza's co buzzed on six, a secured nessage fromone of her riders. "Cap'n
this is VarzSun Shall we take them out?"

"Only on ny order." Tazza switched to line two. "Borj, this is your |ast
war ni ng. Pull off."

In response, the Kamriders di pped together and crossed into Varz space.
"That's it!" Tazza said on six. "Let's go."

Her riders sheared toward the Kam octet. She sighted on 57ver hawk—hol d
steady—there! He tried to dodge, but her gunfire ripped his wing. Just one
nore shot and—

A bl ast reverberated through N ghtrider. These Kam birds had weapons! The
rider pitched and went into a dive, losing altitude at an alarming rate. Tazza
fought with the wings, playing he slats in and out, until finally they caught
the wind with a jolt, slowi ng her plunge. She | owered the | andi ng gear and
ainmed for a clear hill in the forest bel ow

Ni ghtrider hit with a force that crushed Tazza agai nst her safety haess. The
screech of buckling netal pierced the air as the craft tore along the ground,
until it flipped over and jerked to a stop, |eaving her hanging from her seat.
She unbuckl ed her harness and dropped to the overhead bul khead, which had
becorme the "deck." As the rider teetered back and forth, she nade her way to

t he upsi de-down hatch

Tazza shoved open the hatch—and saw fl ames racing al ong the fusel age. Throw ng
caution to the wind, she vaulted to the ground and broke into a run. Just when
she reached the top of the hill, an explosion roared behind her. A second

| ater the shock wave flung her into the air like a I eaf on the wind. She hit
the ground and tunbl ed down the other side of the hill until she thudded into
a nmound of dirt.
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Tazza lay trying to focus her thoughts. She tried to nove, but her body didn't
respond. Al she could do was listen to the flames consum ng N ghtrider

Anot her smal |l expl osion came fromthe weckage and a drne filled her head. It
wasn't until VarSun flew overhead that she connected the humto an engine.
After VarzSun bunped int a |landing farther down the slope, its pilot junped
out and sprinted up the hill. She knelt next to Tazza. "Cap'n? Thank the

wi nds!"

"Did you get the Kara riders9" Tazza asked.

"Si x, maybe seven." The pilot slid an armunder her shoul ders. "One dodged by
us, but it took several hits. Another went back to Kam"

Tazza struggled to her feet. "And ours?"

In a subdued voice the pilot said, "W lost four." She helped Tazza linp to
the VarzSun. Starbird went back for crews to douse the forest fire."

Bef ore now, keeping riders out of Bahvia had been al nbst a game to Tazza. No
| onger. Suddenly it was all too tangible, a grimreality brought home by the
deat hs t oday.

When Var Sun was al oft, Tazza | ooked down at the blaze of N ghtrider' denise
She woul d fly again. The deaths of her pilots wouldn't be in vain.

"No!" Henta Bahvia faced Jevrin from behind her desk like a fighter squaring
off with an opponent. "Don't we have trouble enough? | can't get a single
rider out of Bahvia and you're the only one who has nmade it in since the

bl ockade started. Do you have any idea what that nmeans? W don't have farms up
here. Just trees, trees, and trees. |'ve got a fortune in lunber rotting out
there on the docks while ny city starves."

' Then you nmust give ne the riders,"” Jevrin said. "1 can show your guilds how
to build guns and missiles. W can break the bl ockade."

"At what cost of lives? You linped in here with one rider and you | eft Kam
with eight."”

A shadow descended on his face. "They died for your Estate, Manager Bahvia."
Her voice gentled. "And Bahvia honors their nenory. But
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how many nore will die if | give you what you want? You nay not define it as
such, but what you're asking for is an air force. Bah via hasn't flown into
war in a thousand years."

"You may have no choice. Not unless you renounce Kamand give in to Varz."

Henta bl ew out a gust of air. "I will give you an answer tonorrow. "
After Jevrin left, Henta sank into her chair, weighing her thoughts:
I will not be a party to war.

I will not |et Bahvia starve.

I will not submt to Varz.

Then just what woul d she do?

What ?

Long after the sun had set, she sat broodi ng. She thought of Sevtar as she had
once seen him an isolated figure standing on the Cal anya w ndbreak, staring
out at the Teotecs with the wind blowi ng his hair. Now an entire world

bal anced on the verge of battle over this | egend who want ed nothing nore than
to be left alone.

41

The Rising Tower: Souls Ascendant

When Borj's rider linped into Kam the sole survivor of her octet, |xpar

nmour ned, both for the lost pilots and for the dying of a peace that had | asted
a mllennium In the year since Kastora's death, Ixpar had come to recognize
the vioence that surged within her, a beast kept in control by a thin veneer
of civilization. She saw that rage in Borj now as well, who had seen six,
maybe seven, of her riders go down in flanes.

After that day, the captain drove herself relentlessly, working with the
ArmsCui | d. Today, a season |later, she stood with Ixpar in a warehouse and slid
a gunbelt over Ixpar's shoul ders.
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Then she handed the Manager a gun, one | arger and heavier than a rifle. "As

| ong as you keep the | ever depressed, the cartridges continue to feed in."

| xpar nodded. At the far end of the warehouse, Anthoni was arranging a |line of
enpty fuel canisters, and cl oser by Tal stood hol ding a clipboard.

"Ready, here," Anthoni called.

| xpar waited until he noved out of range, then lifted her gun. Sighting al ong
its barrel, she pressed the |lever—and a roar of shots erupted, its echoes
vibrating in the cavernous warehouse |ike thunder. Canisters flewinto the
air, riddled by bullets. Despite the teeth-jarring recoil of the gun, |xpar
continued to fire until not one container renained intact.

The silence that foll owed was broken only by the clink of one canister rolling
i nto anot her.

"Cuaz above," Tal said.

| xpar | ooked at Borj. "It works."

Borj watched her with a bleak, hard gaze. "So it does."

After they finished the tests, |xpar wal ked back to the Estate with Tal and
Ant honi, carrying the gun slung over her shoulder by its strap. At tinmes |ike
this she deeply missed Kastora's counsel. Although Sol an had done well serving
as both Senior Aide and El der, the arrangenent was tenporary. It was tine she
trained a new Senior Aide.

As they crossed a courtyard at the Estate, |xpar glanced at the aides with
her. Tal perhaps? She had considered Tal as a possible successor, but

concl uded she | acked the necessary |l eadership qualities. As a Senior Aide,

t hough, she m ght do well

Ant honi is better qualified, she thought.

| xpar hal ted, envisioning the backlash that woul d happen if she chose a nman as
her top aide. She had traded the Mnistry for an Akasi and bards wote
enbarrassi ng songs praising her supposedly passionate soul, but if she nmade a
deci sion as sensible as choosing Anthoni for her Senior Aide, it would outrage
all Coba.

"So what," |xpar said.

"Manager Kan?" Tal asked. She and Ant honi had been waiting while she stood
absorbed in her thoughts.
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| xpar handed Tal the gun and its belt. "Lock these in ny safe and notify the
Arms@uild to set up their production as we discussed.” She glanced at Anthoni
"I"'d like to see you in nmy office tonorrow norning at Second Hour."

"Yhee, nma'am" he said.

The aides went to the Estate and | xpar headed for the KamlInstitute in the
city. When she reached Ekina's lab it was dark, and at first she thought the
physici st had left. Then she saw a dimred gl ow emanating froma table. As her
eyes adjusted, she nade out Ekina standing at the table, surrounded by a
cluster of her students.

When | xpar tapped on the door, the physicist |ooked around. "Manager -Kam "
She beckoned her over. "I hoped you woud come today."

| xpar went to the table. "Anthoni gave ne your note."

"Just wait until you see," Ekina said.

The students drew back, revealing a glass tube stretched between two mirrors,
one of which was only partially silvered. Light fromthe tube slipped through
the partial mirror and made a faint red beamthat was visible where it hit
dust particles in the air; The beamended in a small red dot on a screen a
short distance away.

"Ah—what is it?" |xpar asked.

Eki na | ooked as pl eased as a chub cub after a feast. "That, Manager Kam is a
hel i um neon-gas | aser."

"Laser ?"

"What Quis Wzard Bahr calls a light-sailor. W thought |aser nmade nore
sense. "

"Well, 1'll be windblown," |xpar said, evoking a ripple of gratified |aughter
fromthe students. "How did you get it to work?"

"It's the helium" Ekina tapped the tube. "Wth only neon gas we coul dn't get
enough atons into high energy levels. Heliumis easy to excite. So we punp up
the heliumand it punps up the neon."

"Bahr will want to see this. 1'll have the escort bring her."

"I"'mcurious to neet her," Ekina said. "You wouldn't believe some of the ideas
she sends the Speaker over with."

"Try me," |xpar said.
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"Have you ever heard of netal changers?" , "They were popul ar
back in the Ad Age, weren't they?" "That's right. Caimed they could change
iron into gold." Jf Ixpar laughed. "Wnds, Ekina, | hope Bahr hasn't got you
| started on that." | "She thinks she

can do it. She calls it atomcracking." Atom cracking? That sounded |i ke Bahr
"How does it work: "You change the nunber of neutron and proton dice in ;>
atom by splitting its nucleus. Crack it apart, so to speak. Bahr clains if a
nucl eus has nore than two hundred ni ne nucleon dice, it splits spontaneously.
This nmorning she sent ne a (ffltfc pattern for cracking uraniumtw hundred

thirty-eight."
"Why- woul d you want to crack uraniunP" |xpar wasn't j|, even sure what
urani um was, other than that Bahr's patterns predicted it existed.

[ "It could produce energy Ekina said. Alot." "Do
you think it will work?" | Ekina shrugged. "I'm not
even sure howto test for it." . Ixpar drew the physicist aside, away from

t he students.? "What about her idea for canpfires? Can you build ne a
handcarried | aser that Burns things?" She paused. "Like buildings." Ekina
stopped snmiling. "Are you sure that's what yout want?" "

| "Yes." It was a nmonment before Ekina answered. "I'l|
see what we | can do." | '
After Ixpar left the |lab, she went to the Cal anya and wal ked

out to the parks with Mentar, telling himabout the |aser. J
"You should tell Sevtar," Mentar said. "It mght put himin | a better npod."
"He is upset?" "I amnot sure. Earlier today he was standing by a w ndow ;;

in the common room Then he cursed and went into his suite. He hasn't cone out
since." Mentar spread his hands. "One never knows with him"

When | xpar tapped at Kelric's suite, no one answered. Just '¢11 as she was
about to |l eave he pulled aside the screen. He sinmply | ooked at her, then |eft
the screen pushed to one side and i wal ked back into his living room over to
the |iqueur cabinet. \
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As | xpar followed him closing the screen behind her, he poured hinself a
gl ass of baiz.

"I'f you want to play Qis,"
tinme."

"Mentar thinks you're angry."

"Why should I be angry?" He turned to face her, holding his baiz as if he
wanted to throw the glass. "I'minpressed. Astonished. It's renmarkable how
fast you people are regai ni ng knowl edge hidden in the Quis. |'ve never seen
anything like it. Fromknives to machine guns in one generation." He downed
his drink in one swallow "Wat next? Nucl ear warheads?"

Suddenly she understood. "You saw ne in the courtyard with the gun we tested
t oday. "

He set down his glass and came over to her. "I hate being the cause of this."
She drew himinto her arms. "Ai, Kelric. It's not your fault."

But as they held each other in the fading sunlight, she knew there was no

sol ace even here in the Cal anya, either for her or for Kelric.

The door of Ixpar's office slammed open and Anthoni burst into the room "Two
Varz riders—ever the airfield—shooting.” He heaved in a breath. "The tower is
blind and city co lines are dead."

| xpar was on her feet before he finished. "Get on Estate co." She ran to the
vault and took out the machine gun. "Sound the al arm and have our defenses
armed. "

Ant honi grabbed her arm "You can't go out there. You could get killed."

"Let go of ne."

"Ixpar, for wind s sake—=

"CGet on that co." She yanked her arm away, then slung the gun over her

shoul der and ran out of the office.

It took only minutes to cross the city. Ixpar heard the boom of the defense
cannons as she was running through the factory district near the airfield. The
area around her lay in ruins:

snoke roiled in bilows, fires flared, cracks rent the pavenent. Two Varz
riders swept into view, flying in a strafing run, their blistering attack
spurring an expl osion in a nearby warehouse,

Kelric said, "you'll have to come back anot her
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f Then the Kam 5now a pride of Ixpar's air force,

appeared in the sky, clinbing above the snoke. It went at the

Varz riders like an althawk defending its territory. As the craft | engaged in
the sky, Ixpar raced for the meager shelter of an .]e awning

One of Snowhawk's mnissiles caught an invader dead center, setting it off |ike
a firebonmb. As debris rained out of the sky, the second Varz rider fired.
Snowhawk tried to veer off, but the |

m ssile caught its wing, blasting the slats. Snowhawk careened into a
bur ni ng war ehouse, caught the shredded remains of its | wing on an upthrusting
col um of wood, swung around like a v toy on a stick, slamed into a bl azing
wal | —-and detonated in . a plume of orange and bl ack.

I xpar's lips drew back in a snarl. Wen the surviving Varz rider swept |ow
over the awni ng where she had sought cover t she stepped out and brought up

t he machi ne gun. Standing 1;

with her long | egs planted w de, she braced the gun agai nst her j:

body and fired at the craft's belly. Bullets stabbed its engines
reckety-reckety-reckety, so loud that even in the chaos of the burning
district the noise deafened her. The Varz rider lurched f into a roof and net
its death in a roaring balloon of fire. " Jt

Then the only sound was the crackle of flames.

| xpar stood tensed, half expecting another rider to material- <:' ize out of
nowhere. As her adrenaline slowed, the fool hardy . nature of her actions
soaked into her mnd. 3

Peopl e were energing fromthe shelter of nearby buildings staring at her as if
she were a reincarnation fromthe AOd Age. She | ooked back at themin silence,
fighting an inner war no j one but she would ever witness. Her nind recoil ed
fromthe ? know edge she had just killed anot her human being i

But the beast within her burned, its rage whetted, its thirst | for vengeance
unquenched.

A Fourth and a Sixth Level; they played Quis as never before

known on Coba. | Mentar set an onyx
rod into a colum-of-time structure that | represented Kam Kelric placed a
sapphire rod, the color of | foresight, on top of the colum. The structure
persisted in |.
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evolving into a Kara Mnistry despite it being inplicit in the session that
the Mnistry was at Varz now rat her than Kara

Mentar studied the structures. "You play nore |ike a man ny age than yours."
Kelric glanced up, disoriented by Mentar's voice. "W're alnost the sane age."

The Fourth Level smiled. "You flatter me. | was fifty-six last season.”
And |1 ? Kelric thought. He had been thirty-four when he crashed on Coba and
that was ... fourteen years ago? No, that wasn't it. He had been at Kam for

over three years now, so he had lived on Coba for sixteen. Sixteen years. He
was al nost fifty-one

The Qutside doors slamed open and | xpar strode into the room fiery hair
flying around her face, her clothes streaked with ashes, a belt of ammunition
crisscrossing her chest, and a nassive nmachine gripped in her hand.

Di screet as al ways, Mentar withdrew fromthe alcove. As Kelric stood up, |xpar

stopped in front of himand spoke with no preanble. "If Varz ever succeeds in
breaking through to the Estate, the first place they will conme is here,

| ooking for you. I'mgoing to nmove everyone, but | want you to stay in ny
suite.”

"Then give nme the nmachi ne gun," he said.

She stared at himlike an oncomng tank that had run into a wall. "Wat?"

"Gve me the gun. So | can defend nyself."

"I can't do that. You're a Calani."

"For flam ng sake, Ixpar. | used to be a Jagenaut."

"W only have this one."

"Then give nme arifle. Hell, a sword. Anything."

It took Ixpar a noment to absorb the concept. Then she said, "Arifle. Yes."
He nodded. "Wy do you want me to stay in your suite?"

