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*Part One*

*Day 30*
_High Spring: Parking Orbit,
_Burning Bright

Qui nn Li oe wal ked the galliot down the sky, using the

shaped force fields of the sails as | egs, balancing their draw
agai nst the depth of gravity here in the planet's shadow. Stars
glowed in the mrror display in front of her; spots of dark haze

bl ocked the brilliance of sun and the linb of the planet, so that
she could see and read the patterns that gravity made in the
vacuum around her. The |owsail, under the keel of her shinp,

vibrated in its cup: the field calibration had slipped badly on
the journey from Callixte to Burning Bright, would have to be

adj usted before they left orbit. She sighed, automatically easing
the field, and w dened the cross-sails' field to conpensate.
Nunbers flickered across the base of the mrror as the ship's
system noted and approved the changes; she felt the left cross-
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sail trenble under her hand, as its draw approached the illusory
"dept h" of hyperspace, and shortened it even before the warning
fl ashed orange and red across her screen. The galliot continued
its easy progress as though there had been no chance of groundi ng.

"Beacon," she said to the ship, to traffic control waiting
sonmewhere ahead of her in the parking pattern, and a nonent | ater
a marker flared in the mrror's display, ahead and slightly to the
| eft of the galliot's course. She sighed, wanting to hurry,
wanting to be done and parked and free for the five days or nore
that it would take to recalibrate the fields, but disciplined
herself to safe and steady progress. The galliot crept forward,
sails beating slowy against the weak currents of hyperspace that
wer e al nost drowned by the local gravity. Her hands rested lightly
on the controls; she felt the depth of space in the pressure of
the sails, saw the sane nunbers reflected in the slow swirl of the
currents overlaid on the mrror's mmcking of reality.

At | ast she brought the galliot to a slow stop al nost on
top of the unreal nmarker, and shortened the sails until the system
gravity took over, drawing the ship neatly into the designated
space. She smled, pleased with her precision, and kicked the
| ever that lit the anchor field. Lights flared along the mrror's
base -- famliar, but nonethel ess satisfying -- and the ship said
sweetly, "On target. Anchorage confirned."

“"Nicely done," a famliar voice said, and Lioe glanced over
her shoul der in sone surprise. She hadn't heard Kerestel enter the
pilot's done, had thought he was still back in cargo space sorting
out what had and hadn't gone on the drop. _And, to be fair,
cl eaning up after the bungee-gars .

"Thanks," she said al oud, and ran her hands across the nain
board, closing and snuffing the sail fields. She set the anchor
field then, watched the telltales strengthen to green, and turned
away from her station, working her shoulders to free them of the
night's -- norning's , she corrected silently, it was the
begi nning of the new day on Burning Bright -- painstaking work.
"How s it | ook back there?"

"Bungee-gars," Kerestel said. He | eaned agai nst the
hat chway, folding his arns across his chest. H s hands and bare
arns were still reddened fromthe enbrace of the servo gl oves he
used to nove the canisters that held the cargo safe during the
drop to the planet's surface. "Gods, they're a grubby lot."
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Looking at him Lioe bit back a laugh. As usual, Kerestel
was wearing a spacesuit liner, this one nore battered even than
usual, the long sleeves cut off at the shoulder to make it easier
to work the servos. He had stopped shaving two days into the trip -
- _also as usual _ -- and the incipient beard had sprouted in
goatish grey tufts. The hat that marked himas a union pilot --
this one a beret of gold-shot grey brocade, pinned up on one side
with a cluster of brightly faceted glass -- perched, incongruously
jaunty, on his bal ding head.

Kerestel had the grace to grin. "Well, you know what |
mean. And Christ, the pair of themcouldn't make up their m nds
what was to go in the drop -- if they had m nds."

Li oe nodded, and turned to the secondary board to begin
shutting down the mrror. Bungee-gars, the hired hands who rode
t he drop capsul es down out of orbit to help protect particularly
val uabl e cargoes from hijacking after |anding, were generally a
difficult group to work with -- _you have to be pretty crazy to
begin with, or desperate, to take a job like that -- and the two
who had cone aboard on Deneter had been slightly nore bizarre than
usual . "What | don't care for," she said, "is running cargo that
needs bungee-gars."

"You got a point there," Kerestel said rather sourly, and
Li oe all owed herself a crooked smle. Cargoes that needed bungee-
gars were val uabl e enough to hijack in transit as well as at the
drop point, and the free space between the Republic and the Hsai oi -
An was | oosely patrolled at best, with no one claimng either
jurisdiction or responsibility. She shook the thought away --
there had been no sign of trouble, fromCallixte to Deneter or
after -- and keyed a final set of codes into the interpreter.
Overhead, and across the front of the done, the tracking overl ays
began to fade, first the oily swirls that showed the hyperspati al
currents, and then the all-but-invisible blue-black |ines that
showed the depth of real space. The stars blazed out around them
suns strewn |i ke dust and seed, tossed in prodigal handfuls
agai nst the night where the plane of the gal axy intersected the
mrror's curve. Then the shields that cl oaked sun and pl anet
vani shed, and the brilliance drowned even the bright stars. Lioe
bl i nked, dazzl ed, and | ooked away.

"But if they'd only nake up their mnd," Kerestel said, and
Li oe frowned for a second before she realized he was still talking
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about the bungee-gars. "You probably felt it, Quinn, they kept
changi ng whi ch capsul es were going, so by the tinme they'd deci ded,
t he whol e ship was unbal anced. 1'll bet noney that hasn't hel ped
the lowsail projector.”

"I didn't feel we were off alignnent," Lioe said. "She
handl ed fine, and the projector didn't feel any worse than when we
| eft Deneter. You did a good job, Mcky."

She saw Kerestel's shoulders relax, subtly, and realized
that he had been | ooking for that reassurance all along. She hid a
sigh -- she |liked Kerestel well enough, liked his ship even
better, but his insecurities were wearing -- and said, "Speaking
of which, have you schedul ed the repairs?"

"Yes." Kerestel's face brightened. "The yard says they can
take us into the airdock tonorrow, and they'll tear down the
projector right away. The whole thing, including recalibration,
ought to take about eight days. Not bad, eh?"

"Not bad," Lioe agreed. _Not bad at all, especially when it
happens over Burning Bright . "I thought 1'd take off, go
pl anetsi de," she said, carefully casual. "You re not going to need
nme up here."

Kerestel frowned slightly, said, after a heartbeat's pause
that seened nmuch | onger, "You' re going Gam ng, right?"

"That's right." Lioe bit her tongue to keep from addi ng
nore. _This is Burning Bright, heart of the Gane, where the best
clubs and the best players -- the greatest notables -- |ive and
work. I'mnot mssing this chance. Chances |ike this are only once
alifetine_ --

“It's a gane, Quinn," Kerestel said.

"And it's one I'mvery, very good at," Lioe retorted. She
grinned, forced a lighter tone. "Christ, Mcky, it's not like I'm
quitting.”

"One of these days, though," Kerestel nmuttered, and Lioe
reached across to touch his shoul der.

"Not likely, and you knowit. Piloting' s a steady |iving,
and |'mnot stupid.” | had to work too hard to get the
apprenticeship, comng out of Foster Services; |'mnot giving that
up anytine soon_ . But that was none of Kerestel's business; she
forced the smle to stay on her lips, said, "All I"'msaying is, |
think I'"'mgoing to spend the repair break planetside. Al right?"
She could force the issue, she knew -- they were both union, and
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the union gave her the right to nove off the ship anytine it was
anchored in orbit for nore than five days -- but she |iked
Kerestel too well to use that |ever unless she had to. _And
besi des, he's getting old, one foot on the retirenent |ine. |
don't want to hurt his feelings_.

Kerestel nodded, reluctantly. "All right," he said, and
then nmade hinself sound nore enthusiastic. "And good luck with the
Gane. "

It was those efforts that nmade hi mworth working for, even
if he was getting old and querul ous. "Thanks," Lioe said, and
retreated to her cabin to collect her bel ongings.

It didn't take her long to pack: her junp bag was easily
| ar ge enough to hold a couple of changes of clothes, plus her
Ganeboard and the thick plastic case that held the hal f-dozen
Rul ebook di sks. She seized a hat at random this one black, wth a
wi de brim shrugged on a jacket -- her favorite, heavy bl ue-bl ack
workcloth with a flurry of Gane pins across the |apels -- and
tapped into the local commet to find a taxi-shuttle to take her
across to the custons station. Kerestel was nowhere in sight when
it arrived, and she hesitated, but called her good-byes into the
shi pwi de intercom There was no answer; she shrugged agai n, caught
bet ween hurt and annoyance, and pulled herself through the
transfer tube to the taxi.

The | andi ng check was strict and tine-consum ng. The
of ficer on duty went over her papers with excruciating care, and
ran the Rul ebooks through a virus scan tw ce before grudgingly
allowng her to carry themonto the surface. She nade the orbiter
with only mnutes to spare, and coll apsed into her seat, resolved
to sleep for as nmuch of the descent as possible.

She woke to the unfamliar noise of air against the
orbiter's hull, sat up in her harness to see fire rolling across
the viewport. The orbiter bucked and fought the sudden turbul ence,
and then they were down into the atnosphere. Servos whi ned
underfoot and in the cabin walls, reconfiguring wings and |lifting
surfaces, and the orbiter becane a proper aircraft, banking easily
agai nst the heavy air that held it. The engine fired, a coughing
explosion at the tail of the taxi, and the craft steadied further,
cane conpletely under control. Lioe released the breath she hadn't
real i zed she'd been hol ding, and craned her head to | ook out the
Vi ewport agai n.
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"We'| |l be landing at Newfields in about fifty mnutes," the
steward said, fromthe front of the cabin. "It's day thirty of
H gh Spring, the end of Hi gh Spring -- that's day ninety-four of
our four-hundred-day year. Burning Bright has a twenty-five-
st andar d- hour day, and you shoul d program your chrononeters
accordingly. If you are keeping G eenwich Republican tine, the
GRTC factor is eighty-eight B-for-bravo one hundred fifty-two.
Ground tenperature is twenty-three degrees. If you need any
assi stance, or further information, please feel free to ask. Your
call buttons are on the cabin wall above your head."”

No one seened to respond, and Lioe turned her head back to
the w ndow. C ouds flashed past beneath them thin w sps that only
partly obscured the glittering water. Burning Bright was nostly
water; the main -- the only -- landnass was largely artificial,
the new | and built on the inner edges of the giant atoll's
original islands, guarded fromfloods by a nmassive network of
di kes and storm barriers. The city of Burning Bright -- city and
pl anet shared a nane; the two were effectively identical -- was
one of the great engineering achi evenents of the nonaligned
worl ds: _even in the Republic, and even in Foster Service
schools , Lioe thought, vyou learn that mantra . And it was pretty
much true. In all the tine she'd spent in space, piloting ships
bet ween the Republic and the nonaligned worlds and Hsai oi - An,
she' d never been anyplace that was at all |ike Burning Bright.

"Can | get you anythi ng?"

Li oe | ooked up to find the steward | ooki ng down at her,
bal anci ng easily agai nst the novenent of the orbiter, one hand
resting on the back of the enpty couch beside her. She shook her
head, but smled. "I can't think of anything, thanks."

The steward nodded, but didn't nove. "I couldn't help
noticing your pins."

Lioe let her smle widen, grateful she hadn't had to set up
this encounter herself. "I saw yours, too." She glanced agai n at
the pair of Gane pins clipped just bel ow the conpany icon: one was
the triangl e-and-gal axy of the A d Network, but the other was
unfam liar. "Local club?" she asked, and was not surprised when
the steward shook his head.

"Actually, it's a session souvenir," he said. "It was a
Court Life variant, run by Anbi dexter about five years ago."

“I think | saw tapes of that," Lioe said, inpressed in
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spite of herself. The steward didn't | ook old enough to have been
playing at that |evel five years ago. "That was the one that
featured Gallio Hazard and Desir of Harnmsway, right? The one that
really made Harnmsway a Grand Type."

"That's right." The steward gl anced qui ckly around the
cabin, then lowered hinself into the couch next to her. "I'm Vere -
- Audovero Cam nesi."

"Quinn Lioe." They touched hands, awkward because of her
saf ety harness.

"You woul dn't be the Lioe who wote the Frederick's 3 ory

scenario," Vere said.

"As a matter of fact, | am"

Vere grinned. "That was a great session. There's been a | ot
of talk on the net about it; I'mstill trying to find soneone at

the club who'll run it. Are you going to be doing any Gam ng while
you' re here?"
The conversation was going just the way she'd hoped it

woul d. Lioe said, "I was hoping to. | don't know the cl ubs,
t hough. "

Vere spread his hands. "I can give you sone nanes, if you'd
i ke."

"I'd appreciate it."

"There are really only three clubs that are worth your
while," Vere said, lowering his voice until she could just hear
hi m over the noise of the engines. "Billi's in the Ad Cty,
Shadows under the A d D ke in Dock Road District, and the Two-
Dragon House, in Mainwardens'." He grinned suddenly. "I think
Shadows is the best of the ot -- it's where | play, so take it
for what it's worth."

Lioe smled back. "Wiat's the setup |ike?"

"They're all about the sanme, really,” Vere answered. A
chime sounded fromfarther forward in the conpartnent, and he
lifted his head to | ook over the seatbacks for the source. Lioe
followed the direction of his gaze, and saw a call |ight flashing
above one of the seats. Vere grimced, and pushed hinself to his
feet, but |eaned down to finish what he had been saying. "Shadows
has newer nmachi nes, but they're not state-of-the-art. Billi's was
that maybe four, five years ago. Two-Dragon is pretty standard
stuff, alittle older than Shadows."

"Thanks," Lioe said, and Vere smled down at her.
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"Don't forget ne if you run an open session."

"I'"l'l keep you in mnd," Lioe said, and neant it. She woul d
be needi ng good players, if she managed to persuade a club to | et
her | ead sessions, and anyone who could play for Anbi dexter was
good enough for her. It was just a pity Anbidexter hinself was no
| onger in the Gane.

She turned her head to the viewport again, was startled to
see how far the orbiter had dropped. The water was no | onger just
a blue haze, had gained a crunpled texture, and flecks of white
dotted the netallic surface. Burning Bright City was just visible
in the distance, if she craned her neck, but nostly hidden by the
orbiter's nose. The craft banked sharply then, show ng her nothing
but the brilliance of the sky, and when it steadied onto the new
headi ng, Burning Bright |lay spread out beneath the orbiter's w ng.
It seened very small at first, an island split in three by a
forked channel, but then the orbiter banked again, | osing
altitude, and she began to nmake out the smaller |andfornmed islands
that nmade up the |l arger masses. Most of themwere thickly settled,
furred wwth brick-red buildings, light glinting occasionally from
sol ar panels and interior waterways. Only the high ground at the
outer edges of the islands remained relatively uncrowded. She
frowned idly at that, wondering why, and the speakers crackled at
the front of the cabin.