"I't has access to underground halls that would be safe even if Kara were razed
to the ground. | realize you may prefer not to share roons. That what you

feel don't feel = She | ooked as if she wanted to stop, but felt it was no tine
for reticence.
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"I know | can never replace Savina. If you prefer |I live "iiH another suite
while you stay in mne, | understand.” "No, don't nmove. But | have a
condition." He brushed , «W!;

bl ood off a gash in her arm "Wat do you think happens to ;ii army when its

conmander fights on the front lines?" "You' re as bad as Anthoni." "Kam needs
your | eadership. You, Ixpar. Not the Elders ot, your staff or your air force.
You. You're irreplaceable.”

Her scowW woul d have done justice to the wildest Kej war-1 rior queen. "You

want nme to hide while Varz attacks ny city '. "Yes." .
J She started to speak, then stopped and regarded himwith
> odd expression. "If | had a successor you would al so advise ne t to keep

her protected, yes?" "Yes. O course." i
"Then why did | nperator Skolia—your brother—have ife fighting on the front
I ines?" The question caught Kelric off guard. "He had his reasons.” "He | ost
hi s successor because of them™ t H s years on Coba had
allowed Kelric to forget the I game of political intrigue that stalked the
I mperial court. "My half brother chose three heirs: one of ny ol der brothers,
one of | ny sisters, and nyself. Only one of us can succeed him" |
Quietly she said, "The one who survives." "Yes."

( "He is a fool." "He's many things. But a fool isn't one of
them He wanted t the strongest of us for his heir."
".J ."Only a fool pits kin against kin and throws away a nan |ike
you"
A chil dhood menory came to Kelric; his nother standing on a bal cony, radiant
as she waved to him wth his half | brother Kurj towering next to her, the
case- hardened dictator S who had, incredibly, once been a baby in her arms. It
was only here, on Coba, that Kelric had finally realized Kurj sought to tear
hi m down because he feared Kelric woul d soneday become him It never occurred
to himthat Kelric had neither the desire nor the intention of follow ng his
hal f brother's vio- ' lent path to power.
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El der Sol an, First among the Seven El ders of Kam |eaned toward | xpar from her
seat at the conference table. "This decision of yours to nake Anthoni Seni or
Ai de is unacceptable.™

"Preposterous,” Elder Fourth said.

Murnurs of agreenent came fromthe others. El der Second's sonorous voice

rolled out. "I fail to understand, |xpar, why you do not pick soneone better
qualified than a boy."
"For wind's sake," |xpar said. "He's not a boy. He's older than | am And

there is no one better qualified."

El der Fourth puffed on her pipe. "You possess a staff of highly percipient
aides. Surely you can find a nore appropriate choice."

Perci pient? | xpar wondered if Elder Fourth ever talked |ike a normal person.
"He's unreliable, ™ Solan added.

"I"ve always found himreliable," Ixpar said.

"He is too nice," Elder Sixth said. "He hasn't the necessary authority."
"Deficiency also exists in his diplomatic skills," Elder Fourth said. "This
coul d cause acrinony."

| xpar snorted. "He's simultaneously too nice and not nice enough? That's a
feat."

"Consi der how your staff will react,” Elder Sixth said. "How he deals with
them It is crucial. As inportant as his conpetence. |If they mstrust his
judgrment it weakens his authority. Wakens the Estate."

| xpar crossed her arms. "G ve hima chance to prove hinself before you al
bermoan the fall of Kam™"

"And then what ?" Sol an demanded. "Perhaps you have a boy in mnd for the Kam
Successor too?"

"I don't have anyone in mind," |Ixpar said. "I haven't found a suitable
candi date. "

El der Third spoke. "There is another matter | find of nore conce. Your
proposal to build ground-based artillery in the city disturbs ne."

"W have to do sonething," |xpar said. "If Varz breaks our defenses again,
they may go after people instead of factories."

El der Fourth relit her pipe. "It seens to me the prudent
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course of action would be to increase the nunber of riders on |k patrol and
forestall Varz fromreaching Kamin the first place."

"W don't have enough riders," Ixpar said.

Sol an frowned. "We have as many as Varz."

"It isn't just Varz," I|xpar said. "Ahkah and Shazoria also | have to be
consi dered. "

"Shazoria fly agai nst Kan?" El der Second runbled. |, Never
f
"There is this matter of the perpetually disappearing Hayl Varz," Elder Fourth
said.. "Manager Shazoria seens to believe f he is here."
Elder ifth snorted. "I'Il bet any roll of the dice Avtac knows * where he is

"W need to prove it," Elder Sixth said. "Prove she hides | him Then we m ght
turn Shazoria fromVarz. Back to Kanm' |i

"What about Rashiva Haka?" El der Seventh asked. "She still clainms neutrali—=
-

"Meani ngl ess, " El der Second runbled. "If it conmes to the test, Haka will
remain loyal to Varz."
Elder Fifth | eaned forward. "W have other allies. Dahl. | Bahvla."
"Chankah Dahl has pledged a rider fleet," Ixpar said. | "There's still no word
from Bahvl a. "
"I't has been a year since Borj's unit went down," Elder | Third said. "If
anyone nade it to Bahvla we shoul d have heard i by now "

J
"How?" El der Second demanded. "Any messengers would t have to cone on foot.
Wnds only know if they would rmake it." .*

El der Fourth put down her pipe. "The situation appears to be | this: we
presently have only one viable ally whereas Varz has J three at the very

| east, five if you include secondary Estates i and possi bly seven shoul d the
al i gnment of Viasa and Tehnsa ' becone nanifest."

{

"I'n other words," Ixpar said, "we're in trouble."
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Gol den Nested Tower

Rohka M esa Varz poked her head around the big clock at the entrance of the
Children's Cooperative. No guardians in sigh She padded to the door, nudged it
open—and she was out and free, trotting across the starlit plaza.

Toni ght she would find the Magic. It lived in a place called Gal erunner's
Tavern on Juggler's Lane. Rohka wasn't sure what tavern meant, but she knew it
was Magic by the way Guardi an Jasina lit up when anyone nentioned a singer

t here named Tom . The gl ow was inside of Jasina, a warmh in her mnd that
spread to Rohka and nade her gl ow too.

VWhil e her mind danced with bright pictures of jugglers skipping over
cobbl est ones, Rohka trotted through M esaVarz to Juggler's Lane. But when she
reached it, she saw no juggl ers anywhere. Al the shops | ooked dark except for
a place at the end where colorful lights and nusic spilled into the street.
After pondering, Rohka padded toward the building with Iights. Wen she
neared, she saw two fierce and burly wonen looning at its entrance.

Rohka hesitated. She hadn't expected the Magic to be guarded by giants.

"Well, 1'll be a Quis cube." One of the giants knelt down to | ook at her
"Where did you come fron"

Rohka bl i nked, suddenly shy.

The wonman smiled. "What brings you out here so | ate?"

"I came to hear Tom sing," Rohka said.

The ot her giant |aughed. "She may be, young, but she appreciates true an."
"Come on back to the kitchen," the first woman said. "W'Ill get you a gl ass of
tawm | k. "

"Can | see Tom there?" Rohka asked.
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"The cook won't mind if you peek into the Iounge." stood up and spoke with the
other giant in a low voice. 'l second woman nodded and set off toward M esa
Squar e. . "lIs she going home?" Rohka asked. 5. The wonan
took her hand. "No. Just on an errand for uM She | ed Rohka around the side of
the tavern. "Do you have i ? name?"

"Rohka. " | The giant sml ed.
“I'"'m Chal . " i Warmair and good snells filled the
kitchen. Pots Si1IS1!1S
over the fireplace. In the door of a big icebox, Rohka saw ! T3] own
reflection: a little girl with tousled yellow curls and J snudge on her cheek
She wi ped at the snudge with her i TTTI
A plunp worman in an apron bustled over to them "YTiC brings you back here,

heh, Chal? No clawcats making i TG I1!1| tonight?"
I

Chal grinned. "Caught me a clawcat cub." She inH Rohka forward. "Instead of
bounci ng her out, though, | thought 1'd bring her back for sone tawnlk."

?
"Well, looky you." The cook bent over Rohka. "What beauty. And | ook at those
eyes. Never seen gold eyes before/l Rohka blinked up at the woman. "M
greetings, ma'am"” The cook chuckled. "My greetings to you, little cub.” While

the cook went for the tawni |k, Chal |ed Rohka to ; half door and lifted her
onto a stool. Fromher perch Si|> could see over the door into a roomfull of

people and il RB A man on the stage was singing. '

The cook brought Rohka a glass of warmtawr | k. "So.' She settled her bulk on
a stool next to her visitor. "What say, little one? Is Tom a right fine sight
or what ?" |

"I guess so." Rohka's interest in the Magic was dinmming ft had no jugglers or
nmagi ci ans, just a snmoky roomand a i«iij| who sang songs she didn't

understand. She wanted to y home. It was such a | ong way, though. Mybe they
woul d w her sl eep here tonight.

Rohka curl ed her hands around her gl ass and drank i tawnr | k. Wen she yawned,
t he cook picked her up and .tiiil her into her anple lap, hunming a lullaby as
she rocked back forth. Roca closed her eyes and snuggled in the woman's arns.
t
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A commopti on woke Rohka. She peeked over the cook's elbow to see Guardi an
Jasina hurrying in with the giant who had gone on the errand.

"W nds above; child." Jasina bustled over to her. "Do you know how worri ed
we' ve been? What are you doi ng here?"

"See Tom ," Rohka said drowsily.

The cook chuckl ed. "She came to woo your intended, Jasina."

The guardian lifted Rohka into her arnms. "The |last time she went exporing we
found her trying to stow away on a rider to Shazorla."

"Shazoria?" the cook said. "Watever for?"

"Soneone told her that suntrees there have real suns for fruit." Jasina
smled. "She wanted to see."

"Sunny trees," Rohka munbl ed. She could feel Jasina's love for the singer. The
Magi ¢ was back and now she knew where it cane from It was Jasina and Tomi
together. Their warnmt h spread everywhere, making her safe and secure

A gust of cold air woke Rohka. She found herself being carried through the
streets of Mesa. Chal held her now and Jasi na was wal ki ng next to them *

". . . unusual for a child her age to find her way around the city so well, k"
Chal said.
"She's remarkably bright,"” Jasina said. "She has some odd ideas, though."
"Odd how?"

"Well, for one, she used to ask me why people thought one thing and said
anot her."

Chal shifted Rohka in her arnms. "Sounds |ike a good question to ne."

Jasina smled. "The thing is, she really believed she could hear people

t hi nk."

Rohka renenbered how she had tried to stop hearing thoughts after everyone
told her it was inpossible. But she still pcked themup, |ike when Jon broke
his toe and his yell bounced around her head as clear as if she stood right
next to himinstead of hal fway across M esa.

A runbling swelled above them Wen Chal stopped to | ook t the sky, Rohka

| ooked, too, and saw three riders flying
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toward the airfield. A nonent later, a big noise and a burst ;'r light cane

fromacross the city. Mre noises boomed and i' |ight got brighter
' "Cuaz above," Chal said. "They're shelling it." "Wy
is the sun coming up over there?" Rohka 7?|| "That's the wong place."
| "It isn't the sun, honey," Jasina said. "The airfield
is on fff Why?" . | Jasina drew t hem
under a shop awning. "Not now, ;nl(|]|] "Are we hiding?" Rohka asked.

4 "Just until they go away," Jasina said. "Look." Rohka pointed up
at the nountains and wiggled "ii| Chal's arnms, trying to get down. "There's
nore."

The new riders sped over the city, following the ones il had made so mnuch
noi se and light. Jasina waited until 'T$ after they had vani shed before she

stepped into the Tsi again.
For the rest of the trip back to the Cooperative no one M Rohka caught a w sp
of thought from soneone about the T8| ers being Kam It confused her. Adults
said Kam people ii| bad and Varz people were good, but that wasn't always "jr
t hey thought. They were afraid of soneone naned Avtac sur Avtac was at Varz.

4
Rohka knew Kam was inmportant. Her father lived there. T wi shed he was at
M esa. She didn't understand why the H people at Kamtook hi maway, or why
everyone said ! nother had left on a long trip, when what they thought that
Savi na M esa had di ed. \
Soneti mes Rohka made pictures in her nmind of the wi goddess Savina carrying
her away to a magical cloud .yTS the Akasi Sevtar lived. Suns grew on the
trees and jugglers nt |aughing down the cloud streets. It was a place where Rt
never made you sick and gold eyes were normal and no i
tol d you hearing thoughts was w ong.
Ss
In predawn di mess Captain Borj wal ked with I xpar sicMthe Kamairfield. She
pul l ed off her helmet, a bronze headgear
shaped |li ke the head of a clawat. "The Varz defenses were too'
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strong. W only managed one run over the airfield before they

ran us off."

"Any casual ties?" |xpar asked.

"None." Borj paused. "W didn't |ose any riders at Mesa either."

"M esa? What were you doing there?"

"When we hit Varz, they brought in reinforcenents fromthe Pl ateau. So we
snuck out over Mesa while her defenders were at Varz." Borj tugged of her
gloves. "We put out their airfield. Mesa won't be sending support to Varz for
a while."

Al t hough | xpar knew the nove made tactical sense, it disturbed her. Mesa
barely claimed enough riders to support itself, |et alone anyone el se.

For the rest of the nmorning, Ixpar sat in her ofce reading reports from her
conmanders. At M dday she clinbed up to her suite for a Quis session with
Kelric. She found him asleep in the bedroom and an uneasy feeling came over
her as she watched the rise and fall of his chest.

She went back to the entrance and spoke to Eb, the captain of his Cal anya
escort. "Does Sevtar always sleep this much?"

"Usual ly," Eb said.

"Why? What does he do that makes himso tired?"

"Can't rightly say I know, ma'am He spends nost of his tine playing Qus."

| xpar frowned, then left the suite and went down to Med. She found her Seni or
Physi cian reading in the nedical library.

"So," Shallina said. "Have you finally come for the physical | ordered?"
"This is about Sevtar," |xpar said. "He sleeps too much."

Shal | i na spoke dryly. There is no harmin sleep. You should try it sometine.”
"Not this nmuch. It's not normal."

The doctor closed her book. "I will ook at him"

It was evening when Shallina came to Ixpar's office. "He's exhausted," the
doctor said. "I don't know why. | found nothing wong." She paused. "To be
honest, | don't know what is wong or right for a Skolian."

| xpar put down her quill. "What do you suggest?"



406 Cat heri ne Asaro *
Shal lina cleared her throat. "I think you should, ah—ask | Dabbiv Dahl to cone
here.”
That threw Ixpar like a Quis die. Shallina's conservative approach to nedicine
usual |y had her denounci ng Dabbiv's work. "Wy?"

i
"Don't mstake ny neaning," Shallina said. "I don't sub |_ scribe to these
of f-pattern ideas of his. But he is the only doctor on Coba who has had
experience with offworlders." i
| xpar sent an octet of riders to Dahl that night Three days later, while |xpar
sat listening to her advisers i argue in the Hall of Teotec, Anthoni brought
her a message. She slipped out of the meeting and hurried with himto the air-
'f field, reaching it intime to see her Kamriders |anding, acconpanied by a

Dahl craft j
The heavyset man with gray-streaked hair who junped i down fromthe Dahl rider
| ooked like a stranger. But the j' monent he sniled, |xpar recognized him

"Dabbiv." She returned the smle. "Welcome to ny Estate."
.1 The doctor bowed. "You | ook well Manager Kani "D d

you have a good fight?" *? "For the nost part. There
was a bit of trouble near the end." '$ Dabbiv adjusted his glasses. "For sone
reason an Ahkah patrol '+ decided we were in their way."

I "\WWhat happened?" | "Not much. They
shook us around some, your Captain Borj | shook them around sone, and that was
the end of it." | She laid her hand on his arm." know the risks you
t ook’ ;
com ng here. You have ny deepest thanks." * "' m honored you

think I can help." They walked to the Estate with Anthoni and a retinue of
guards. Wiile Anthoni showed Dabbiv to his suite, Ixpar F returned to the Hal
of Teotec. Her commanders were still arguing, but they had migrated fromthe
Opal Table to the wall " map. Col ored pins covered the map: red for eneny,
blue for;' ally, gray for neutral. Red dom nated: in the east it showed on
Ahkah and Lasa, in the northeast on Varz and Mesa, in the west on Shazoria
and Eviza. Kam nade a splash of blue in the \ center, as did Bahvia to the
north and Dahl to the south. Gay
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showed on Haka in the southwest and on Viasa and Tehnsa in the northwest. Air
| anes networked the chart in blue, gray, and red.

| xpar went to the map and pushed in a pin to mark the skirm sh between

Dabbi v' s escort and the Ahkah patrol. The red narker encroached on the bl ue of
the KanDahl air | anes.

El der Sol an frowned. "At this rate, red will soon surround Karn."

| xpar pulled out the red pin at Shazoria and replaced it with a blue one.

"W shful hopes,” Solan said.

"Soon to be fact." |xpar regarded the El der. "Wether Shazoria likes it or

not . "

Kelric sat in the Blue Al cove thinking Quis thoughts. In another part of the
suite a door opened. He | ooked up, expecting |xpar, but instead he saw the

Cal anya Speaker and an unknown nman. After introducing the man as Dabbiv Dahl,
t he Speaker withdrew.

Dabbi v bowed. "My greetings."

Kelric wondered why | xpar allowed a stranger to intrude on his privacy.

"Don't you recognize me?" the man asked. "Dabbiv. Your doctor at Dahl."

Kelric did recall an intense young doctor there. This nman | ooked too old to be
t he same person.

After a noment Dabbiv said, "Wuld you prefer |I came back | ater?"

Kelric had no desire to be poked at by nore doctors. But |xpar must have gone
to a lot of trouble to bring Dabbiv here. For her sake he would consent to one
nore exam

| xpar found the person she sought in the office she had provided him bent
over the mcroscope he had invented.

" Dabbi v?" she asked.

He junped to his feet, then grabbed sone fol ders and sl apped them down on the
desk. "Manager Kam "

"Captain Eb told ne you finished exam ning Kelric." Ixpar went over and pushed
asi de the fol ders, uncovering several
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texts, all with titles in Skolian. She picked one up. "Car- | diopul nbnary

Anonal i es in Gamma Physiol ogy." "Ah— His face paled. "Yes." .
"What does it nean?" "Gamma refers to the breed of hunmans Kelric bel ongs

to. ;| Cardiopul ronary neans heart and lungs." "lnperiaate hearts and |ungs."

" "Yes." Ixpar set down the text and covered it with
folders. "You 4 should keep a neater office. You never know who mi ght walk in"
The col or eased back into Dabbiv's face. "I'Il do that." f "How is
Kelric?" "I need nore tests,” he said. "It will take a few days. |'ve never
done these procedures before, so | have to nmake sure | | get themright."
| xpar tensed. "You want to experinent on ny Akasi?" "The tests aren't
experimental. Skolians use themall the ; tine." "You aren't Skolian."

j He regarded her steadily. "If | don't deternine
what's wong J with Kelric—and believe me, something is wong—+t will do him
far nore harmthan ny tests ever could.”

H s words quashed | xpar's |ast hopes that her worries were unfounded. "Al
right. But be careful." '
Four days passed while Dabbiv ran his tests. On the fifth evening | xpar found
himwaiting in her office, sitting at a table a with his fingers steepled
toget her. She sat across fromhim "Wat did you find?" ? "Kelric
differs fromus far nore than is obvious fromhis j physical appearance.”

| "We take every precaution for him Special

diet, purified
wat er -you' ve seen what we do." i

"You can't change the ecosystens of an entire world." He | owered his hands.
"Coba has poi soned himday by day, year by year, weakened his heart, digestive
system lungs, liver— '* everything. This world is far nore hostile to him
than we real- | ized. But he has mniature biochem stry labs in his body,
nanomeds. Coupl ed with somet hing—a thing called bio- \
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mech—they' ve kept himalive. Except they haven't been working right, not for
years. Maybe not since he crashed here. It's gotten worse, until the meds

t hemsel ves are poi soning him"

| xpar watched his face. "And to heal hin®"

For a | ong nonment he | ooked at her. Finally he said, "If we had access to the
resources of a full 1SC nedical facility, | think nost of the danage coul d be
repaired.”

The room suddenly seened too quiet. "There is nothing renotely resenbling a
full 1SC nedical facility on Coba."

"I know. |—+xpar—+'msorry."

"No." Her mind refused to understand. "No."

"I'"ll do all I can." Softly he added, "But it's like trying to stop a fl ood
with a cup.”

No. It couldn't be true. Couldn 't.

"I haven't told him" Dabbiv said. "I thought it mght be better if it cane
fromyou."

"How | ong?"

"It's hard to know exactly, wth—=

"How | ong?"

He spoke quietly. "I doubt he'll live past this winter."

And t hough he continued to speak, |xpar heard nothing el se.

Two seasons.

Two seasons renmai ned for the | egend that had changed her worl d.

That night, while the rest of Kam slept, she wal ked through the city, neither
seei ng nor caring where she went. It was deep in the silent hours before dawn
when she returned to the Estate.

In the living roomof her suite, she found an eerie Qis structure spread
across a table. The longer she stared at it, the nore patterns becane visible,
multiple threads woven together with an intricacy al nost inpossible to follow,
the designs curled in haunting synmretries that whispered of precognition. She
traced a thread in black, the pattern of a long, slow dying, and a chi

breat hed on her neck.

"You |l ook tired," Kelric said.

| xpar | ooked up to see himstanding in the bedroom archway, dressed in a robe.
"Did I wake you?"

"I"'mglad you did." He came over to her. "Sonetinmes, when 'rn falling asleep

| feel —strange."
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Her eyes felt hot with unshed tears. "Strange how?" i
He stroked her hair, looking at it as if it were a treasure i?5| valued. "I

wonder if I'Il wake up again." j

| xpar's voice caught. "If you could have any wish, iiivilniir at all, what
woul d you ask for?"

" Anyt hi ng?"

"Yes. Anything." She waited for himto ask for the one i WR she couldn't give:
his freedom

"To see ny children," he said.

Later, while Kelric slept, Ixpar slipped out of his arns nr«l went to the co
in the Blue Al cove. She roused Captain fromher sleep and told her what needed
to be done. .

Then | xpar descended into the Menory. As she |!?? through it, her tears fel
i ke sand, |eaving behind truths .fi T had too | ong deni ed. She could give up
the rule of a worldffJ Kelric, wage for himthe first war Coba had seen in a
iiillR nium but she could no nore make himlove her, truly love i than she
could contain the spirit of a wld hawk. \

3

Doubl e Nested Tower

Rashi va wal ked with her retinue through Haka. A letter R crisp in her pocket
and crisp in her mind. New Mnisters, it Levels, war between the Estates, and
inthe mdst of it all nS]. Kambid for the Cal anya contract of a boy—a Haka
boy—far too young to | eave the Preparatory House. -

Sevtar wanted to see his son, Rashiva was certain awii |Ixpar's viewpoint, it
woul d have been far easier to aski TT Jinoria visit his father. Al though the
Preparatory House TOS| CQutsiders fromcontact with its students, who could
(ifl such a request froma Sixth Level? O |xpar could have m| warriors to
ki dnap Jinoria. Considering everything else iiTlS had happened, it woul dn't
have surprised Rashiva. Instead the i
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Kam queen chose the way of honor, making an offer for Jinorla' s Cal anya
contract.

Rashi va's Seni or Aide was wal king at her side. She touched Rashiva's arm as
they passed a street leading to the airfield. In the distance, a battered
rider rested in a repair bay.

"It comes from Shazoria," the Senior said

Rashi va nodded. "Several linped in yesterday al so."

"Crippling Mesa wasn't enough for |xpar Kam was it?" The Senior's voice
hardened. "Now she adds Shazoria to the list."

Al t hough Rashiva woul d never admit it al oud, she considered Ixpar's tactics
i nspired. Shazoria was a traditional Kamally, a city and people |xpar knew
wel | . She had worked beautifully subtle pattes into the Quis, swaying
Shazorla's already wavering citizenry to favor Kamrather than their
unconfortable new Varz allies. So at crucial tinmes, crucial people in Shazoria
| ooked the other way. By the tinme Rashiva had figured out what was going on
it was too | ate; Kam agents had sabotaged every nai ntenance bay, fuel tank
oil refinery, and rider-related factory in Shazoria. Its air force had been
nullified without the loss of a single life.

"Kam grows nore audaci ous each day," her Senior Aide said. "How nmuch | onger

will you wait before you send support to Varz?"
"Until Varz needs it," Rashiva said. "Right now Avtac is doing fine w thout ny
hel p."

"She | ost Shazoria."

"And Kara ost Bahvla."

"No one attacked Bahvla."

Rashi va scowl ed. "What dp you call a blockade that cuts off an Estate fromits
food supply for over a year? Starvation, of an entire city. It appalls ne."

"M esa and Shazoria—

"Lost their airfields. Shazoria has farms. M esa has Varz. Bahvla has |unber.
You can't feed people with wood."

The Senior fell silent as they approached the Preparatory House. The El der
Mentor was waiting at the arched entrance, cow ed and cl oaked, his face hidden
behi nd a tassel ed scarf. He bowed to Rashiva and preceded her into the House
whil e



her retinue waited Qutside. They wal ked t hrough ancient iB the Mentor's robe
whi spering on the cold stone floors. At the sitation Roomthe Mentor halted,
| eavi ng her RS
enter alone. Inside, a thirteen-year-old boy stood poking at i nobile of mnetal
spheres that bobbed on the mantel. He WM | unusually tall for his age, with
the athletic poise of an i;»i!l Black curls spilled into his violet eyes.

| . Rashiva closed the door behind her. "Jinmoria." Her son | ooked
up, his face lighting in welcome. When !'T" cane over and hugged her, Rashiva

smled. "You grow so ff Soon you will go through the ceiling."”

[
Qovi ously pleased, he pulled hinself to his full height iij, |ooked down on
her "Do you want tea? I'man Initiate, so can have a Novice bring it." "Tanghi
woul d be nice." | Jinmoria opened a side door

and spoke to a younger boy al side. Whie the Novice went for tea, Rashiva sat
with her soint the sofa, and they tal ked about his |ife in the Preparatory SR

"My Mentor thinks 1'll be ready to apply to the Cal anya 'i
Six or seven years," Jinoria said as the Novice returned.
Rashi va waited until the boy poured themeach a nug of il and left. Then she

sai d, "Suppose soneone made an offer ffi3|j your contract now?"

"Mother," Jinoria said. "I'mserious." J
"Way in a year of w ndless wgs would anyone do that?j| Rashiva tried not to

smle at the idiom "It happens." took a swallow of tea. "Say Kam made an
of fer." ji He laughed. "1'd take a sword and go fight them™" "Jinm,
| mean it. What would you do?" ? "l would never go to Kam"

<|" "wy not?" (
"Because. It's Kam Besides, Manager Kam cheated T She used tricks to contro
the Quis." ",
Rashi va snorted. "I doubt Sevtar's contract forbids B Kam from pl ayi ng di ce
better than Varz."
Jinmoria considered her. "Sonmetimes | think you don't iilifif like Mnister

*

Varz."
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"Estate politics are conplicated interdependencies. A Manager mnust retain
objectivity."

"You al ways do that."

"Do what ?

"Talk like a |l aw scroll when | say sonething you don't want said. And you know
Manager Kamis worse than a dice cheater. She stole Hayl Varz. Twice."

"She di d?"

"Well, he isn't at Varz."

"You have been there to check?"

"It's in the Quis," Jinoria said. "Soneone stole him"

"That's right. Me."

He gaped at her. "You?"

"Hayl ran away from Varz. He asked ne for asylumand | gave it to him"
"He's at Haka

Rashi va nodded.

"Then why does M nister Varz bl ane KanP"

How di d she explain Avtac to a child? "It's conplicated."

"Are you going to talk like a scroll again?"

"Jim, Manager Kam may not be our ally but she is an honorabl e woman. "

"Why do you keep trying to make ne |ike her?"

"Because she bid for your Cal anya contract."

He gave an uneasy laugh. "This is a joke, yes?"

"No. She offers you a position coveted by Calani with many times your age and
experience."

"It's a trick, then"

"I"'msure it is an honest offer."

"I don't believe it. Wat would Manager Kam want with nme?"

Rashi va got up and went to the mantel, where the nobile drifted in circles.
Thi s was even harder than she had anti ci pat ed.

"Mot her?" Jinoria said.

She tued to him "Manager Kamwants to bring you to her Estate so you can neet
your father."

"But he's here.”

"No, Jim. Heisn't."
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"I just saw himyesterday. He didn't say he was goi ng any-

where. " | "Raaj isn't— She
stopped as the words caught in her

throat. "Isn't what?" Jinoria asked; * She made
the words cone out. "Raaj isn't your biological ;

f at her" |1 At first he showed
no reaction. Then he gave her an uncom

fortable smle. "Your jokes are strange today." | "It isn't a
j oke. ™" j "You're right. It isn't
funny. Father wouldn't think so

either." "Raaj knows all of this.” . f "You're
maki ng it up, yes?" He watched her with a heart-

breaking look, as if willing her to tell himit was all a story. j»

"The Mentors asked you to do it. This is sonme kind of test." | She spoke

gently. "Your skin, your features, even the way
you wal k—+t's just like him" "H n?" "Sevtar. The Sixth Level." She took a

breath. "Your father." Jinoria stood up, his fist clenched. "It's not true.
Wiy are

you doi ng this?" . "Who el se has skin
that shimers |ike yours?" She went 'a

over to him "Not Raaj." "Father is ny father. | don't want to hear any nore."
"Ai, Jim." Rashiva reached out to him "I don't want you to ;

be hurt." , He pushed her away.
"Are you going to force ne to live at i"

Kam?" "Not if you don't want to" { "I don't."

« "Perhaps we could arrange a tenporary
visit for you." j "To meet hinP" Despite his anger anticipation |eaked
into 2
his voice. "The Sixth?" i "Yes. The Sixth."

, | "And afterward |I can cone home?"
j Relief poured over Rashiva. "Yes. Then you can cone

hone.



-The Last Hawk 415

A cl anor woke Rohka. Everything was confusion. People yelled in the dark and a
big runmbling roar shook the Cooperative. She scranbled out of bed and ran out
of her suite, straight into a flock of little girls in woolly nightgowns who
| ooked as scared as she felt.

A hoard of nonsters poured into the corridor.

They were terrible, all leather and bronze, with netal faces like fierce
beasts. As the nonsters westled with the grownups, shouts filled the air. In
t he confusi on, Rohka found herself trapped in a comer. She made herself little
and flat against the wall, praying no nonsters saw her

Soneone screanmed and Rohka saw a nonster scoop up a girl with yellow hair.
"Check her eyes!" soneone shouted. "They're gold."

Rohka's confusion turned into terror. Only one girl had gold eyes. She bolted
down the hall, trying to escape the turnoil.

Suddenl y hands cl anped around her arns. A nonster hollered, "I found her,"

hoi sted her up into its burly arns, and shoved its way through the nel ee.
Chill air blasted Rohka's face when they ran out into the night. Across the
pl aza, two riders crouched on the ground like sly birds ready to pounce.

"Let me go!" Rohka yelled. The nonster's face |ooked |ike a hel net now, one
covering a woman's head. She pounded her fists against the metal. "Avtac Varz
wi Il squash you flat. Flat, flat, flat"

"eisty little cub," the nmonster muttered. She reached the first rider and
swung Rohka up to a wonan in the hatch. The wonan bundl ed Rohka into a seat
whil e the nonster jumped in and sl amed the hatch.

A voice crackled fromthe co. "Skyarrow, this is Wndstar. Scan shows two
octets com ng down fromVarz. W've got to run."

"No problem Wndstar," thepilot said. "W have what we cane for."