Vere said, "I've just been inforned that we are starting
the descent to Newfields. W should be on the ground in about
fifteen mnutes.”

The orbiter canted again as he spoke, and when it cane
| evel again, Lioe was |ooking at a scene she recogni zed. Twi n
| akes lay to either side of a piece of land |ike a small nountai n,
falling steeply to the sea on one side and nore gently into
settled country on the other. That was Plug |sland, where the
first-in settlers had first damed the shall ow | agoon to create
nore land for their growng city. Double headl ands cradl ed each of
the | akes; the desalination conplex and the thick white walls of
the tidal generating stations that closed each | ake off fromthe
sea gleaned in the sunlight. Qutside the generating stations'
wal | s, surf bl ooned against the stormbarriers that defended the
Plug Island | agoons; it frothed as well against the base of the
cliffs to either side. They were comng into Newfields. Even as
she thought it, the orbiter rolled a final tinme, then steadi ed
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into the famliar approach. They flashed over the clustered houses
of the Ghetto where the off-worlders, and especially the hsai,
lived -- still on the inner edges of the island, overlooking the
| and, away fromthe sea -- and then dropped | ow over the
adm ni strative conplex. The orbiter touched down easily on stained
and tire-marked pavenent, and she | eaned back in her couch, no
| onger wat ching the bl ocks of warehouses that flashed past beyond
the enmpty field. _Not long now , she thought, not long. I'll find
a roomin the Gietto, and I'll call sone clubs, and I'll have a
Gane to run_. She smled, losing herself in a dream

*Day 30*

_High Spring: The Hsai Anbassador's_
_House, in the Ghetto, Burning Bright

The anbassador to Burning Bright knelt in his reception
room facing the hissing screen. A few check-characters craw ed
across the bl ank grey space; the anbassador frowned, seeing them
and gl anced over his shoulder at the technician who knelt in front
of the control board.

"Sorry, Sia Chauvelin," the technician nmurnured, and his
hands danced across his controls. The characters vani shed, were
repl aced by a single steady glyph: the |ink was conpl ete.

Chauvel in gl anced one last tine around the narrow room at
the plain black silk that lined the walls, at the lowtable wth
the prescribed ritual neal -- snowwine; a tray of tiny red-
stai ned wafers, each marked in black with the graceful doubl e-
gl yph that neant both good fortune and gift; a nolded sweet, this
one in the shape of the nuao -pear that stood for duty -- laid
out in the faint shadow of a single perfect orchid in an equally
perfect holder carved froma natural pale-purple crystal. H s own
cl othes were equally part of the prescribed ritual, plain black
silk coat over the pearl-grey bodysuit that served humans I|i ke
hi mself for the hsai's natural skin, a single knot of fornal
ri bbons tied around his left arm the folded iron fan set on the
bright carpet in front of him He glanced a final tine at his
reflection in the single narrow wi ndow, checking his appearance,

and found it acceptable. It was night out still, the sun not yet
ri sen; he suppressed a certain sense of injustice, and gl anced
again at the technician. "lIs everything ready?"

"Yes, Sia Chauvelin."
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"Then you may go." Chauvelin | ooked back at the screen,
barely aware of the nurnured response and the soft scuffing sound
as the technician bowed hinself out and closed the door gently
behi nd him The renote was a sudden wei ght agai nst his thigh,
rem ndi ng himof his duty; he reached into the pocket of his coat
to touch its controls, triggering the system The hi dden speakers
hi ssed for a nonent, singing as the junp-satellite bridged the
interstellar space between the local transmtter and an identi cal
machi ne on mai HU' an, and then the screen Iit on a famliar scene.
Chauvel i n bowed, back straight, eyes down, hands on the carpet in
front of him heard a |light female voice -- human female --
announci ng hi s nane.

"Tal je-Chauvelin tzu Tsinra-an, em ssary to and friend-at-
court for the _houta_of Burning Bright."

Chauvelin kept his eyes on the fan, dark against the
glowing red of the carpet, staring at the five n-jao_ characters
of his nanme carved into the outer guard. There was a little
silence, and then a second voice answered the first, this one
unm st akabl y hsai a, inhunan and nal e.

"I acknow edge j e- Chauvelin.™

Chauvelin | eaned back slowy, raising his eyes to the
screen. Even expecting it, the illusion was al nost perfect, so
that for an instant he could al nost believe that the wall had
di ssol ved, and a second roomidentical to his own had opened in
front of him The Renenbrancer-Duke Aorih ja-Erh'aoa tzu Tsinra-an
sat facing himin a carved chair-of-state, hands posed fornmally on
t he heads of the crouching troglodyths that fornmed the arns of the
chair. H's wist spurs curved out and down toward the trogl odyths'

eyes, their enaneled covers -- done in a pattern of tw ning
fl owers, Chauvelin saw, without surprise -- glowng in the warm
| i ghts.

"Thi s person thanks his nost honored patron for his
acknow edgnent," he said, in the hsai tongue that he prided
hi nrsel f on speaking as well as any jericho-human, any human born
and bred inside the borders of Hsaioi-An. "And wel comes himwth
service."

Ja- Erh' aoa nmade a qui ck, anbi guous gesture with one hand,
at once accepting and dism ssing the formal conplinents. The
stubby fingerclaws, painted a delicate shade between | avender and
blue to match the enaneled flowers of the spur sheath, clicked
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once agai nst the carved head, and were still again. Chauvelin read
i npatience and irritation in the novenent, and in the still face
of the human woman who stood at ja-Erh'aoa's |eft hand, and braced
hi msel f for whatever was to follow

"I would Iike to know, je-Chauvelin, what you neant by this
report."”

For a crazy second, Chauvelin considered asking which
report the hsaia neant, but suppressed that particularly suicidal
noti on. The Renenbrancer-Duke had shifted fromthe formal tones of
greeting to the nore conversati onal second node, and Chauvelin
copied him "My lord, you asked for ny interpretation of what the
Al |l - Father and his council should expect fromthe el ections. |
gave you that answer."

"You recommended that we support, or at |east acqui esce in,
Governor Berengaria's reelection.” Ja-Erh'aoa's hand noved agai n,
the painted claws clicking irritably against the troglodyth's | ow
forehead. "Am | mad, or do | m srenenber, that she supports the
Republic quite openly?"

Chauvelin wnced inwardly at the nention of nenory -- ja-
Erh'aoa inplied that he had inplied an insult -- and said, "It is
so, nmy lord." He kept his voice cool and steady only wth an
effort: he had known that this would becone an issue of
_an' ahoba , the delicate gane of status and prestige, but he had
counted on ja-Erh'aoa's support.

"Then why should we not stand in her way?"

| gave you ny reasons in ny report, ny lord . Chauvelin
suppressed that answer, and saw the faintest of rueful smles
cross the human woman's ot herw se i npassive face. He said al oud,
"My Lord, the other candi dates are not safe. They either have no
backi ng anong the people who nmatter"” -- _or anong the people in
general, but that's not sonething a hsaia would understand_--
are too young and untried for nme to suggest that Hsai oi-An place
any trust in them"

"I't is not expedient that we support Berengaria," j|a-
Erh'aoa said flatly.

“"Then, ny lord, it is as though ny report was never nmade."
Chauvel in sat back slightly, folded his hands in his |ap.

"Unfortunately," ja-Erh'aoa said, "your report has becone
comon know edge in the council halls. | have suffered sone --

di m ni shnent -- because of it. It is even being said, je-

or

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.ntm (11 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:08 AM]



Chauvelin, that you are too close to the _houta_ on Burning
Bright, and woul d perhaps benefit froma different posting."”

“"Do you question ny loyalties, |ord?" Even as he said it,
Chauvel in knew that was the wong question, born fromthe sudden
cold fear twisting his guts. It was too direct, put ja-Erh'aoa in
a position where he could only answer yes -- and he hinsel f was
too vulnerable to that accusation to risk angering his patron. No
_chaoi-nmon_, citizen by inpressnent, could risk that, particularly
not when he was born on Burning Bright and served now as
anbassador to that planet. He silenced those thoughts, kept
himself still, hands quiet in his |ap, face expressionl essly
polite, wwth an effort that nade the nuscles along his spine and
across his shoulders trenble slightly beneath the heavy coat. He
made hinself face ja-Erh'aoa guilelessly, as though no one had
touched his one vul nerabl e spot, pretended he did not see the
Renmenbr ancer - Duke's fingerclaws cl ose over the trogl odyths' heads.

“"No one questions your fealty, je-Chauvelin," ja-Erh' aoa
said, after a nonment. "However, it is as well not to cause even
the hint of a question.”

_Bad, very bad _, Chauvelin thought. He bowed agai n,
accepting the rebuke, and said, "As ny lord w shes."

"I would also see to your household, je-Chauvelin," ja-
Erh' aoa said. "I amconcerned that this report has traveled so far
out si de ny know edge, and yours."

Chauvelin lifted an eyebrow at him stung at last into
retort. "My household is well known to ne, save the guest |
entertain at your command, ny lord."

There was another little silence, ja-Erh'aoa's hands slowy
tightening over the trogl odyths' heads, thunbclaws perilously
close to their carved eyes, and Chauvelin braced hinself to offer
hi s hunbl est apol ogi es. Then, quite slowy, ja-Erh'aoa's hands
| oosened again, and he said, with apparent inconsequence, "How is
your guest, Chauvelin?"

"The Visiting Speaker is enjoying the pleasures of the
pl anet," Chauvelin answered, conventionally. _In point of fact,
the Visiting Speaker Kuguee ji-lnbao aje Tsinra-an, cousin of the
| nperial Father, is spending nost of his nights attending parties
and nost days sleeping off the effects of Oblivion. Even so, | may
have underestinmated him-- or at |east his household . He nmde a
nmental note to nake a second investigation of the half-dozen
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attendants who had arrived with ji-Inbaoa.

"You will convey our greetings," ja-Erh'aoa said, and
Chauvel i n bowed agai n.

"As ny lord wi shes."

Ja- Erh' aoa nodded, pushed hinself up out of the chair-of-
state, at the sanme tine gesturing to the woman behi nd him She
said, in her clear voice, "The audience is ended."

Chauvel i n bowed again, nore deeply, hands on the fl oor,
strai ghtened slowmy when the click of the room door was not
foll owed by the static of a broken connection. Eriki Haas tzu
Tsinra-an, ja-Erh'aoa's First Speaker, |ooked back at himw t hout
expression, cane slowy forward to kneel on the carpeting in front
of ja-Erh'aoa's enpty chair. Chauvelin lifted an eyebrow at her.

"What's made this report so different fromall the others?
My lord knows what | think of Berengaria." He used tradetal k, the
i nformal creole that was the common | anguage of hunman beings in
Hsai oi - An, and Haas's severity nelted into a rueful grin.

"What nmakes it different is exactly what he said: sonebody
| eaked it before it could be edited for the council. And ny lord's
right, you should check on how that happened."”

"I fully intend to," Chauvelin said. "This is not the nost
opportune tine to have a visitor."

Haas nodded. "The problemis, the je cousins have been
getting a lot of attention at court lately -- Norio Mann is a je
Tsinra-an, and he's been the All-Father's favorite son since the
petro stri ke on Hazuhonae. And the cousins are doi ng everything
they can to consolidate their position."”

Chauvel i n nodded back, wishing -- not for the first tine --
t hat communi cati ons between the court on Hsiamai and the worlds
outside Hsaioi-An were a little nore frequent. "If | had known --
" he began, and bit off the words. The rivalry between je and tzu
lines of the inperial famly -- between cousin and direct-Iline
famly -- was ongoing; if he couldn't anticipate particular events
and shifts in favor, he should at | east have nade sure nothing in
his report could have affected the Renenbrancer-Duke's position in
that struggle. But | didn't count on his dunping ji-Ilnbaoa on ne.
O his househol d .

Haas smled sourly. "For sone reason, Tal, they've decided
to pick on you -- you are in an anonal ous position, after all. And
ny lord is vul nerable through you, don't forget."
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"I don't forget," Chauvelin said.

" Good. "

“"Tell me this,"” Chauvelin said, and in spite of his best
efforts heard the anger in his voice. "Do you want ne to retract
ny report? It's ny best advice -- ny lord never used to prefer a
political lie to common sense, but | amat ny lord' s conmand. "

"No." Haas waved one hand in a hsaii gesture, negation and
apology in one. "Wat's done is done. But you mght |ook for sone
way to reaffirmyour loyalties in public, Tal. My lord would find
it hel pful."”

“I'"ll do that," Chauvelin said, a new, cold fear warring
with the anger. He had earned his place on Burning Bright, earned
the right to return to his honeworld, a favor al nost never granted
to chaoi-nmon_, and that did | eave himopen to just this
accusation, that he favored his origins over the inperial clan
that had adopted him

Haas | ooked at himfrom under |owered | ashes. "My lord is
vul nerabl e through you," she said again.

"The threat was clear the first tine," Chauvelin said.

"I hope so," Haas murnured, and ran a finger along the
el aborate enaneling that decorated the cover of her inplanted
wri st spur. The picture wavered and di ed. Chauvelin swore, and
reached for his own renote, closing down the |ocal connection.
Check characters flickered across the screen, and then the wall
went dead, a blank grey space at the end of the room

Chauvelin sat staring at it for a |l ong nonent, mastering

his anger, and the fear that anger nmasked. So ny lord will throw
nme to the wolves , he thought, testing the idea, and found he
could viewit wthout great surprise. So | wll find a reason for
himto have to keep ne, and | think I wll begin wth finding
sonet hing, or sonmething nore, to discredit ji-Ilnbaoa. Not that
that will be that hard, or particularly unpleasant . He pushed

hinmself slowy to his feet, wincing alittle at the ache in his
knees. Qutside the wi ndow, the sky had |ightened visibly, the sky
even to the west, over the city, show ng clear signs of dawn.
There was no point in going back to bed -- the conference had been
schedul ed at ja-Erh'aoa's conveni ence, and he hinself had other
appointnents later in the day. Better to eat -- _assumng the
kitchen staff is awake, which they had better be_-- and then take
steps to deal with this.
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He returned to his own roons to change cl ot hes, discarding
the unflattering bodysuit and heavy coat with a sigh of relief.
One of the servants -- the hsai preferred living beings to
mechani cal s; service given and received in kinship was the glue of
their society, and this norning Chauvelin was oddly conforted by
his place in the hierarchy -- had |laid out everyday cl ot hing,
shirt and plain trousers, and a less fornmal coat of green brocade.
The fabric was of Burning Bright weave, shot through wth strands
of the iridescent pearl-silk rendered fromthe discarded shells of
the sequensa after the nore expensive paillettes had been cut, and
he hesitated for a nonent, wondering if it would be nore tactful
to wear sonething | ess obviously identified with his world of
origin, but then shrugged the thought aside. The damage was done;
it was better to pretend he hadn't heard about the runors. And
besi des, the cool drape of the fabric was a reassuring |uxury. He
slipped it on, running one hand down the unshaped | apel just for
the feeling of the heavy silk under his touch, and |eft the room

The sun was fully up now, the rising |ight pouring in
t hrough the seaward wi ndows, casting | ong shadows toward the city
bel ow the Ghetto cliff. The breakfast room overl ooking the
gardens that dropped in terraces toward the cliff edge and the Add
Cty, was pleasantly shadowed, only the food tables softly lit by
the stasis fields. Chauvelin smled with real enjoynent for the
first tinme that day, and crossed to the tables to pour hinself a
cup of flower-scented tea.