The riders lifted into the sky. In dismy, Rohka saw her home, M esa, recede
into a scatter of tiny lights in the nountains.
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v
e
* * *

When Kelric awoke in the norning, he found a nmug of Tanghi steaning on the
ni ghtstand. He put on his robe and took the; nug to an al cove that overl ooked
the gardens. Wiile he sat drinking, Qs patterns evolved in his mnd.
A new pattern evol ved, one that had slowy taken formover if the last three
years, intertwining itself with the other shapes ; and fornms of his life. He
| ooked at the unexpected pattern and found it as clear as a nountain spring.
When next he saw Ixpar, |? he would tell her of it. Wat difference it would
make to her |Sr he didn't know But nevertheess, he ought to tell his wife he
? |l oved her.
The tramp of soldiers below his w ndow fragmented his thoughts. They crossed
the garden, one carrying a small sleep ing girl with masses of gold curls
tunmbl i ng down her back. Watching the girl, he felt a sense of fanmliarity,
though he i couldn't say why. Her image stayed with him interwoven with his
endl ess Qui s thoughts.
Later another conmotion drew his attention. A Cal anya retinue was passing
bel ow hi s wi ndow, escorting a figure in the 3 robes and Tal ha of a Haka
Calani. It had to be a trick of light; no Haka Cal ani woul d be in Kam now. He
was the height of an average Coban nale, but slender like a boy.
I
A boy?
Kelric froze, suddenly understanding his reaction to the girl. |. Like knew
like. Even a Kyle operator with a mind as injured as j his own recogni zed t he
bl oons that flowered fromhis own seed
H s children. Ixpar had brought his children to Kam
A sense of urgency cane over Kelric, a feeling that if he | didn't go to
| xpar now he woul d forever |ose the chance to tell
her how nuch this nmeant to himand how he felt about her. He went to the
Qut si de doors and nmade his escort understand what ;
he want ed.
Captain Eb spoke to one of his guards. "You wait here. If (¢ Manager Kam
cones, tell her the four of us took Sevtar to | ook for her."

I
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Ki ng's Flight

| xpar sat in the hatchway of her rider, |ooking out at the Cal anya parks. Her
craft was stripped to essentials, a runner designed for speed. It could easily
reach the starport on one tank of fuel

If Kelric stayed on Coba he would die. If he left, he would I|ive.

Kast ora, what counsel would you give me? Ixpar thought. Kelric wasn't the sane
man who, seventeen years ago, had intended to bring | SC down on them What
woul d happen if she set himfree? Could she convince himto keep Coba's
secret, to protect its anonynmity? Her decision would affect the future of her
entire world.

Shivering, xpar turned her face to the sun. Par in the north a flock of birds
was arrowi ng toward Kam It wa odd to see themmgrating in sumrer; they
didn't usually come until autumm.

Very odd.

She junmped down fromthe rider and | ooked eastward—to see another cloud of
dark fornms headed for her Estate.

| xpar swore, then took off running across the park. Wen she reached the
Estate, she smacked her pal magainst the first co she found.

A voice floated into the air. "Tal here—=

"Tal, this is Manager Kam Put Kamon alert. This isn't a drill! Do you
understand? Full alert."”
Tal's voice crackled over the co. "' mon it."

"CGet me Conmmander Borj, Anthoni, Captain Eb, and El der Sol an on co. Contact
Ekina at the Institute and tell her to nmeet e outside ny office with the
carbine. She'll know what | nean."
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"Right away." In only a few seconds Tal said, "Comuander Borj on three."
"I"'mswitching out." She switched to three. "Borj, fleets are coming in from
the north and east. Go to the command center:i. below the Atrium and put Code
Four into action.” "On ny way," Borj said. '
"Good. Qut." Ixpar switched to ine one. "Tal, do you havejf Anthoni yet?"
.| "Line two."

| I'xpar switched. "Anthoni, start the evacuation procedures for

Kam You're in charge." "Understood,"” Anthoni said. "Qut." Ixpar switched to

one. "Tal, what line is Captain EhS on?" .

"I haven't been able to reach your suite. But | have Elderl Solan on four."
| xpar switched. "Solan, this is Ixpar. In the Blue Al cove ofj ny suite you'l
find an engraving that matches the | ock sequence | taught you. The door it

opens |l eads to an under-f ground hall. Take the Cal anya and Bahr down there."
| "Understood," Solan said. | "Switching
out." Ixpar went to one. "Tal, have you got Eb?";l "There's only one guard at

your suite. She said the others left with Sevtar to | ook for you."
| I'xpar swore. "Then get on every line, contact every guard, ,

what ever is necessary—-but find him™" {. "Yes, ma'am \What
shall we do with Jinoria Haka?" J
W nds above. "Manager Haka's son is here? Already?" "He arrived early. | just

sent an aide to tell you."

Rashi va nust have | earned of the Varz attack plans after the boy left Haka. If
any harmcanme to Jinoria, nothing would stop Haka's wath. But the only truly
safe place on Karn was the Menory where she had sent the Cal anya. How coul d
she.-f reveal, to the son of a hostile Manager, a secret kept by the

M nisters of Kamfor two nmillennia?

Still, he was Calani. Al nost Calani. He was al so a hostage worth his height in
jewel ed Quis dice. "Send Jinmoria with the-'' Calanya. Tell everyone it's a
storage room and have Jinoria
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kept under guard. | don't want hi mwandering around down there."

"And Rohka M esa?" Tal asked.

"Saints alnmighty, Tal., She's already here too?"

"Yhee, ma'am"

"Send her with Jinorla."”

"Right away," Tal said. "I have Elder Solan on six."

"Qut." Ixpar switched. "Sol an, what's going on?"

"I"'mat your suite," Solan said. "W found the chanbers and took the Cal anya
down. We're waiting for Sevtar now "

"Any word on where he is?"

"Not yet. | sent nore guards to ook for him"

"Let me know as soon as they find him Qut." Ixpar switched to one. "Tal, do
you have Commander Borj ?"

"Line three."

| xpar switched. "Wat's the situation, Borj?"

'"The fleet comng fromthe north is Varz," Borj said. "East is Ahkah, wth
support from Lasa. Altogether, they outnunber us about two to one."

| xpar grimaced. "Were did Avtac get so many riders?"

"My bet is that she pulled her octets off the bl ockade."

"Any word from Bahvi a?"

"None. "

"What about Dahl ?"

"The Dahl forces stationed here are up with our riders,"” Borj said. "l sent a
runner for reinforcenments, if Manager Dahl has any, but | doubt it will reach
Dahl before tonight."

"Any sign of a Haka fleet?"

"Not hing so far."

"Keep me posted. Qut." Ixpar switched to one. "Tal, have they found Sevtar?"
"Not yet," Tal said. "But Ekina is at your office. She says she has what you
want . "

Where was Kelric? "All right. Go to the command center and stay on the co
l[ines. I'll be there as soon as | can. Qut."

| xpar took off runing. She found Ekina standing in front of her office,
hol di ng a nonstrous gun with cooling-coils around its barrel and a heavy netal
stock. A power pack sat at her feet.
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1: "lIs it accurate?" |xpar asked.
Ekina's face was flushed fromrunning. "Accurate? W' ve hardly even tested it
yet. | never expected this nonster to cone J out of those Cal anya patterns.”

f
| xpar took the laser carbine, hefting its bulk in her hands "How do | use it?"
Eki na strapped the power pack around her waist and indicated a button on the
gun. "Push that and it fires." |
| xpar slung the gun's strap over her shoulder. "You better go to the comrand
center. You'll be safe there.” ?
"You're conming, aren't you?" |
"As soon as | get a look at the situation." Before Ekina could | protest,
| xpar took off again.
She went to the outside balcony that circled the Cbservatory | done. In both
the north and east, she saw a sky dark with wi ndriders: Varz and Kam Ahkah
and Dahl, all engaged in battle. Nowhere did she see the Haka enblem of a
rising sun. To the j~ west, lines of people wound into the Teotecs as they
evacuated f Kam I
A shadow cut across the steepled roofs of the city, a lone ' Varz rider
arrowing for the Estate, the first to break through the ; Kam defenses. Her
lips drawing back in a snarl, |xpar raised her gun, sighted on the craft—-and
fired. '
The violent flare of |ight produced by the carbine bore no resenblance to the
harm ess red beam she had seen in Ekina's | lab last year. This pul se streaked
to the rider and exploded the |, craft in a blast of white light. An instant
| ater the sound wave |! of its detonation slanmed agai nst |xpar.
J
"Spirits help us,"” she whispered as nolten netal showered | the enpty streets
f
Sunl i ght diffused through the Atrium falling across Kelric and his escort as
t hey wal ked past the plants and waterfalls. The ' serenity felt oddly fragile,

i ke bl own gl ass f
A guard ran into the hall. "Captain Eb! Varz fleet—omng » i n—get to Manager
Kam's suite." ?.

Kelric imrediately tued with his guards and they ran for the staircase that
swept up fromthe Atrium In the north, he saw a hoard of riders swarm ng
toward Kam \
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Two Varz warcraft suddenly soared out from behind a nearby tower and ski med

| ow over the Atrium breaking its glass with the vibration of their passage.
An expl osi on bl asted through the bal cony above them destroying the top of the
staircase. Kelric and his guards spun around and raced back down into the
Atrium At the bottom they ran to the landing of a stairwell that descended
to a nore protected fl oor

When the whistle of falling bonbs pierced the air, only Kelric recogni zed the
sound. Hi s warning shout was snothered by an expl osion and the floor heaved
under his feet. As he fell, one of his arnbands caught on the staircase

bani ster, wenching himto such a fast stop his shoul der nearly pulled out of
its socket;

Then the band yanked off his armand he fell down the stairs. dinpses of

rail, floor, ceiling, all flashed by as he tunbled. As an expl osion rocked the
stairs above him he hit the floor and rolled over, gasping for breath.

Kelric scranbled to his feet intime to see a curtain of flame sweeping across
the staircase. Behind and within it, he could make out the frantic fornms of
his guards trying to snmother their burning clothes and escape the infeno.
"Sevtar!" Captain Eb shouted. "Get out of here!"

Keltic had no intention of |eaving themto die. He beat at the flanes,
shielding his face with his armas he struggled to reach the guards.

Wth a deafening crash, the [ anding above himcoll apsed. The steps crunbl ed
next, toppling in succession as the area disintegrated in a thunder of falling
wal I s. Chunks of debris shot into the air, mxing with clouds of plaster

Kel ri c staggered coughing, eyes watering, skin blistering, forced back by the
searing heat, until he backed up through the door arch behind him

It was cooler in the marble corridor outside the stairwell. He sagged agai nst
a wall and slid to his knees, drawing in huge breaths. Then a runble swelled
behind him Tw sting around, he saw the walls of the corridor toppling inward
like a wave running up a pipe.

Kelric lurched to his feet and took off, running past burning archway after
burni ng archway, trying to outrun the destruction. Wen he found a stairwell
untouched by fire, he took the
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wi de steps three at a tine. At the top he pulled open the doo and a gal e
shoved himin the chest like a giant hand. Leanin into the w nd, he pushed his
way onto a bal cony—and | ooke out over a nightmare. ,

A
Kam was in flanmes. . -1
The darkening sky boiled with riders, roaring in the chaos at battle. Ashes
swirled in the air, whipped into a shower of pow der by the w nd. Snoke
bill owed out wi ndows, rolled across |lawns, rose in great oily clouds that
spread a gray pall of crackling soot over the city.

Kelric clenched the balcony rail, staring out over the scen, "No," he said. "I
won't be the cause of this." He raised his head and shouted at the riders
battling in the sky. "Do you hear ne?| | will not be the cause of this."

H
The rail burst into flame, tongues of fire consuming the wood. Wthin seconds
the entire bal cony had ignited. Racing the flanmes, Kelric backed away and ran
down the stairs, ouJ again into the marble corridor. He kept going, past
arches that opened onto debris, until finally there were only snooth mar— ble
wal I s that went on and on, unending, as if he were dooned to run down the
tunnel forever while Kam burned t
He cane out into a foyer he recogni zed; he was near the ol dA Cal anya. He kept
running, following famliar halls this tine. ,
I nside the Cal anya, he found tables toppled and screens hanging in shreds.
Every room was enpty, but when he neared the exit to the parks he heard
voi ces. He slipped outside, hid-,5
i ng behind a hedge. Across the gardens, an octet of Varz war- , riors stood
gathered by their riders, towering wonen in bronze J and |eather arnmor with
beast hel nmets over their heads.
Nearer by, an enpty Kamrider sat on a lawn. Sleek snd stripped to essential s,
it had the streanmlined grace of a runner.' built for speed

Stayi ng | ow behind the bushes, Kelric crept toward the runner. \Wen he reached
the end of the hedge, he paused. Then he,, sprinted into the open

Shout s erupted behind himand a bullet whizzed past his arm kicking up the
dirt ahead of him

"Don't shoot, you idiot!" sonmeone shouted. "He's a:

Cal ani !'"



-The Last Hawk 423

"Si x bands!" another voice yelled. "That's him"

A stn shot hit Kelric's arm nunbing his buns, and anot her caught himin the
knee. Hi s breathing came in | abored gasps but he never broke his stride. He
woul d rather die fromheart failure than go back to Varz.

The open hatch of the rider Ioomed into view As Kelric vaulted into the
cabin, boots pounded behind him He spun around, planted his foot in the
arnor-covered chest of the warrior reaching for him and shoved. As she flew
over backward, he slammed the hatch

The rider's weaponry was crude but recogni zabl e: two cannons at about 20
mllineters and two machine guns at 12 to 13 mllineters, though he couldn't
be sure about the numbers given his lack of proficiency in Teotecan units.

Al though it could take a payl oad of one bonb, its bay was enpty, another

i ndi cation the runner was nmeant to go fast.

He taxied across the lawn, jolting on the uneven ground until he gai ned enough
speed to lift off. As he soared into the sky, he | ooked down and saw t he
warriors staring up at him helmeted faces blurring as they receded into dots.
They coul d probably have no nore imagined a Calani flying a rider than they
could picture life without Quis.

It wasn't until he flew | ow over the gardens, strafing the bushes, that they
dove for cover behind walls or in the Calanya. He cane around again and
riddled their riderless riders into oblivion

He wasted several noments |ooking for the runner's neutrino transnmitter before
he realized the Cobans had yet to devel op the technol ogy. But he understood
the screen with noving Quis dice; it was the Coban equival ent of radar

That realization saved his life. In the same instant he interpreted the Quis
pattern, it showed a Varz rider comng at himfrom behind. Kelric threw his
rider into aroll and then a flat turn, a desperation nove to evade the
oncom ng gunfre. Then he pulled into a steep clinb.

The craft passed only a few hundred neters fromhim at an angle that allowed
neither of them a good shot. Enblazoned on its hull was the Varz clawat and
the nane Nightrider, followed by a Quis synbol for resurrection. N ghtrider
Resurrect ed.
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" Kelric kept clinmbing, taking advantage

of his better speed.*

O what he thought was his better speed. At the lower altitude N ghtrider had
made such a clunmsy turn that Kelric wondered j if the craft was damaged, but

as they clinbed N ghtridere:j gained on him

As soon as Kelric realized he faced a fighter better equipped; than his for
high altitudes, he rolled over his runner, sky andll horizon careeni ng past
his windshield until he was upside | down. He pulled on the stick and the
rider arced through thej air in a reversed half |oop, spots dancing in his
vision fromthe .i g-forces.
The | oop brought himdown on the tail .of his pursuer. But t he had only flown
a rider once, hadn't piloted anything for sixteen years, and had never flown a
craft without a conputer. He m sjudged and canme out to Nightrider's port side,
his gunfire £ riddling its wings. Nightrider spread its slats |ike giant
mechani cal feathers, letting nost of the gunfire pass through & theminstead
of hitting solid material. "(
They were farther out now, above the Teotecs. N ghtrider cane at himagain, in
a half loop to reverse its course. Still . above the Varz rider, though just
barely, Kelric went up in a 'f half loop as well. At the top, he flipped his
runner over and went into another half |oop. The g-forces nearly knocked him
out, but his biomech took over and noved his hands, rolling 4 the rider right
side up at the top. j
The Varz craft followed on the first |oop, but when it tried to reverse
direction and chase himinto the second, it stalled. As the craft fl oundered,
| osing speed, Kelric went into a dive, i| coming in on its tail. Dead-on
target this tine, he fired with j everything he had—and Ni ghtrider expl oded in
a bl ack and orange billow of heated gases and fl ane. ;
Kelric stared after the remains of N ghtrider as they show | ered out of the
sky. Drawing in a breath, he saluted his fallen opponent. Then, adrenaline
still pounding, he took his rider south, out over the Teotecs.
Gradual |y, as Kam di sappeared in the nmountains behind ?« him the pound of his
heart eased, calnmed, quieted. Finally he absorbed what had happened.