"Sia Chauvelin."

He turned to face the speaker, recognizing his steward's
voi ce, and saw a second person, jericho-human rather than hsaii,
st andi ng beside the steward, so close and so exactly even in the
doorway that their shoul ders touched. The wonman was part of ji-
| thaoa' s househol d, and Chauvelin set the tea aside untouched.

" Yes?"

"My lord wishes to speak wiwth you,"” ji-Ilnbaoa's servant
said, her voice conpletely w thout expression,

"The Visiting Speaker has only just returned fromthe
city," the steward nurnured, under |owered |ashes. Her fingers
curled with denure hunor as she spoke.

Chauvelin lifted an eyebrow, his mnd racing. Wat the
ninth hell could ji-Inbaoa want, at this hour, when he's bound to
be hung over, or still drunk, if I'"mparticularly unlucky? I
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shoul d change to wait on him but I'll be dammed if he deserves

the honor _-- "The Visiting Speaker will have to pardon the
del ay," he said, and indicated the informal coat.
"My lord will excuse," ji-Inbaoa's servant said, still

W t hout expression.

"As the Visiting Speaker w shes,"” Chauvelin said, and could
not quite keep the irony fromhis voice. "laneis" -- that was his
steward, who bowed her head in acknow edgnent -- "you'll join ne
for breakfast after this. W have sone things to discuss.”

"Yes, Sia," the steward nurnured, and stepped aside.

Chauvel in | ooked at the other wonman. "Lead on."

He | et her conduct himthrough the anbassadorial pal ace, as
was proper, for all that he knew the building far better than she
ever woul d. She stayed the prescribed two paces ahead of him and
slightly to his right, unspeaking, and Chauvelin watched her back,
rigid under the black tunic, and the short swng of her left arm
A conscript's mark was tattooed into her biceps, just belowthe
fall of the cap sleeve. Chauvelin felt his eyebrows rise,
controlled his expression instantly. Why woul d anyone be stupid
enough to trust ji-lnbaoa with pressed servants? Loyalty can only
be created by favor, not by fear -- though sone of nmy own first
masters were no joy to serve, but nothing like him. He filed the
observation for |later use, and braced hinself as the woman cane to
a stop outside the door of ji-Inbaoa's suite. They were
technically Chauvelin's own roonms, by virtue of his rank as head
of the anbassadori al househol d, but Chauvelin hinself rarely used
them since any visitor of higher rank could usurp them Ji-I|nbaoa
had taken particular pleasure in noving his household into the
roons, and Chauvelin had had to keep a sharp grip on his tenper to
keep from betraying the existence of a second group of roons. Ji-
| mbaoa woul d have been happy to nove in there, at the expense of
his own confort, just to wn a few points in _an'ahoba .

"The anbassador Chauvelin," ji-Inbaoa' s servant announced
to the invisible security system and the carved and | acquered
doors swung open.

The Visiting Speaker Kuguee ji-lnbaoa je Tsinra-an stood in
the center of the suite's reception room feet firmy planted on
the sil k-weave carpet that lay before the chair-of-state. At
| east he hasn't chosen to take the chair_, Chauvelin thought, and
suppressed his anger as he saw the nud on ji-Ilnbaoa's feet, caked
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between the claws and tranpled into the carpet. It was a famliar
way of show ng power, but Chauvelin added it to the Visiting
Speaker's account: the carpet was too beautiful to be treated as
part of _an'ahoba_.

" Ts'taa_." The word was untransl atable, carrying contenpt
and i npatience and a conci se statenent of rel ationship, superior
to inferior. Chauvelin raised his eyebrows, hoping that ji-Inbaoa
had finally made a m stake -- he and the Visiting Speaker were too
close in the hierarchy for that to be anything but a deliberate
and deadly insult -- and realized with regret that ji-Inbaoa was
addr essi ng the wonan servant.

"You are careless, and slow, and | am di m ni shed by your
habits." Ji-Ilnbaoa gl anced sideways then, toward Chauvelin, and
added, " Chaoi _ have so nuch to learn.”

He had used the shortened term the one that had once neant
"slave." The woman's shoul ders tw tched once, but she nmastered
hersel f, and bowed deeply. "I abase nyself. | beg ny lord's
forgi veness. "

Ji -1 nbaoa waved a hand in dismssal, and the wonman turned
away, but not before Chauvelin saw the bright spots of color
flaring on her cheekbones. It's not wise -- it's downright stupid
-- to abuse your servants to get back at your enemes . He said,
in his nost neutral voice, "And yet the All-Father commends the
practice."

Ji -l nbaoa's head | owered, suspiciously, but he said
not hi ng. Chauvelin waited, running a quick and appraising gl ance
down the Visiting Speaker's nostly humanoi d body. Fingerclaws and
spurs were painted a vivid red, the spurs protected only by a
small cap of filigree-work. The bright ribbon clusters that fl owed
from bands around his upper arns, formng his only clothing, were
badly crunpl ed, and Chauvelin glanced | ower. The sal non-pink tip

of ji-Inbaoa's penis was only just visible at the opening of the
genital sheath: still drunk enough to relax sone inhibitions, but
soberi ng.

"I'"ve summoned you because |'ve been hearing worrisone
news," ji-Inbaoa said abruptly. News you should al ready know
about _, his tone inplied.

Chauvel in murnured, "Indeed?" They were cl ose enough in
rank to omt honorifics in informal speech, and ji-Inbaoa had used

t he common forns.
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Ji -1 nbaoa's hands tw tched, as though he regretted his
choi ce, but he could not change nodes w thout |osing face. "You
have an agent in the city, a houta , Ransone, it's called."”

"Ransone is under ny patronage, yes," Chauvelin answered.
"He's been _mn-hao_ for sone years." The gap between _houta |,
nonperson, and client-kinsman was vast; Ransone needed the respect
and protection of _mn-hao_ status.

Ji -1 nbaoa flicked his fingers, dismssing the difference.
"Decidam o Chrestil-Brisch is show ng a great deal of interest in
him | wonder why."

_And so do | _, Chauvelin thought. He said aloud, "There are
a nunber of reasons that Damian Chrestil mght be interested in
Ransone, not |east that Ransone's an inmagi st of sone note in the
city."

"That nmay be,"” ji-lnbaoa said, "but what | have seen is
that Dam an Chrestil -- or that wonman, his whore -- wants very
much to lure your agent back into the Gane. Way woul d that be?"

"I don't know," Chauvelin said.

"Such pressure agai nst an agent of yours, |'d think you'd
want to know what's going on. They | eave lures on all the nets,
hints and pressures. It's not |ike Daman Chrestil to care about
the Gane -- "

"Cella, his mistress" -- Chauvelin laid the |ightest of
stresses on the word -- "is a well-known Ganer, however, and
Ransone was a notable for a long tine."

Ji -Inbaoa flicked his fingers again. "I think it's worth

| nvestigation."

Chauvelin sighed. "So do I."

"And | also think," ji-Inbaoa went on, as if the other
hadn't spoken, "that it would be worth doing what Dam an Chrestil
wants, if only to find out what's going on."

“I'f it seens a reasonable risk," Chauvelin said softly. "I
don't send ny people into difficult situations unprepared.”

"OF course, if he can tell you what they want," ji-I|nbaoa
said, equally softly, "it wouldn't be necessary."”
“"As you say." Chauvelin got a grip on his tenper with an

effort, knowi ng his anger was sharpened by fear. "WII| that be
all? I have business this norning -- "

Ji -l nmbaoa cut himoff with a gesture. "There is one other
matter. This Ransone: you say he's not _houta_ but _mn-hao?_ "
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"Yes." Chauvelin gave no ot her expl anation, uncertain where
this would | ead.

“"Then there is a matter of charges | odged agai nst hi mon
Jericho, which are actionable if he is _mn-hao_."

"At the tinme, he was houta , and served sentence on
appropriate charges," Chauvelin said. _Not now_, he thought, _not
now, of all tinmes, to bring that up. Christ, it was fifteen years

ago, and he spent tine in jail; that ought to be over and done
with . But it had been a matter of _an'ahoba , a gane that Ransone
played with regrettable skill and no status to match it -- _and |

shoul d have known this would cone up at the worst possible tine. |
can deal with it _.

"The larger matters still stand, in court record." Ji-
| mbaoa made a snmall gesture, alnost of satisfaction. "But | trust
you w Il handl e these matters appropriately.”

"OF course," Chauvelin said, in his nost colorless voice.
_Twice in one day -- that's tw ce soneone's threatened ne, and
it's not yet midnorning. Not one of ny better days .

"I amsure," ji-Ilnbaoa said, and gestured polite dism ssal.

Chauvelin bowed his thanks, and Il et hinself out into the hallway.
He made his way back to the breakfast roomthrough

corridors that were slowy filling wth people, respondi ng
nmechanically to the respectful greetings of his household. _Three
things_, he thought, three things | have to do. Find the
weaknesses in ji-lnbaoa's household so that | can counter his
threats, find out who | eaked this report of mne, and then find
out why Dam an Chrestil wants Ransone back in the Gane. And why it
should worry ji-Inbaoa so nuch. Which neans | wll have to talk to
Ransone: it doesn't do to have him keepi ng secrets fromne_ . He
paused in the door of the breakfast room nentally reordering his
list, then went in to give orders to the waiting steward.

*Day 30*

_High Spring: Canal #291, Fisher's_

_Isle District, Burning Bright

Dam an Chrestil woke to sunlight and the steady sway of the

j ohn-boat against the forward nooring. The stern tie had parted in
the night. He was certain of it even before he stopped blinking,
and noved his head out of the thin bar of sunlight that shone in
t hrough the gap between the snuggery's canvas top and the side of
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the boat. He was angry even before he renenbered what [ay next to
himin the bunk. It was his fault, the stranger's -- he had been
the one to place the stern tie -- and he propped hinself up on one
el bow to study the situation, and the body beside his. He coul dn't
remenber the stranger's nane, nor very clearly why he had picked
hi mup the night before; whatever had been interesting or
endeari ng had vanished with his clothes. _Slummng, certainly_ --
and the stranger turned over onto his side, dragging the thin
sheet with him That was quite enough, especially now that the
i nevi tabl e headache was starting behind his eyes. Dam an ki cked
away the rest of the sheet and reached for his discarded cl ot hes,
wiggling awkwardly into briefs and shirt and trousers. The
stranger -- _whoever he is_ -- was lying on top of the storage
conpartnents. There was nothing useful in them not in a borrowed
boat, but Dam an added the extra inconvenience to his account
anyway, and craw ed out of the snuggery to deal with the stern
tie.

Luckily, he had had the sense to pick a quiet |ay-by. The
j ohn-boat was sw nging only sluggishly, the soggy inpact of the
hul | against the piling barely audi ble over the gentle slap of the
wat er, not even enough to bruise the paint. He nmade his way aft
al ong the sun-warm ng decki ng, and as the boat swung i n agai nst
the pilings, caught the dangling ring and nade the tie fast. He
stood there for a nonent, bal ancing automatically agai nst the
deck's gentl e heave, and blinked up at the sky and the white-hot
| ight. The john-boat |lay at the bottom of a bl ue-toned canyon.
Shadowed factory buildings rose six stories high along either bank
of the canal, their unlit w ndows show ng only blank glass. This

was not a deliveryway; there were no | esser docks or vertical |ine
of gapi ng doors beneath an overhangi ng cranehead. It was just a
traffic alley, not nuch used -- it mght even once have been a

natural stream by the gentle curve of its banks. The rising sun
was pouring down fromthe near end of the channel, a wedge of

al nost solid light that turned the nurky water to liquid agate. No
one was novi ng on the narrow wal kways that ran al ongsi de the
factories; no one else was tied up to the nossy pilings, or tucked
under the cool shadow of the piers. He nade a face -- the heavy
sun was doing nothing for his headache -- and went forward agai n,
shielding his eyes fromthe shards of |light that glinted off the
wat er .
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The stranger was still asleep in the snuggery, face now
turned to the enpty pillow beside him Dam an Chrestil squatted in
the entrance to the caveli ke space, staring into air turned honey-
gold by the worn cover, and felt a detached nmal evol ence steal over
him Wy should _he_ sleep, when Dam an hinself was awake, and
feeling unpl easi ng? There was nothing in the round face and
show |y nuscl ed body that aroused the | east conpassion; his thin
must ache was intolerable. | nust give up slunm ng_, he thought,
and | eaned sideways to release the lock that held the cover's
frame erect. He caught the nearest hoop as the wind took it,
guiding it down onto the deck. The franme folded neatly, as it was
supposed to, with only a soft creak fromthe well-oiled nechani sm
and the cover collapsed into a runpled U shape at his feet. The
stranger slept on.

Dam an stood for a nonent |onger, glaring down at him
automatically tugging his own thick hair into a neat queue. He
remenbered perfectly well _how he'd acquired the stranger -- he
was a bungee-gar, and C B C e., the holding group that nanaged the
Chrestil-Brisch inport/export interests, had successfully received
a shipnent of red-carpet, the fungus that fed the famly
distilleries. Red-carpet was expensive enough on its own,
especially on a world that had few native sources of al cohol,
val uabl e enough to justify enpl oyi ng bungee-gars, but it had al so
served to cover the two capsul es of |achesi that had traveled with
the declared cargo. Oblivion was nade from | achesi, and Qblivion
was | egal inside the Republic, but the Republican export taxes on
drugs were deliberately high. Evading those duties not only
i ncreased his own profits, but allowed himto do favors for two
| nportant parties, one in the Republic, the other in Hsaioi-An.
And t hat was how Burning Bright had survived free of control by
ei ther of the netagovernnents: the web of favors given and
received that nade it entirely too dangerous for strangers to
interfere in Burning Bright's internal politics. It was never too
early to start collecting favors, either, not when he intended to
be governor in five years.