J
He was free.
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Queen Fire

The ruins of the Atriumlay open to the sky. |xpar stood at their edge,
staring at the destruction the | aser carbine hanging fromher hand. The Varz
riders that destroyed the command center below the Atrium had been too
accurate for |uck;

t hey nmust have known its | ocation.

"Ixpar." Borj beckoned froma side hall. "I found a working co."

She went over to it. "lxpar here.”

"Manager Kam " Tal shouted. "You're alive!"

"Where are you?" |xpar asked.

Tal spoke in a calnmer voice. "In the Lower Levels, in generator room siX.

W' ve set up here the best we can. Mst everyone fromthe command center made
it here. But we can't find Borj."

"She's with ne. What's the situation?"

"The Varz air units are w thdraw ng."

Consi dering how Varz had so far pulverized Kam they had no reason to retreat.
"Any reports of foot soldiers?"

"From everywhere. They're swarnming all over the city."

| xpar grimaced. So. Varz was nmoving in to occupy Kam Intact, even partially,
it was a far greater prize than reduced to rubble. "Tal, have units posted on
the Estate perimeter. I'lIl send Borj to coordinate it. W have to hold the
Estate."

"Under st ood, na'am"

When | xpar reached the generator room she found Tal taking reports: casualty
lists, damage, sightings of Varz soldiers. No word from El der Sol an, but that
m ght not nean anything; the Meory had no co. She had to believe that silent
nmeant safe.

"Manager Kam " Tal said. "Message from Commander Borj."
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She | eaned over the co. "lxpar here."

Borj spoke flatly. "The Haka fleet is here. And it's big."

| xpar sank into the chair behind her. Kam s | ast hopes ha<i just gone up |ike
chaff under a firebonb. "Are they | anding sot diers?"

"Actually, no." Borj paused. "It's odd."

"Odd how?"

"Their air force is holding over the mountains. No, wait one rider just broke
away. It's headed for the Estate."

| xpar glanced at Tal. "Have that rider escorted to tht Cal anya parks."

Borj spoke over the co. "It could be a trick."

"I have to trust ny instincts on this one, Borj.'
"Have two octets nmeet nme in the Cal anya parks”
The aide stared at her. "You can't go out there."

"This is something only | can do."

When | xpar reached the Cal anya parks, she saw a trio oi Kamfighters circling
in the sky. On a |l awn below, Karn sol diers surrounded a Haka rider. Ixpar
jogged toward them pas the weckage of several riders near where she had |eft
the run ner. Woever destroyed the Varz warcraft had apparent caught her
runner as. well.

When | xpar stopped in front of the Haka rider, its hatcl opened and a Haka

ai de junped to the ground. "Manage Kam" She bowed deeply. "W request a
pattern of truce."

It was an ancient request, coming fromthe Ad Age. Th pattern of truce: a
tenmporary ceasing of hostilities |ong enougl for foes to negotiate.

"Pattern granted," |xpar said. She had no doubt the rider car ried a dipl onat
to negotiate Jinoria Haka's rel ease. They ha< wasted their time. She had no
intention of giving up the boy He was all that stood between Kam and def eat.
Rashi va Haka appeared in the hatchway.

| xpar stared at the Manager. Had she | ost her senses, co ing onto hostile
territory during a battle?

The desert queen junped to the ground. "Manager Kam"

| xpar nodded. "Manager Haka."

Rashiva didn't bother with formalities. "My son?"

"He's safe.”

| xpar tunec back to Tal
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"Take me as your hostage," Rashiva said. "Let Jinoria go."
It was a nore than reasonabl e exchange. But |xpar didn't dare risk unsealing

the Menory in the mdst of battle. "I can't do that."
Rashiva stiffened. "If he isn't released within an hour, ny fleet has orders
to join Varz. You know Kamwi || have no chance then. Let himgo."

"You better give your people new orders,
Jinmoria are goi ng anywhere."

For a | ong nonent Rashiva | ooked at her. Then she said, "To stop their attack
I must talk to them™

"You can do that fromthe Estate." This had to be a trick. Rashiva would never
| et herself be captured so easily. Ixpar turned to a Kam captain. "Mke sure
this craft vacates the parks." She tilted her head toward the Haka ai de. "She
goes with it."

The aide said nothing. |Ixpar had seen the fierce loyalty of Rashiva's staff to
their Manager. If this one |l et Rashiva be taken so easily, she had been
ordered to do it. Wy?

| xpar consi dered Rashiva. Then she gestured as if she were ushering the
Manager to a Council function rather than making her a prisoner of war.
Rashi va came quietly. Surrounded by Kamwarriors, she and |xpar crossed the
parks to the Estate. At the entrance to the Lower Levels, Rashiva paused. She
stood dark and proud, watching her captor with an unfathomabl e gaze. "I xpar."
"Yes?"

"Jinorla's father—2" Rashiva stopped, her silence broken by the distant sounds
of artillery.

Then | xpar understood. A pronise bound Rashiva, one as strong as her

all egiance to Varz. In return for your GCath. Wth those words, she had swo to
Kelric a vow she still honored. Incredible as it was, Rashiva apparently
bel i eved protecting Kelric nmeant keeping himfree of Avtac. The Haka Manager

| et herself be captured so her fleet could refuse to fight without |osing
honor .

"Sevtar is with his son Jinoria," |xpar said.

Rashi va nodded. "Thank you."

After the octet took Rashiva down to the Lower Levels, |xpar activated a wall
co.

| xpar said. "Because neither you nor
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"Tal here," a voice said. t "This is Manager
Kam An octet is bringing Manager t down to you. Warn all units. No one is to
fire on them" | "Then it's true? Manager Haka really is our prisoner?"
1s I xpar blinked. "You al ready knew?" "W intercepted a signal between Haka
and Varz," Tal .wi!| "Varz wanted to know what's going on. Haka said
couldn't do anythi ng because you had their Manager" | Let Avtac puzzle
that one out. "I'm com ng back down—I xpar never had a chance to finish. A
bl ast shook the ! T111| caving in the entrance to the Lower Levels and knocki ng
I TJ her knees. Shielding her face with her arm she squinted "iil?i the dust
and saw an Ahkah octet striding toward her. SIn'i. protected nost of the
warriors but those with bare faces i. looks of triunph, like hunters who had
trapped the iiffnT
Prey J ' Take her alive,"
someone order ed. | I refuse to be Avtac's prize, |xpar
t hought. Then she i T3if?!| up the | aser carbine and fired

i
In the confined hall the light was bnding, the heat <iii<|| dous. \Wen her
vi sion cleared she saw only fused slag .'j a nonment before a corridor full of

warriors had stood. Il"il"i( and nauseous, she struggled to her feet. \Wen she
heard 1!? runbl e of boots nearby and voices with Ahkah accents, slung the
car bi ne over her shoulder and took off ina lli'iiil run, wincing fromthe

Burns on her |egs. I

| xpar lost the soldiers in a maze of halls she knew |ike well-worn Quis
pattern. Snoke filled the corridors. Like G Estates, Kam had been built
primarily fromstone, jiTfflrl meant the fires came from furnishings, drapes,
and paneling H flames gutted her horme. s Varz
had penetrated the Estate defenses. G ven that soldiers were armed with
rifles, a few even with machine Si, either the Varz troops were better trained
or else innTni 7| hers. Based on what Jevrin and her Quis spies had picked
iljfc about Varz and its allies, she knew Ka had the edge in n>1l tary
strategy, which meant Varz took its advantage in uife She cane across evidence
of fighting: bullet-ridden Il snmashed statuary, broken wi ndows. More sobering
were the t
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corpses, two fromher own troops and one from Varz. She knelt next to them
silent, in honor of the lives they had given up

Then she ran on, looking for an unbl ocked entrance to the Lower Levels. What
she finally found was an operational co. She smacked her hand against its
switch. "Tal ?"

Conmander Borj's voice snapped out. "Wnds above, |xpar, where are you?"
"Near the Hall of Teotec. What's the situation?"

"Ant honi got a nessage through,"” Borj said. "They conpleted the evacuation
bef ore Varz broke our defenses. The people are safe. In the city, the worst
damage is to the airfield, factories, and guild warehouses."

"What about Haka?"

"Still holding in the mountains.”

"Any word of the Cal anya?"

"Not hi ng—what ?" Borj paused. "Tal is getting a nessage fromthe Varz fleet."
Snoke seeped into the alcove and swirled about Ixpar's |legs. "Wat nmessage?"
Tal answered. "It's for you. It reads: 'If you surrender imrediately and

rel ease Manager Haka, we will spare Kam Refuse and we will raze your city. Be
reasonabl e, |xpar. You have lost. Avtac Varz.' "

| xpar grimaced. "Borj, how nuch |onger can we hold out?"

"Qur forces have gradually been pushed back. The Lower Levels haven't been
breached, but it won't be long. The rest of our defenses are gone. The Varz
ranks are depleted, but ours are even worse." Borj made a frustrated noi se.
"If we just had fresh troops and riders, we could beat them back."

"Then find fresh troops and riders."

"We don't have them"

| xpar clenched her fists. "Avtac can't have taken Kam"

"She must have used every rider she had," Borj said. "Took themoff the

bl ockade, off Ahkah, even off Varz. She ganbl ed—i sked | eaving her flank
undef ended and threw everything she had at us. And she won."

"She hasn't won yet."

"Ixpar, we have no choice. W nust surrender.”

"While | live," Ixpar said, ""I will never yield to Varz."
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"Then you condenm Karn to destruction. W don't even have enough riders left
to protect the evacuees."

No. | xpar wanted to shout the word. Yet if she refused to sur-1 render, a
people and a city with a history over two nmllennia ¢j old woud be destroyed

i n one day.
It felt like ages before she finally responded, though she | knew it was ony
seconds. "Very well. Ask for terms of sur-| render”
I
Tal answered in a subdued voice. "Yhee, ma'aro." ]

Quietly she said, "Refuse to tell them what happened to me. , Wen they
pressure you, 'give in' and reveal that | escaped the Estate."

"We' |l nake it believable," Borj said. Quietly she added,

"And you had better make it truth. Fast"

"Yes." Ixpar took a breath. "CQut."

She switched off the co and linped into the snoky hall. Borj was right; she
had to get off the Estate. Although Avtac apparently gave orders to take her
alive Ixpar had no doubt the Mnister intended to have her executed, in
public, for al to see

Boot s sounded nearby. Ixpar slipped into an alcove just before a Varz octet
entered the hallway. After that, it became a deadly ganme of hide and run as
she evaded the troops that had cone to secure her Estate. At one point she
stood trapped behind a door, a handspan away froma Varz captain tal king on
co. \Wat she heard nmade her teeth clench: Kamhad fallen. Estate, city, and
citizens were now secured. Soon the conquering Mnister would cone to take
possessi on of her prize.

After the captain left the alcove, Ixpar slipped into it and scraped her ngers
al ong the seam where one wall met the floor. She found the niche she sought
and pushed its switch. A clink of pins answered fromw thin the stone, just as
it had done all those years ago when, as a child, she searched out the secret
tunnel s of the Estate, never know ng that gane woul d soneday save her life.
Wthout a torch, Ixpar had to feel her way in the dark. At the end of the
tunnel she nudged open its stone door, verifying the area was clear. Then she
wal ked out onto a balcony filled with anmberwood chairs. The Hall of Teotec |ay
bel ow her, intact.
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Heat pufed across her back. Turning, she saw fl ames advanci ng toward her
across the wooden bal cony. What in a dice cheater's hell was goi ng on?
According to what she had heard fromthe Varz captain, the Estate had been
made safe for occupation, its fires doused.

As the flames pushed forward, she backed into the bal cony rail. Behind her
she heard the great double doors in the Hall open. She spun around to see a
Varz octet striding between the great portals. Her first thought was that she
was trapped; she could neither go down into the Hall now nor retreat through
the flanes.

Then she saw who strode anong the guards.

Avt ac.

That was when | xpar knew beyond a doubt that snething had gone wrong. Avtac
woul d never have wal ked into a hall she knew was burni ng, nor have conme on the
Estate if her forces believed any danger existed, either fromfires or eneny
warrior queens.

You haven't won yet, she thought to Avtac. As long as J amfree, you can never
rest. I will raise a new arny to destroy you

| xpar raised her carbine and fired at the ruler of Coba.

The instant she noved, the Varz octet saw her and |unged toward Avtac. The

bl azing flash of the carbine filled her vision, and when her sight cleared,
she saw flanes roaring in the Hall of Teotec, consumi ng tapestries, furniture,
and the gl ossy wood paneling on its stone walls. Tinbers supporting the

bal cony were burning as well, listing to one side—
And the entire balcony tore away fromthe wall.
| xpar fell, aware of a lurid glare on all sides. For one instant she was

floating. Then she smashed into the Opal Table, and it cracked in two with a
great moan of burning wood. She struck the floor with agonizing force, pain
searing her arns, back, |legs, especially her thigh where a burning shard
gashed it. Struggling to breathe, she lurched to her feet and stunbled toward
t he Cal anya dais. Made from bare stone, it was alnost the only place in the
Hal | that wasn't burning.

"Hol d," a voice comranded

She froze. Above her on the dais, Zecha Varz stood weathed n snoke, her rifle
ai mred at |xpar's head.

txpar lunged at the dais, wenching her body around in
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m dair. The blast of a gunshot cracked so close that she felt i| crease her

arm Then she slamed into Zecha and they fell («t the ground, westling for

the gun, rolling over and over on th dais, Zecha under her, on top, under, on

top. They both had th rifle now, each gripping its stock, straining to gain

control of the weapon pressed tight between their bodies. |

As they wenched the gun around, |xpar worked her finge onto the trigger. She

pulled it and the rifle barked, its recoill shoveling the stock into her htp.
I

Zeeha swore, grabbing her knee. Then she gave a gi antJ heave and yanked the

gun out of I|xpar's hands. The captain scranbled to her feet, but when she

tried to stand her leg crum| pled and she lurched forward, teetering on the

edge of the dais.1

Then she fell. >$

Li ke a toppling pole, Zecha pitched down the steps and| rolled into the

i nferno that had been the Opal Table. Engul fed by fire, she screamed and

t hrashed while her clothes burned. As|| |xpar staggered to the edge of the

dai s, heat slamed her i J waves. Stunbling on her injured |l eg, she fell to

her knees,,| sweat pouring down her face while flanes roared all around| her

. ot

Zecha roll ed across the floor and out of the blaze on the far| side of the

Hall, into a tiled area the fire couldn't reach. Her| novenents had snot hered

the flames, but she lay still, silent' and crunpled, a disturbing contrast to

her previous frenzied notion.

"So we add nurder to your crines," a voice said. I

| xpar turned her head with a start—and | ooked up into the bore of her own

| aser carbine. Far up the length of the gun,) Avtac watched her like an iron

statue brought to life. j

| xpar spoke hoarsely. "Kill me and you're the nurderer." i

"Kill you? And nake you a martyr? | think not." Crimson |ight edged the planes

of Avtac' s gaunt face. "Wen ny Tribunal finishes with you, this gol den

warri or-goddess i mage of| yours will be slag. Then you go to the guillotine."

She prodded f Ixpar with the carbine. "Get up." .

| xpar. clinmbed to her feet, a straggle of hair falling into her i eyes.

"Where is Sevtar?" Avtac said. \
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"Where you won't find him"

"Don't be obstinate, little girl. It will be I ess painful for you if nmy search
is short."

| xpar gritted her teeth. "Go rot in a Lasa whorehouse."

A muscl e under Avtac's eye twi tched. Then she swung the carbi ne and sl amed
the barrel into Ixpar's injured leg. Wth a gasp, |xpar reel ed backward to the
edge of the dais. The steps dropped away beneath her and she fell, tunbling
toward the Opal Table, alnost into the crackle of flames and heat.

Avt ac wal ked over and planted a foot on either side of Ixpar's hips. She

rai sed the laser, holding it like a club. "Now Sevtar."

In her side vision, |Ixpar saw flanmes ignite a chunk of wood. "All right." As
she spoke, she heard a distant runbling. "I'Il tell you where he is." She
grabbed the bl azing chunk and hurled it at Avtac's head.

The M nister easily dodged, but her notion nmade the carbine slip and her thunb
hit the firing stud. Ixpar clanmped her eyes shut, then opened themto see
nmelted stone clattering down froma jagged hole in the hall's vaulted ceiling.