The stranger shifted uneasily against the nmattress, draw ng
Dam an out of the pleasant daydream H's head was really throbbing

now -- _@blivion and bai-red rum not a w se conbination_ -- and
he wondered again why he'd invited the stranger aboard. He was
decent - enough | ooking -- a dark man, young, canalli dark, wth
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coarse waves in his too-long hair, heavy nuscles under the skin,
and buttocks Dam an coul d vaguely renenber describing as "cute" --
but not cute enough, not with that silly nustache shadow ng his
full nmouth. He hadn't been that good a fuck, either: if the
previous night's performance had represented his sexual peak, his
future partners were in for sone serious disappoi ntnent. Dam an
slipped his foot under the sheet, flipped it nearly away. The
stranger rolled over, groping blindly for it, nmunbling sonething
that sounded regrettably like darling , and fetched up with his
shoul der resting on the edge of the boat. Dam an Chrestil smled
slowy, and stepped onto the bunk beside him his feet sinking
only a little way into the hard foamof the mattress. He dug his
foot under the stranger's rib cage, saw himstart to roll away
automatically. The stranger's eyes opened then, a sleepy and
entirely too cocksure smle changing to alarmas Dam an tipped him
neatly out of the boat. Instinct kept himfromyelling until he
surfaced agai n.

"What the hell -- ?"

"Ri se and shine." Dam an smled, sone of his tenper
restored, and turned his attention to the ness in the snuggery.

The stranger trod water easily, shaking his hair out of his
eyes, but knew better than to try to clinb back aboard. "Wat'd |
do?" he asked plaintively, and pushed hinself a few strokes
farther down the channel, out of reach of the cargo-hooks racked
al ong t he gunwal es.

Dam an paused, the stranger's clothes in one hand. He had
them all now, except for one crunpled shoe, and he found that
almost in the instant he realized it was m ssing, tucked in
between the mattress and the bul khead. He rolled themall together

into a conpact ball, and tossed it, not into the canal as he'd
i nt ended, but up onto the wal kway between the pilings. It was not,
after all, entirely the stranger's fault.

"I have work to do," Dam an said.

For an instant it | ooked as though the stranger m ght
protest, but Dam an scowl ed, and the other |ifted both hands in
dri ppi ng apol ogy, the water draw ng hi m down for an instant.

"Fine." The stranger stopped treading water, |ay back, and
| et the current take him exerting hinself only when he spotted
the splintering | adder nailed to one of the piers.

Dam an turned away, his nood |lifting, and stepped out onto
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the narrow bow platformto | oosen the tie there. H s headache was
fading now, in the norning air, was just an occasional pang behi nd
his eyebrows. He coul d hear splashing as the stranger haul ed

hi nrsel f up out of the canal, but did not bother to watch, wal ked
aft instead and | oosed the stern tie. He pushed hard agai nst the
piling, edging the stern toward the nmain current, and stepped down
into the shallow steering well to hit the start sequence. The
engi ne whi ned, then strengthened as the solar panels striping the
deck woke to sunlight and began feeding power to the system

suppl enmenting the batteries. The john-boat had al ready caught the
main current, was drifting stern first toward the shadow of the
factories. He swung the wheel, felt the rudder bite, tentative at
first, then nore solid as the propellers cane up to speed, and
eased open the throttle. The john-boat slowed even as the stern,
the steering well, slipped into the wall of shadow. He felt the
sudden chill on his shoul ders, was blinded, |ooking out into the
light, and then the propellers hit the speed that counteracted the
current. The boat surged back into the sunlight, the water churned
to foamin its wake. On the wal kway, the stranger was shivering
even in the sunlight, stanping his feet to let the worst of the
water run off before he pulled on his clothes. Dam an Chrestil
wondered again, briefly, precisely who he was, and opened the
throttle further, letting the pulse of the engine reverberate
between the factory walls.

It was good to be back on the canals again, if only for a
few hours, and he gave hinself up to the pulse of the steering bar
and the kick of the deck beneath his feet. You never really | ost
the skill, once | earned; would always be able to run a john-boat,
but it was good to feel the old ease returning. He grinned, and
gave his full attention to the delicate job of bringing the boat
out of the alley and into the feeder canal that |led down to the
Factory Lane and the Inland Water. There wasn't nuch traffic yet,
none of the swarm ng nob of gondas that would fill the [ane and
the service canals in an hour or so, carrying mdrank workers to
their supervisory jobs. The water buses that carried the ordinary
workers to the assenbly |ines had been and gone, were tied up in
t he parking pools along the edge of Dry Cut to wait for the
eveni ng shift change. He reversed the propellers, cutting speed,
and slipped the john-boat into the buoyed channel, bringing it
neatly into line behind a barge piled high with shell scrap.
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A light was blinking anber in the center of the control
panel, had been for a few m nutes, since before he left the feeder
canal. He eyed it irritably, but knew he could not ignore it any
| onger. "Check-in," he said, and the screen lit, the conpressed in-
house iconage skittering into place in the tiny display. He
scanned it quickly, still with half an eye on the traffic in the
channel, saw nothing that required his instant attention. He was
about to switch off when the string of nessages vani shed, and a
second nessage replaced them _Jafiera Roscha received third
endangernent citation; please instruct .

Dam an Chrestil stared at the nessage for a | ong nonent,
all his attention focused on the tiny characters, and had to
swerve sharply to avoid a channel buoy. He knew Roscha, all right:
one of C/B Cie.'s better john-boat drivers, conpetent, aggressive,
not one to ask awkward questions when she had a job to do. She was
al so what the canalli politely called accident-prone, except that
she usual ly caused the accidents. He shook his head, said to the
speaker nounted just below the screen, "Check in, direct patch to
t he wharfinger. Authorization: Dam an Chrestil."

There was a nonent of silence as the system hunted for an
unused uplink, the hissing static barely audi bl e over the engine
and the rush of water along the hull, and then the day di spatcher
said, "I'msorry, Na Dam an, but Na Rosaurin's on another I|ine.
Can | give her a nessage, or will you hol d?"

"G ve her a nessage," Dam an said. "Tell her to find Roscha
and bring her in. | want to talk to her. And get ne a copy of this
endanger nent conpl aint."”

“"Absol utely, Na Dam an." The dispatcher's sharp voice did
not change, but Dam an could imagine the lifted eyebrows. "I'I|
pass those nessages to Na Rosaurin, and put out a call for
Roscha. "

"Thanks, Moreo," Dam an said, and added, to the system
"Cl ose down. "

The system chi ned obediently, and a string of icons
flickered across the screen, their transit too fast to be read.
Dam an gl ared at the now enpty screen for a nonent |onger, then
made hi nmself concentrate on the increasing traffic as he cane up
on the buoy that nmarked the turn onto the Inland Water. He woul d
deal with Roscha | ater

The Water, the massi ve deep-water channel that bisected
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Burning Bright, was as crowded as ever. Enornous cargo barges
wal | oned along in the nmain channel, warned away fromthe faster,

| i ghter john-boat traffic by |ines of bright-orange buoys. Dozens
of tiny, brightly painted gondas flashed in and out of the double
channels, day lights glittering fromtheir upturned tails. Dam an
swore at the first to cross his path, matching his words to the
jolting rhythmof the swells, and felt the john-boat kick as it
crossed the gonda's wake. He lifted his fist at the gonda driver,
and got a flip of the hand in return. He swore again, and swung
into the | ane behind a seiner, its nets drawn up like skirts
around t he double boom It wall owed agai nst the heavy chop --
Stormwas only two days away, and the w nds had al ready shifted,
were driving against the current, setting up an unusual swell. The
seiner's holds were obviously full: on its way back fromthe
sequensa dredgi ng grounds off the Water's Honestead I sl and
entrance, Dam an guessed, and throttled back still further to
clear its heavy wake. It was likely to be the |last cargo they'd
see for a few weeks, until Storm was past.