While Avtac was still blinded by the flash, Ixpar junped to her feet and ran
to the Cal anya dais.

The runbling she had heard was swelling in volune, its thunder filling the
hal | . What was going on? Avtac woul d never have cone onto the Estate unless
her troops had ensured it was safe, yet it sounded as if the destruction had
begun again. Above the clanor in the hall, she heard the unni stakable roar of
riders above Kam Fighting. Fighting? It was inpossible, yet it was happening.
The runbling on the Estate grew |l ouder, until it drowned out even the riders.

The entire Hall of Teotec was shaking. Plaster flew off the walls and w ndows
cracked. As Ixpar stood in the Crcle of the Calanya, her feet planted wide to
keep her balnce, the far wall of the hall bowed inward. In a nightmare of sl ow
motion, it collapsed, peeling away |ike a giant wave.

Pillars toppled, one after the other, nmassive stone trunks crashing over in

cl ouds of debris. Avtac stood in the mdst of the chaos, seeing now, staring
upward as, with form dable ajesty, the Hall of Teotec thundered down around

her .

Dr oppi ng down within the Circle, |xpar shielded her head
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with her arms. Debris richocheted off the rail above her an dust swirled
around her body, thick with ashes and flakes Qy stone. The Hall's coll apse
roared like the judgnment of ai

avengi ng deity.

Gradual |y the thunder |essened. Becane a grow. A rattle. trickle.

Amid swirling clouds of dust, Ixpar rose to her feet. Ruin open to the sky

surrounded her. In the entire hall, only tht Calanya dais renained intact.
|
She still heard the riders. They filled the sky, far nore thai| she had
t hought either Kamor Varz had left. Although sh | ooked up, she couldn't see
wel I enough, with dust and tears i| her eyes, to nmake out the synbols on the

craft. She had no idea| what rider belonged to what Estate

t

But that didn't dilute the mracle i

They flew circles, loops, rolls, dives, other conbat maneu vers. But they

weren't fighting. $

They were playi ng Quis. "j

S]

| xpar found Avtac's body beneath a nountain of rubble. Sh knelt by the late

M ni ster, her head bowed, listening to the roa of the dice ganme above her. Why

the battle started again ot];
how her forces had managed to recoup, she had no idea. Only| one fact bl azed
in her mnd. They had switched fromdeath tQ dice. '

f
The patterns were obvious. Each windrider identified itsel as a particular
Qui s piece. They probably kept straight whdl was what using a co channel open
to everyone. Soaring inl
perilously close formation, the riders flew the sane noves they had been using
to shoot each other out of the sky, but no instead of firing they let the
conbat nmaneuvers represent structures. Even wi thout access to their co
chatter, Ixpar rec-? ognized sone of the patterns She could only inmagine the
mul -*" titude of transm ssions going on as the air- and ground-based forces
coordi nated the session

Afternoon faded into evening and still the Quis session continued. Only when
twilight deepened did they bring it to an' end, with the same awe-inspiring
di spl ay of aeronautical skill | that had marked the entire session

<
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Still Ixpar continued her vigil by Avtac's body, hidden in the encroaching

ni ght that shrouded her Estate. A dusty nist seeped into the ruins of the Hal
and softened the contours of destruction

Sone tine |ater footsteps approached. |xpar rai sedher head to see a waith
coal esce out of the m st and shadows, a figure cloaked in veils of dust.
"Manager Karn?" Anthoni asked.

Numbly | xpar said, "Wiy aren't you with the evacuees?"

"It is you." Anthoni cane toward her, clanbering over the debris. "W've been
searchi ng everywhere. Manager Viasa even—

"Manager who?" | xpar asked.

"Manager Viasa. And Jevrin."

"Jevrin?"
"He's been in Bahvla. He brought the BahvlaViasa fleet."
"A ViasaBahvla fleet?" Her mind began to function again. "l1've never heard of

Bahvl a and Vi asa cooperating on anything."

"It's a first." Anthoni reached her, slipping and stunbling on piles of broken
stone. "Apparently Manager Viasa felt that starving a city, even Bahvla, was
an outrage. She had nountain clinmbers snuggle in supplies, and Jevrin hel ped
both Estates armriders and train pilots. Wen Varz pulled off the bl ockade,

Vi asa and Bahvl a | aunched their air forces."

"Those were the riders | heard fighting?"

"Yes." He paused. "The Varz forces were decimated. Wth the reinforcenents, we
gai ned advantage. Varz knew they had lost."

She heard the hesitation in his answer. "But?"

"Qur nunbers and theirs were close. Too close.”

" Meani ng?"
"To win, we would probably have had to w pe them out, and woul d have | ost nopst
of our forces as well. It would have been a massacre on both sides."

"So they played Quis. In the sky."

"Yes. Kam far outpl ayed Varz."

| xpar nodded. And so Varz saved face, allowing its forces to back down,

wi thout humiliation, froma final battle they all knew would end in mnutual
carnage. "A worthy conbat."
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Ant honi spoke quietly. "W had a report that Mnister Va?

cane onto Ka just before news of the reinforceneeS

reached her fleet. But we've found no sign of her." | "You can stop

| ooki ng. She's here." Here?" The words felt like dust in Ixpar's nmouth. "Yes.
Ha

Buri ed. Dead" Anthoni spoke in a subdued voice. "Varz is finished, Ixp'

WV won" :] She | ooked at the ruins of
the Hall from where she had one*

ruled Coba. "Did we?" f

The Tower of O oton

When the voice first crackled over the co, it sounded al ma i]

unintelligible. Nearly two decades had passed since Kelric | heard his own

| anguage. The message repeated again am;:
agai n, distant, inpassive, renote.
" identify yourself. This zone is Restricted. Starpol grounds are cl osed

to natives. Please identify—= ?J "I'"'man Inperialate citizen,"
Kelric said. "Do you read?" | | The recording continued to repeat, an

aut omat ed nessagJd!| | froman automated port. Hi s rider arrowed through the
dus unchal | enged by nore than a mechani cal voice. ?

Towers rose out of the desert |ike obelisks. No defenses suri rounded them
only a low wall. He | anded by an outcropping of rock and junped down fromthe

rider, warmwi nd ruffling v his hair.

j | Then he walked to the starport. It didn't even have a gate, just a wide
gap inits wall. H stopped short of the opening and stared at the sand-covered
street on the other side. Wnd brushed sweat fromhis forehead| and whi spered
across the desert. *|



The Last Hawk 437

Kelric | ooked back at the mountains. Up there, hidden in the peaks, an Estate
had raged in flames because of him He could never undo what he had rent here.
But he could give Coba a prom se

Prot ecti on.

He woul d say nothing that might bring 1SCto this world. For as |long as he
lived, he would keep his silence, in deed, in word, and in nind

He guarded nore than Coba: he also protected his children. He had to nake a
choice; trust Ixpar with themor take theminto the |life-and-death intrigues
surroundi ng the Inperial dynasty. He could never undo the damage that dance of
interstellar politics had weaked on his life, nor could he know what woul d
happen when he returned al nost two decades fromthe dead to face his half
brother, a man who had nurdered his own father for the rule of an enpire and
woul d see Kelric dead if he perceived him-er his children—+o be a threat.
Kelric had never seen Jinoria and had spent only one winter with Roca yet they
had forged a link so strong that even here in the desert he felt them alive
and secure in Kam Part of himwanted to go to them to return to Kam though
it meant giving up his life. Another part wanted to | eave Coba and return with
backup regardless of the Inperial attention it would bring. And it would draw
notice: given his |long absence, his famly and the Assenbly woul d have him
wat ched every nonent—f they still existed, which was in no way certain
considering the volatile nature of the interstellar situation when he had

di sappear ed.

Until he knew what he faced in his own future, Roca and Jinoria were safer
here in anonymity. But knowing it was in their best interest to stay nade it
no easier to | eave them Perhaps the time would cone when he could return with
atitle no one would dare defy. | nperator

No matter what happened to him sonmeday Coba woul d have to face the
Imperialate. If his sense of Coba was true, Roca and Jinoria would grow up
strong and self-assured, ready to face their heritage rather than di m nished
by it, two miracles hidden in obscurity where none of his opponents
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woul d think to | ook. Should the Inperialate ever descend onf Coba, Roca could
claimher right to the Iine of Rhon succession; her DNA carried indisputable
proof of her identity.

Until then, he could only do what his heart felt was best for.|l the wonders
his seed had grown.

"I xpar, protect them Make them strong for the day when they claimtheir
heritage." His words swirled in the wind as | tears ran down his face. "Take
care of themfor ne," |

Then he stepped across the invisible line that separated L Coba fromthe

| mperi al at e.

Ant honi found | xpar as she was preparing to enter the Dawn

Chanber. Silent and grim he handed her a ring. Wen she;| turned it over, she

found the inscription: o Captain Eb Karn || for her years of service to the
M nistry. || I'xpar swallowed around the sudden lunp in her
throat. "Where was it found?" "In the runs near the Atrium" Her fist closed

around the ring. "And Sevtar?" Anthoni pulled a Cal anya arnband out of hIS
pocket. As |xpar took the partially nelted circlet, she saw the nane. ;
Sevt ar i Aroaring filled her
ears. "There woul d have been nore gold s|» than this." "There was." Anthon
struggl ed to speak evenly, but his

voi ce caught. "All nelted." 'e She stared at
him "It could have come from anything. A vase. A nolding. The stair

bani ster." "Ixpar I+'msorry." The roaring cut off, |eaving her in dead
silence. She turned \ nunbly and |inmped into the Dawn Chanber.

| They were all there, the Managers of Coba, gathered around a '', makeshift
Opal Tabl e: Dahl, Haka, Shazoria, Eviza, Ahkah, Lasa, Bahvia Viasa, Tehnsa.
Only the Mnistry chair remained j enpty.

| xpar went to stand at the Karn chair. Wen she was in
pl ace, a door opened across the chanber and Stahna Varz entered, a tall figure
dressed in the blue cloak of nourning.
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She took her place before the Mnistry chair and swept her gaze over the
assenbl ed Managers.

"W neet today," Stahna said, "to end this war of Estates. W begin with the
Council's call for a ballot of confidence. The ivory cube supports the Varz
M nistry, the ebony cube a Kam M nistry."

A ball ot of confidence? "I was not informed of this," Ixpar said.

"Perhaps," Stahna said. "In any case, the law forbids you and me to vote. Do
you protest this?"

"No." It made no difference. Even if the vote went in her favor, |xpar knew

Varz woul d never relinquish the Mnistry.

St ahna spoke. "Dahl ?"

Chankah set a black cube on the table. "Dahl supports Karn."

One by one Stahna called the roll and one by one the Managers played their

di ce: black from Bahvia, Viasa, Tehnsa, Shazoria, Eviza. Haka and Ahkah set
down white cubes, but in an unprecedented nove the Lasa Manager voted agai nst
her primary, placing a crystal ring of neutrality.

| xpar heard their voices, saw their dice. None of it registered. Her m nd was
nunb.

When the vote was done, Chankah Dahl spoke. "The ballot favors Kam"

Stahna Varz watched themwi th the sane iron gaze that had nade her predecessor
i nfamous. "A trade was made in good faith by Varz. A Sixth Level for the
Mnistry. So. Sevtar is at Kam The Mnistry stays at Var."

| xpar spoke. "There is no Sixth Level at Kam" She took the arnband from her
pocket and set it on the table. "He is dead."

In the silence that followed, the only sound came fromthe tall clock ticking
by the door.

Finally Henta spoke. "Ixpar—+'msorry."

Chankah swore softly. Then she tued to Stahna. "Hasn't there been enough
conflict? End this. Return the Mnistry to Karn."

"I will relinquish the title," Stahna said. "If a conditionis net."
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That caught |xpar by surise. She would never havi( expected Varz to give up
what cost so nuch to attain. "Whai condition?"

"That for your successor," Stahna said, "you choose a gi bom raised, and
educated at Varz."

"That's absurd,"” Henta Bahvi a said.

"You mght as well demand that Kam hand the Mnistr] back to Varz after one
generation," Chankah said.

"It's worse than that," Khal Viasa said, "Such an agreene would al so give
control of Kamto Varz after one generation.'

Rashi va spoke. "Then let it be. Varz gained the Mnistry ir a fair trade, one
instigated by Kam The title bel ongs where i is."

Chankah | eaned forward. "A Varz Mnistry has no support.'

"My condition stands," Stahna said

Henta snorted. "Do you honestly believe we would allo such a condition?"

The Ahkah Manager spoke. "And do you honestly believ( this Council can rob
Varz of its rightful title?"

"The condition is an insult,"” Chankah said.

"An outrage," Henta said.

"Ludi crous,"” Manager Shazoria put in.

| xpar listened to them argue. Wen the debate ebbed, sh( said, "I accept the
condition."

Si |l ence

Then they all spoke at nce, their voices piling over on( another. The debate
raged on and on, but Ixpar neither wavere( nor expl ained. Late that night,
with the Council as w tness, sh< signed the docunents and once agai n becane
M ni ster.

As | xpar left the Chanber, Rashiva joined her. They wal kec together through
the scarred halls of Kam

It was Rashiva who broke the silence. "Sevtar will b( nobued by many."

| xpar swal |l owed. For the rest of her life she woul d wondei why he had chosen
to | eave her suite that day. "I will hav Jinoria brought to you."

Rashi va's shoul ders rel axed. After a monment she said, Th< boy Hayl is in ny
Cal anya. Fourth Level, if you are willing tc grant hima Kam Gath for his
years spent here."
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So. It was true, the runors she had heard; Hayl had been at Haka. Know ng that
all along woul dn't have prevented the war; Hayl had only been an excuse Avtac
used, one she would have bent to her purposes regardl ess of what Kam cl ai ned.
Had Rashiva intended to negate Avtac's strategy she woul d have done so | ong
ago.

In any case, it wasn't Hayl's fault he had beconme a pawn. "Yes," |xpar said.
"I will grant hima Kam Qath." Ei ghteen years of age and Hayl was, after
Mentar, the ranking Cal ani anong the Twel ve Est ates.

They wal ked in silence for a tinme. Finally Ixpar said, "Captain Zecha
survived. My Tribuna sentenced her to prison.”

Rashi va rai sed her eyebrows. "Varz will demand her freedom"”

| xpar suddenly felt dred. "And Karo will challenge Varz." She doubted the
irony was | ost on Rashiva, that as long as the Council fought over Zecha's
fate, the captain would remain | ocked in the prison she had once controll ed.
They parted at the Haka guest suite, Rashiva going in to await the return of
her son, a sign of good faith, while |Ixpar went on alone to the North Tower.
She clinbed the spiral stairs and paused at the top, acutely aware of the
guards wat ching her. Then she opened the door to the tower room

I nsi de, a Hakabom boy sat in a wi ndow seat gazing out at Kam As soon as |xpar
saw him her heart leapt: the shimrer of his skin, the cast of his features,
the way he rested his el bow on his knee—+t was so hauntingly famliar that the
tears she had fought all day surged agai nst her defenses.

He turned with a start, then rose to his feet. He was tall for his age,

al ready the height of a grown man. Enotions rippled across his handsone face:
curiosity, apprehension, shyness. True to the ways of the desert, he gave her
no smle. In him she already saw the Haka mystique that evoked such
fascination fromworen throughout the Twel ve Estates.

"Jinmorla." |xpar bowed. "Your nother's escort waits for you."

Rel i ef washed over his face. As he crossed the room she reached to open the
door. But her hand halted at the handle. She couldn't make herself take this
final step that forever cut her last tie to Kelric.
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The boy hesitated. "Manager Kan? Are you all right?" Although Jinoria had yet
to take an Cath, Initiates i spoke to Qutsiders, |let alone the Manager of a

hostile "R RT, Hearing him the famliar lilt of his voice, was too ini[»!

| xpar's voi ce caught. "You look so nuch like him" : reached to cup his cheek
but managed to stop her hand ' it touched his face. "Jinoria, ny offer for
your mwTf stands. | would like you to cone here. As my—sy—€al am "But | haven't
finished ny studies."” "I can wait." "I have to talk to nmy parents. To ny
Mentor." _J;

| xpar nodded. "I will wite them" Then she made M open the door. As Jinoria
stepped Qutside, his escort I11B rounded himin an inplacable bulwark and he

watched !'T from behind that fortification like a cipher. Hs guards i him
away. Just before he di sappeared down the stairs, 1 s |ooked back—and his
snmle flashed |ike a prom se. t Then he was gone
e | Ixpar exhaled. One final visit remmined before she firi

retreat to her suite, to face her grief in private. She went RSBT,;
the stairs, crossed several halls, and entered another suite. Ws;
she closed the door, a small girl with glorious golden i Tff1 came padding into
the Iiving room She stopped and ni Ixpar with | arge eyes shimering |ike
liquid gold. "Who are you?" Roca asked. "Manager Kam"

f The girl bit her lip. Then she went to an alcove. She iff up on a

| edge and sat | ooking at the floor, her legs dangling '"ii the air. |xpar sat
next to her. "Roca? What is it?" ( The child blinked as tears
gat hered in her eyes. |, "Are you upset with me for taking you from
M esa?" St asked i The girl
bl i nked har der. "Ai." Ixpar felt like an ogre. She lifted Roca
onto her lap. "t;

won't hurt you." | "M nister Varz got

hurt." Roca | ooked up at her. "She j killed." How could the child know? "The
fighting is over now. " -
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"But why ny father? Wiy is he gone?"

"Il + wish I knew" | will care for you and |l ove you as if you were mnmy own,

| xpar thought. You have ny oath.

Roca relaxed in her arnms, alnpst as if she had heard the vow and trusted |xpar
enough to find it reassuring. Two big tears rolled down her cheeks. "My father
had the Magic with you, Mnister Kam Wth you and ne and the boy."

"The Magic?. Wat is that?"

"Li ke Jasina and Tom . The Magic that makes you warm"

"l don't understand, Roca."

"I felt it everywhere. Before he was gone. His thoughts filled up the whole
world."

H s thoughts? Wat did she nean?

Then | xpar realized Roca had called her Mnister Kam Not Manager, but

M nister. Yet the child had never known her as Mnister and only the Counci
yet knew the title had reverted back to Kam

| xpar swal |l owed. "Is hearing thoughts the Magic, Roca?"
"No. "

"Can you explain it to nme?"

"The Magic is what makes people want to say 'I |ove you." "

| xpar's eyes felt hot. "You think your father had that with ne?"

"I felt it." She spread her small arnms as if enconpassing the world
"Everywhere. "

| xpar cradled the girl, aching to believe her. Could it be true what Kelric
had told her, that his daughter was a tel epath? Rhon child, he called her
Rhon. Child of a House that ruled an interstellar enpire.

Through his daughter, Kelric had |left thema priceless | egacy. |xpar had seen
it the noment Stahna Varz stated her condition for relinquishing the Mnistry.
In that instant |xpar had chosen her successor

St ahna believed Varz had triunphed, but in truth all Coba had won. The
Restriction wouldn't |ast forever. Someday the Inperialate would cone. But
Coba woul d be ready. The conquerors would find this world ruled by a

gol den- eyed worman who bore the right to claimher place among the Rhon

Por she who will |ead ny people, Ixpar thought, is heir to e stars.



Appendi x |
the Estates

Qui s rank first tier: Kam Varz

second tier: Haka, Dahl third tier: Ahkah, Bahvia, Viasa fourth tier: M esa,
Shazoria fifth tier: Eviza, Tehnsa, Lasa.

First tier Estates have the strongest Quis and thus the nost power. Second
tier Estates are also forces to be reckoned with. Third tier has |ess clout
but still considerable influence. Fourth has respectable Quis with noderate
influence. Fifth is weak. Prior to its destruction, Hahvha was third tier. Kej
was destroyed before Quis becane prom nent.

Primary Estates, in order of influence: (Kej), Kam Varz, Haka, Dahl, Viasa
Bahvi a, Ahkah, (Hahvna), Shazoria, M esa. The HakaDahl and Vi asaBahvl a

ranki ngs are close and hotly contested.

Secondary Estates, in order of influence: (Primary in parentheses): Eviza
(Shazoria), Tehnsa (Viasa), Lasa (Ahkah).

Estat e synbol s:

Ahkah: A stalk of silkcomgrain crossed by a neede threaded with blue sil kcom
yam

Bahvi a: A rosewood tree: black bark, rose highlights, emerald | eaves.

Dahl: A suntree: gold bark, pale green | eaves, gold fruit.
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Eviza: A jahalla tree plunped by water: yellow bark, greengray |eaves, red and
yel l ow fl owers. Hahvna: Two children hol ding hands, a girl and boy, each in |
bl ue pants, a white shirt, and gray boots. Haka: A large red-gold sun rising
over a red desert. Karn: A giant althawk in flight, with black w ngs edged by
red feathers and gol d eyes.

Kej: Awarrior's spear with a jahalla shaft and a stone spearhead. Lasa: An

ai rbug. M esa: The sungoddess Savina in her sky-blue althawk,

puling the gold chariot that carries the sun. Shazoria: A crystal carafe edged
with gold and full of

rosewi ne. Tehnsa: A grayrock castle high in the nountains, weathed in

m st .

Vi asa: The Grayrock Palls, a spectacular nountain waterfall. Varz: A cl awcat
on a mountain cliff, silhouetted agai nst the sky.

THE ESTATES

Ahkah: a sprawling eastern Estate with a | arge popuation. ts Managers are

i nfamous for their business acumen. Primarily agricultural, Ahkah is also
known for its garnment industry and pleasant climate. It allies with Varz.
Bahvia: a small northern Estate in a region of dense forest. It derives nost
of its support fromits lunber industry, in particular the sale of rosewood.
Bahvia and Viasa are the only Primary Estates within visible distance of each
other, and they maintain a |ong-standing feud, though no one renenbers exactly
why. Bahvia is a strong Kam al ly.

Dahl: an attractive hol di ng about m dway between Shazoria and Ahkah. Known for
its lovely climate, it supports a number of industries including orchards,
carpentry, and tourism A powerful Estate, on par with Haka, it has | ong been
Kam s strongest ally.
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Eviza: a small agricultural hol ding near Shazoda, with a population simlar to
Haka but | ess conservative. Secondary to Shazorl a.

Hahvna: fornerly northwest of Dahl, Hahvha was destroyed by an earthquake in
year 422 of the nodern Age. Most survivors went to Dahl, a few to Bahvl a.
Until its demise, it was the |argest exporter of ceram cs and goods for
Children's Cooperatives. It allied with Kam

Haka: a desert holding | egendary for the ferocity of its Ad Age warrior
gueens and the nystique of its nen. It exports silicate conpounds and is known
for exquisite stained glass. The npbst conservative Estate, it still enforces
laws fromthe A d Age, including the Propriety Laws for nen. The Hakabom
those with a long Haka |ineage, top its hierarchies. The bl ack eyes, gl ossy
bl ack hair, and dusky conpl exi on of the Hakabomis one Coban standard for
beauty (the other being M esan).

Haka is a powerful Estate, on par with Dahl. In the Od Age it was a staunch
Kej ally. After Kam destroyed Kej, Haka swore allegiance to Varz, which was
just beginning its rise to power and its millennia-long challenge of Kam
Karn: a | arge cosnopolitan Estate generaly considered the center of
civilization. It is known for scholars and acconplished Quis payers, exports
nost machi nery used anbng the Estates, and draws many tourists. Its autum
foliage displays spectacular colors, and in spring plunberry vines cover the
city in flowers.

Year One of the A d Age dates fromthe year Kamwas built. Its Manager al so
serves as Mnister and as such rules the Estates. Throughout history, Kam and
Varz have been bitter enemnies.

Kej: an anci ent hol di ng south of Haka, the only Estate ever built entirely in
the desert. At its height, Kej surpassedall other Estates in power. It existed
in an al nbst continual state of warfare and fought Karn in a savage series of
battl es known as the Desert Wars. They ended in Year 632 of the A d Age, when
Queen Odana Kej ki dnapped a Kam Akasi and made him her Akasi. In retaliation,
t he Kam queen rai sed one of the | argest
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arm es ever known anong the Estates and burned Kej to the| ground.

11
Lasa: a small hol di ng near Ahkah. Notorious for seany gam 1 bling houses and
corrupt Quis, it is considered the |least desir- ' able Estate. Secondary to
Ahkabh. "
Mesa: a small northern Estate. Ampbng the ol dest holdings, it | dates fromthe
early dd Age. Mesans tend to be small and are known for breathtaking beauty,
with exotic yellow hair and blue or gray eyes. During the O d Age, warriors
often came , down fromVarz to raid Mesa and kidnap its men, though prisoners
were usually rel eased after a few days. The raids continued well into the
nodern Age, until finally Mesa appealed to .:
the Quis Council. After passage of the Consent Law, which nmade raiding
illegal, the harassnment of Mesa's nen by Varz's wonen tapered of f.
Mesa is" Ward of the Mesa Pl ateau, which supports the. Jatec Mneral Fats, a
mai n source of mnerals and inorganic chenicals anong the Estates. In the Ad
Age, Mesa controlled the Plateau's output and cl ai ned great wealth; in nodern
times Varz has gradually taken control. Mesa allies with Varz.
Shazoria: a large holding faned for its vineyards and rosew ne. Although nost
geographers classify it as a desert Estate, it is actually in the Shaza
foothills of the Teotecs. It
tends to ally with Kam nore rarely wi th Haka.
Tehnsa: a small hol di ng above Viasa known for fine rock scul ptures and
frazzl ed Managers. Secondary to Vi asa.
Varz: a northern fortress on the apex of Munt Skywal k, at the hi ghest
altitude of any Estate. Infanpus during the AOd Age for its armies, it remains
known for fierce hunters. Strict inmmigration laws, and a climate that is
colder in sumrer than some Estates are in winter, hold down the popul ation.
Its citizens tend to fair coloring and are tall even for Cobans, wonen and nen
both averaging well over six feet. In the A d Age they were even taller and
| ooked nore Hakabom but centuries of
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raiding the Mesa Men's Houses introduced Mesa traits into the popul ation.
Varz does a strong commerce in goods: stunners, knives, honed discuses,
javelins; furs fromsnowigers, clawats, silver talopes; lunber fromicefirs.
Second in power only to Kam it has long disputed Kamis right to the Mnistry.
After the fall of Kej, the nost violent O d Age battles took place between Kam
and Var z.

Vi asa: a northern hol ding above the spectacular Grayrock Falls, in a dense
forest known for perpetual mst. As Ward of the Viasa-Tehnsa dam it has sole
rights to sell electricity, making it one of the wealthiest Estates despite
its small size. Viasa has no strong political ties but leans toward Varz. Its
feud partner, Bahvia, can be seen in the southeast when the fog lifts.



Appendi x |1
A ossary

Unl ess ot herwi se specified, words are Teotecan. Italicization of a word
indicates it also appears in the gl ossary.

Abbrevi ations: A rch.—Archaic; fo.—otic; Lys.—tyshrioli;

M/th. —Mthol ogy; OS.—A d Script; pi.—plural; Q —Quis;

Sf c—Skol i an; sl.—slang; c.—Ycatan. Languages defined bel ow

advant age . Having the highest-ranked dice within a structure. Player with
advant age t akes possession of the structure.

airbug Small insect with blue w ngs.

ai rplant Diurnal mountain plant topped by a blue airsack.

ai rsack Pouch on an airplant. In the day it fills with air, raising the head
of the plant to the sun; at night, the pouch | oses air and the head bows over.
Akasi OS., pi. Akasi Calani who is also a Manager's husband.

achem st's ganble Q. A risky nove intended to convert one structure into
anot her.

anberwood Ri ch gold wood from Dahl suntrees.

ascendant @s. Situation where player is gaining advantage.

atom cracki ng Nucl ear fission.

augnment ed spectrum . Spectrumw th white, gray, and bl ack dice.
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Avtac Myth. Goddess of iron. bar-builder Q. Builder made with bars arranged
accordi ng

to length as well as order, both increasing together. blown-glass Quis die sl.
Fragil e person or thing. bone sl. Fondness for sonething. Got a bone for
slithering

snakes: likes to spy on people. Borj Myth. Ancient race of giants said to
dwell in the desert.

A Borj was as tall as twelve wonmen standi ng on each other's

shoul ders.

brews sl. Upsets, causes agitation or anger. bridge Q. Dice structure joining
two others. Player with

hi ghest -ranked structure gai ns possession of all three. bridge of donton Gs.
Sunsky bridge made to of fer another

pl ayer sanctuary. builder Qs. An unbroken curve of polyhedrons, all the sane
color, arranged according to order. Calani pi. Calani A man who lives in a
cal anya as a dice

pl ayer. Cal anya 05., pi. Calanya 1. Goup of Calani living in

seclusion. 2. Buildings and parks where Calani live. 3. Arch

In the Od Age, a male harem canouflage . Any dice structure hidden by
structures or

surfaces of simlar appearance. carn-abi 05. One who guards or wards. My
derive fromthe

Tozil word chabi: to care for, watch over, guard. chabiat k'in Uc. "The day is
guarded" or "the day is

wat ched over." 1. A spiritual thing, a guarding of life. 2. The

life a warrior gives in battle by offering her own to save

anot her.

Chankah Myt h. Goddess and harbi nger of change. circle Q. Ring of dice that
captures a structure by enclosing it. clawat 1. G ant nountain cat known for
ferocity. 2. Fenule

warrior. 3. Feninine woman. Coba Myth. Goddess of eternity. Mther of Jahit,
Mox,

Avtac, and Hayl. color . Dice attribute. Color determ nes rank according to
the optical spectrum with red | owest and violet highest. colum of time QGs.
Cylindrical structure that represents the
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passage of tine. ts flat base is the past and the cylinder is the progress of
time frompast to future. .

continuity law Q. 1. Applies when player |oses a game in | one nove due to
playing a dice with the wong color, dinmen-\ sion, or order. If his opponent
opens the next gane with the|| sane die she played in the last, he nust fix
his previous nove using a piece that (a) has the sane attributes as the

m spl ayed die and (b) outranks his opponent's die. 2. sl.} Dilemma with no
sol uti on. !

cream pheasant Large bird with ivory plumage marked by gold spots that
resenbl e eyes. Prized for its tender neat.

crooner sl. Crazy person who tells stories, usually a convict.

Cuaz Myth. Wnd god known for his capricious nature. See Savi na.

descendant Q. Situation where player withdraws fromplay, either by | eaving
gane or meking noves that don't affect main structures.

Deha Myth. Goddess of air and storms. Craftiest of all deities. Mther of Cua
and Khozaar, both sired by Mx.

desert tower (. Tower nade with "desert" colors: ruby, topaz, and gold.

Al t hough generally lower in rank than a tower with nore colors, it ranks

hi gher when det erm ni ng advant age over other desert structures.

di ce cheater's hell Mth. Underground cave where peopl e who cheat at Quis go
when they die. They are nmade into human dice and used by fog spirits to play
Qui s.

Dice Queen |I. Estate Manager. 2. Superior player; a dice w zard.

di mrension Q. Dice attribute. Rods, rings, and so on have one di nmension, flat
di ce have two, other dice have three. Rank increases w th dinension
dismantl e Q. Capture another player's structure in a way that requires she
renove it fromthe playing area.

double circle Q. Circle made by one player to prevent a second player from
encircling a third player's dice

drumbug 1. Slowflying bug with round, flat body. Makes a boom ng noi se at
twilight. 2. sl. Dull-witted person

El der Mentor Man in charge of a Preparatory House

flat-stack Qs. Stack of flat dice, all wth same shape.
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grand spectrum @. Spectrumwi th ten or nore dice.

hal ften ifth day of a tenday cycle.

hawk's claw Qs. Structure shaped like a talon. The player who owns the cl osed
claw al so owns any strcture within it.

hawks fire . Hawk's claw that captures a tower. Player maeking the capture
can topple, disnmantle, or ravage the tower, or leave it intact. See ravaged
tower and toppl ed buil der.

hawk's flight . Half arch. It has a high rank because it is difficult to
const a stable arch that is supported on only one side. G ves advantage over
any structures belowit.

hawk's rage . Hawk's fire that ravages a tower.

Hayl Myth. God of the hearth. Son of Coba and Sevtar.

hazelle OS., pi. hazelle 1. Long-linbed animal with gold antlers and white
hooves. Known for speed and beauty, hazelle live in the md to upper ranges
and are prey to clawats. 1. Desirable man.

hazelle colt 1. Young haelle. 1. Desirable youth.

Henta OS. Mat chnaker.

H gh Quis Sessions played by Managers and Mnister during Quis Council. It is
consi dered the highest formof Quis. Sone scholars believe Quis anong

hi gh-1 evel Cal ani equals H gh Qis, but the clains can't be verified because
Calani live in seclusion. Mdernists suggest the Cath is used to deny Cal ani
the influence commensurate with their Quis expertise.

hot-1ight sailor Laser carbine.

hyell a Pale blue reed found near desert oases. An iridescent orb floats on the
tip of a mature hyella.

kefir Tree found at high altitudes, with needl ed branches that resenble frozen
| ace. Naned for ability to survive ice and snow.

Initiate Boy in Preparatory House who has qualified to study Cal anya Quis. See
Novi ce.

inverted tower Qs. An upside-down tower, with the | owest rank pieces at bottom
and the highest at top.

lotic |l o. Ancient |anguage from Ruby Enpire now spoken only by schol ars and

I mperial nobility.

| xpar Myth. Goddess of War. Unlike nost Coban nyths, which date fromthe Ad
Age, tales of the war goddess predate known history.
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jahall a Sparse angular tree with yellow bark. G ven water, its |eaves and
linbs expand with stored noisture and its flowers blossom Its seeds are used
to make java-cream

jahall a's defiance . Structure that chall enges the patterns established by
dom nant players in a session

Jahit Myth. Goddess of silence.

java-cream Dark cream snooth and rich, made fromjavalla <beans, which are
the seeds of the jahalla tree.

kasi OS., pi. kasi Husband. Derives from Akasi

Kelric Lysh. God of youth and hope.

Khal Myth. Spirit of water holes and fog. Daughter of Avtac and a nortal nan,
Edar que of Kej, renowned for his strength and intellect.

ki nsa Mal e prostitute.

ki nsaborn Having a kinsa for a father

ki nsa- boss Femal e pi np.

Khozaar Myth. W nd god known for his great beauty. See Savi na.

ki cked-note enmitter Laser

kya Sk. Title meaning "bom of the House of." Used by Inperial nobility.
"Kelricson Gariin Valdoria kya Skolia, Im Rhon to the Rhon of the Skolias"
literally translates as "Son of Kelric, naned in honor of Gariin, descended
fromthe Valdor's line, born of the House of Skolia, heir to the Inperator
with the right to use the title 'Rhon.""

Lady Death Myh. Spirit who takes the living through the nenbrane between the
realns of |ife and death.

Lyshri ol Lysh. Home world to Val doria branch of the Rhon. Lyshrioli: People or
| anguage of Lyshriol.

nmet al changer Al chemi st.

Mox Myth. God of spices and | ove, father of Cua and Khozaar by Deha. Known for
causing m schief. She's bedeviled by Mx.'shes in |ove.

multiple builder Q. Structure consisting of several builders, made by

pl ayers working in cooperation.

nested tower Q. Tower shielded within another tower. The |arger tower
protects the smaller regardl ess of who owns it. A nested tower is captured by
toppling the structure around it or making a bridge into the protecting tower.
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Ni ght's First Hour The hour after sunset. See tenporal cal endar.

Ni ght's M dhour Mrment hal fway between dawn and dusk.

Novi ce Boy in Preparatory House who is not yet an Initiate. A Novice who fails
his Initiate exans usually | eaves the House.

Cat h of A onton Docunent in which Estates pledged to settle politica conflicts
with Quis rather than war. See d onton.

ad Age MIIenniumwhen Estates cane into being. Characterized by constant
warfare, the Add Age ended with the signing of the Gath of O onton.

A d Script Hieroglyphic | anguage used in the A d Age.

QA onton Uc. 1. Peace, in partcular that which came when Qis replaced warfare.
See A d Age. 2. Heart.

orb's circle @. Circle that captures a orb enclosing it.

order Qs. Nunber of sides on a Quis die. The higher the order, the higher the
rank.

Pattern games . Quis used to solve equations.

pattern of truce 1. Q. Pause in a session so opponents can negotiate. 2.
Arch. Pause during battle so foes can negoti ate.

phal anx Q. Structure made from wedges and used to penetrate an opponent's
def ense.

podbag Wthered airsack.

pog Snall amphibian with nottled green, pink, and blue skin. Lives in
mountains. 1'll be a pog on a pole: |I'm amazed.

pol edung Excrenent from scunrat.

Post - Qui s Deconstructive Thematics Scholarly theory of nmodernist criticism
that clains Quis is used to control nale aggression and sexuality by
sublimating it into the dice network. The theory is considered seditious by
the wonen on the Quis Council. However, it creates |ess controversy than m ght
be expected, mainly because no one can figure out what the heck "Post-Quis
Deconstructive Thenatics" means.

Preparatory House Elite boardi ng school that trains boys for the Cal anya. See
Initiate, Novice.

Primary Estate Sel f-supporting Estate with an independent vote in the Quis
Counci | .



456Cat heri ne Asar o-

Propriety Laws Laws fromthe A d Age that are still foll owed in HaKa.
The require that a man a) never snile at a worman unl ess she is his wife, b)
never go in public without fenale chaperones, c) always wear full-length

cow ed robes in public that cover himfromhead to toe, d) and al ways wear a
Tal ha scarf in public that covers his face, |eaving at nmost his eyes visible.
pug Sk Skolian cussword.

gueen's coup (. Any strategy hidden until it is inplemented at which tinme it
gi ves the player significant advantage.

queen's fire . Hawk's fire nade from queen's spectrum

gqueen's ganble . Utinmate runmrunner's ganble. Mdst queen's ganbl es have a
hi gh enough rank to capture even multiple towers.

gueen's spetral tower Qs. Vertical queen's spectrum OQutranks any horizontal
structures it touches, such as a starburst or spectrum

gueen's spectrum Qs. Spectrum made with five or nore pol yhedrons arranged by
nunber of sides, as in a builder.

Qui s Council Coban governi ng body, conposed of the Mnister and Estate
Manager s.

Quis net Network forned fromall dice players on Coba. Users access it by

pl ayi ng dice.

Quis table Snmall round table supported by fluted pedestal. It may have
carvings or nosaics around edges, but the playing area is unadorned. She has
no Quis table: She is eccentric.

Raaj Myth. God of the earth and all grow ng things.

Ral kon Myt h. Goddess of w sdom

Rashi va Myth. Goddess of fire.

ravaged tower (. Tower that is harmed duringcapture but kept as a tower
rather than converted to a new structure. Considered a brutal nove, it offers
no advant age over gentler noves, such as keeping the tower intact, or toppling
or dismantling it.

Raylicon |l o. Planet. Birthplace of Ruby Enpire and Inperialate.

reopen Qs. Reenter a session after leaving it.

Rhon Sic Descendant of the Ruby Dynasty who carries a full set of paired Kyle
genes.
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Roaz OS. O d Age phil osopher whose witings are considered a source of w sdom
rock's chute @. Rectangular rock's well. Although difficult

to capture due to its stable architecture, it is lowin rank

because players can continue noving pieces of theirs captured inside it and
perhaps gain their release. rock's well. Q. Hollow cylinder built from stone
dice. roll Q. Take out dice for a Quis session. Rolled right sharp:

Looks good; is good. Roll the red die: Have sex. rosewood A gl ossy black wood
with red highlights that

cones fromthe darkrose tree. Al so called darkwood. Ruby Enpire S. Fragile
interstellar enpire that existed five

mllennia before Skolian Inperialate. Ruled by the Ruby

Dynasty. runrunner's ganble . Any structure built with great risk

and substantial potential payoff. Rumrunner's folly: A failed

ganbl e.

sai ling-1ight device Laser. Savina Myth. Goddess of the sun. Savina rides a
bl ue al t hawk

that pulls a gold chariot carrying the sun. She has two Akasi,

the wi nd gods Cuaz and Khozaar. See also Sevtar. scowl bug 1. Beetle with

el ongated nmandi bles. 2. sl. Angry

per son.

Scow Laws sl. The Propriety Laws. Scribe 1. Schol ar who records Estate
affairs. 2. Hstorian. scunrat Small animal with greenish fur and buck teeth
t hat

lives in sewers. Secondary Estate Subsidiary Estate with no i ndependent

voice in Council. Must ally with its Primary or abstain. See

Appendi x 1. Second Season Wnter. Sevtar Myth. God of the dawn. A giant with
skin nmade out of

sunl i ght who strides across the sky, pushing away the night

so Savina can bring out the sun. shylark Small bird with feathers the col or of
a human bl ush. Skolia Sk. 1. Famly nanme of the Rhon. 1. The Inperial ate.
Skolian Sk. 1. Inperialate citizen. 2. Inperialate |anguage

used as an interstellar standard. slither sl. Spy on soneone.
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sl ow syrup Sweet synp made from suntree sap. o

snowfir Tree with white bark and bl ue-green needles, found i

only at high altitudes. ;

Speaker's Privilege G anted by Manager to | et sonmeone talk

with a Calani. Usually only given to his kin. spectral tower
. Vertical spectrum spectrum . ive or nore dice of sane shape arranged in
an unbroken curve according to the colors of the rai nbow starburst Gs.

St ar-shaped structure that breaks a circle. The

star's spokes extrude into the circle and "burst" it. | strokes sl.

Pl eases. Strokes Haka pink: pleases Haka. | Suitor's Dice Jewel ed dice
given by a wonan to a man to ini- |

tiate courtship. | Suitor's Privilege
Granted by Manager to let a woman court

a Cal ani . -i sunsky bridge Gs.

Bri dge made from yell ow, gold, and blue ;

di ce. Used by one player to suggest a cooperative venture .;

wi th another. suntree Deciduous tree with gold bark found in Dahl regi on.
Produces a gold fruit prized for its sweet taste. ;

switch . Any nove taking a player to a new stage of play
within a session.

Talha OS. A long, woven scarf simlar in shape and length to
a muffler, usually bordered with tassels. Wrn for the Propri-

ety Laws, or as protection agai nst bl owi ng sand and the sun. tal ope Hardy
deerlike animal with silver fur.

tas OS. Leafy plant found around Shazorla. Tas st| ck: cigarette made by
rolling tas |l eaves in colored paper. taw Large plant w th succul ent stal k.
tawmi | k Sweet m |k made fromtaw stal ks. tenporal cal endar Cal endar that
specifies the exact tine,

every day of the year, for various nonents throughout the

day. Used by Cobans, who measure hours relative to sunrise

and sunset.

Teotecan Uc. Mbddern | anguage spoken in the Estates. Teotecs Uc. Mbuntain range
where npost Estates are located. ticklefly Iridescent green fly with
fast-beating wings. toppled builder . Tower laid flat by an opponent, maki ng
it a builder (and thus |lower in rank).
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toppled chute Q. Chute laid flat by an opponent, making it

hori zontal rather than vertical (and thus lower in rank). toppled spectrum Gs.
Toppl ed spectral tower. tower Q. Vertical builder. Dice are stacked in

decr easi ng

order, with the highest order piece at the bottom tower of Odana Q. Tower of
red dice neant to initiate

seduction, nost often made by a woman for a nman. tower of O onton Gs.
Structure that transcends all others in

a session yet causes no harm Considered the nost difficult

structure to make, it is rarely seen even in high-Ievel

Cal anya Qis. tower of souls Q. Tower of black dice. D smantles any
structure within a distance of one dodecahedron. Tozil Uc. Some scholars claim
this is the correct nanme for

Ucat an. The origins of both words were lost in the chaos

prior to Od Age. treeclam Mllusk that lives on trees in the | akes region
around Vi asa. Considered a delicacy. Ucatan Uc. Hi eroglyphic | anguage
predating A d Script. upper level sl. Brain; mnd. Slowin the upper |evel:
Stupid. Valdoria Lysh. Family name for Lyshriol branch of Rhon

Val dor: Bard or singer. Viana Lysh. Goddess of fertility, beauty, and | ove.
Her hair is

t he ni ght sky.

wi ng-ivory Ivory made fromthe bones of a snmall althawk. yhee CS. Formal form
of word yes, often used to indicate

respect. yip sl. Informal formof the word yes.

Not e: The chapter headings are named for Quis noves, or in a few cases, for
Qui s pieces. Taken altogether the chapter tites forma conplete Quis session.
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Appendi X I n

THE RUBY DYNASTY ;

Bol df ace nanes refer to nmenbers of the Rhon. 1 The Sel ei
nane denots the direc |line of the Ruby Pharoah. At children of Roca and Eldrin
Al'thor Valdoria take Valdoria as heir hird nane. "

Al menbers of the Rhon, and only nmenbers of the Rhon, have the right CO use
Skolia as heir |ast nane.

= marriage + children by ' ey -  Lahaylia Sele = Jan
Dyhianna Selei = WIIliam Seth Rockworth In (separated)

+ 2 Eldrin JaracHavryl Torceei

Al'thor |zam Na

Denri c Whdwan

Del - Kurj Chani ece Roca

(fraernal twi ns)

Sauscony Lahaylia s

Taquini |l Sel ei

" Akushtna Althor Vyan Selei (Tina) (born 3 years after Sanris end
of The Lst Puivok Hawk)

Jai briol Qox | = Zara Qox

+?

U Qx = Viquara lquar + Canylliia

Jaibriol In

*Cenetically, Kurj was nade fromthe DNA of Jarac and Roca. However, he
consi der



Roca (aka Cya Liessa) - '+ Tokaba Ryestar (deceased)

Kur j

= 2 Darr Hammerj ackson (divorced)

Eldrinson (Eldri) Althor Valdoria

Shannon Eiri ei Kericson Garlin (Kelric, aka Sevtar) ' Corey Mdja
(deceased)
Ani eceDyhi anna DehaDahl

= i Rashiva Haka

I
' Jao Stornson (divorced)
2 Hypron Lumi nar (deceased)
Rohka M esa Var
= 5 Avac Van = 6 |xpar Kam
Jabrol Qox |1
Rocal i saVitardel -Kelric
Tokaba Ryestar his father.

Jimoria (Jim) Haka
= 4 Savina M esa
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Timeline for Skolian Inperialate

Dates are given in Earth years for ease of conparison with Earth history. The
| mperial Cal endar, used in the Inperialate, sets Year One as the year the

I mperi al ate was founded (A D. 1904). A nmuch ol der dating system the lotic
Cal endar, begins with the year humans arrived on Raylicon. D sagreenent

exi sts, however, as to the exact date of the first Raylican settlenent.

circa 4000 B.C G oup of humans noved from Earth to Raylicon
circa 3600 B.C Ruby Dynasty begins

circa 3100 B.C Rayl i cans launch first interstellar flights;
rise of Ruby Enpire

circa 2900 B.C Ruby Enpire begins decline

circa 2800 B.C Last interstellar flights; Ruby Enpire collapses

circa A.D. 1300 Rayl i cans begin attenpts to regain |ost

know edge and col oni es

A. D. 1843 Raylicans reattain interstellar flight

1869 Aristos created

1871 Aristos found Eubian Concord (aka

Trader Enpire)

1881 Lahaylia Selei born

1904 Lahaylia Selei founds Skolian Inperialate and takes Skolia nane
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Jarac born

Lahaylia Sel ei weds Jarac

Dyhi anna Sel ei born

Earth humans achieve interstellar flight
Earth humans found Allied Wrlds of
Earth

Roca born

Kurj born

Jarac dies; Kurj becones I|nperator
Lahaylia dies; Eldrin Jarac Val doria born Althor Valdoria born Sauscony (Soz)

Val doria born Kelricson (Kelric) Valdoria born Jaibriol Qox Il born
Kelric crashes on Coba (begi nning of The Last Hawk)
Soz neets Jaibriol Il (beginning of Primary Inversion) Dom no War begins

Traders capture Eldrin; Althor Valdoria dies; Domino War ends; end of The Last
Hawk

Al 'thor Selei born

Al thor Selei neets Tina Pulivok (beginning of Catch the Lightning)
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