Even at the slower pace, it didn't take long to cone
opposite the nouth of the Straight R ver, and he slowed again to
thread his way sedately through the bevy of smaller craft that
swar med around the entrance. The main wharfs | oonmed beyond that,
nmassive structures filling in the bend in the bank between the
Strai ght and the channel that led to the Junction Pool and the
war ehouse districts beyond. He felt a distinct pang of regret as
he edged the john-boat into the channel that led to his own docks -
- _if not for business, and if not for Roscha in particular, he

coul d have spent nore of the day on the Water _ -- and transforned
it instantly into anger. It was tine Roscha | earned her |esson:
that was all. He edged the john-boat between the barges tied up at

MADCo.'s end-of -dock terminal, and let hinself drift down easily,
nudgi ng the boat along with short bursts of power, to fetch up
agai nst the worn paddi ng al nost directly beneath B GCe.'s
antique ship poised against a flaring sun. A famliar face | ooked
down at him-- Tal ai na Rosaurin, one of the wharfingers -- and a
coupl e of dockers ran to catch the I|ines.

"Morning, Na Dam an. |'ve the day's plot set up, and
Roscha's on her way in," Rosaurin said.

Dam an nodded in acknow edgnent, and | eaned sideways to
catch the webbing that covered the fenders. He held the john-boat
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steady wth one hand and tossed the stern rope up onto the dock.
The nearest docker caught it, began automatically looping it
around the nearest bollard. "Thanks, Rosaurin. Finish the tie-up,
wll you?"

It was not a request. The wharfinger nodded, and dropped
onto the bow.

“I'"ll take a look at the plot as soon as |'ve seen Roscha, "
Dam an went on, and swung hinself easily up onto the dock. "Send
her in as soon as she gets here."

"Ri ght, Na Dam an," Rosaurin said, but Dam an was al ready
wal ki ng away.

H s office was in a corner of the main warehouse, insulated
fromthe noise and snell of the noving cargoes by a shell of
quil ted foam board, and well away fromthe wharfingers' station at
the end of the pier. He threaded his way past the gang of dockers
busy at the cranes unl oadi ng the barge that had brought the drop
capsules in fromthe Zone, and glanced sharply into the open cargo
space. He was noderately pleased to see that only two capsul es
remai ned to be brought onto the dock, and nmade his way past a
whi ning carrier into the shadows of the warehouse. A pair of
factors | ooked up at his entrance, and the taller of the two
touched his forehead and cane to intercept him | eaving the other
to preside over the newy opened drop capsul e.

"I'"' msorry, Na Dam an, but there's sone m nor spoilage in
this shipnent.”

"How | ovely." Dam an bit back the rest of his response,
said instead, "Finish checking it and give ne a report. Is it TMN
agai n?"

The factor nodded. "I'mafraid so."

"I need to talk to them " Dam an said, and continued on
toward the office. The door opened to his touch, reading his
pal nprint on the latch, and admtted himto the narrow | obby,
enpty except for the secretary pillar that guarded the inner
doorway. The sphere that bal anced on the truncated point of its
sl ender pyram d gl owed pale blue, tinged with green at the edges;
t hreads of darker blue danced in its center, shaping a series of
brief nmessages. At |east two of the code-strings signaled | onger
nmessages backed up in the system-- probably fromhis siblings, if
they were sent here -- but he stepped past the pillar into the
| nner office.
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Behind him the secretary said, inits cultured artificial
voi ce, "Na Dam an, you have nessages waiting."

"Oh, shut up," Dam an Chrestil said, and closed the door
behi nd him

He kept clean clothes in storage here, and there was a
smal | but confortable bath suite tucked into one corner of the
space. He showered and shaved, washing away salt and sweat and
wth it the last holiday feeling of freedom took two hangover
capsul es, and dressed quickly in the shirt and trousers and short
jacket that he found in the storage cell. He spent a little extra
time coaxing his thick mane of hair into a kind of careful
di sorder; he was vain about his hair, thick and naturally gol d-
streaked brown, and the fact that it | ooked good long did
sonething to make up for the way the fashi onable | ong coats sat
| unpi shly on his thin body. WIIlow was good, scrawny was not, and
he was forced to dress accordingly.

He returned to the inner office, and settled hinself at the
apex of the chevron-shaped desk. The smaller secretary gl obe --
really just an extension of the |larger nmachine in the | obby --
chirped softly at him and he swing to face it.

"Wl | ?"

"You have mail in your urgent file."

"Well, isn't that pleasant,” Dam an said. "How many itens?"
[1] T\/\D_ [1]

"Print them" Dam an Chrestil ran his hand over the
shadowscreen to light the various displays set on and in the
desktop, then | eaned back in his chair as the tiny nmail printer
whirred to life. It buzzed tw ce, chuckled briefly to itself, and
spat a sheet of paper with an all-too-famliar pattern. Dam an
took it, scowing down at the dark-blue border marks of a fornal
Lockwar den conpl ai nt sheet, and scanned the sharp printing.

Roscha, it seened, had excelled herself -- or had she? He read the
conplaint a second tine, nore carefully, then set the sheet aside,
frowning. The conpl ai nant's nanme was unfamliar, but he was a

j our neyman nenber of the Merchant |Investors' Syndicate, and the
MS was particularly hostile to B Ce. It wwuld be nice to know
just what, or even who, had persuaded the man to file a fornma
conplaint: the threat to throw himoff the cliff face was not, on
bal ance, a likely cause, at |least not in a bungee-gar bar |ike the
Last Drop. He fingered the shadowscreen again, putting the
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conplainant's nane into a basic inquiry program and glanced at
anot her screen, this one filled with the running reports fromthe
factors working on the cargo they'd collected the night before.
Roscha woul d have to learn better, however; for a start, she could
pay her own fines.

"Na Dam an," the secretary said. "Jafiera Roscha is here."

Dam an paused, flicked a spot on the shadowscreen to nute
the various displays. "Send her in."

The door opened al nost at once, and a wonman stood for an
i nstant outlined against the | obby's buttery light. She was tall,
and exquisitely built, her wai st narrow between perfectly
proportioned breasts and hips. Snug trousers and a dock-worker's
singlet only enphasi zed that perfection; the light jacket that
trailed fromone hand was a shade of indigo that matched her eyes.
Dam an had forgotten -- he always forgot, renenbered again each
time he saw her -- just how striking she was, and despite the
previous night felt a stirring of interest in his groin. Roscha
came forward into the light, the corners of her w de nouth drawn
down in an attenpt neither to smle nor frown, and Dam an slid the
conpl ai nt across the desktop at her.

"What the hell was this?"

Roscha took it warily, studied the printed nessage, her
eyes flicking back and forth between the paper and the other's
face. Sonehow, despite the hours she spent on the Water, she had
kept her skin dazzlingly fair, the color of coffee cream her red
hair flanmed agai nst her shoul ders, held out of her eyes by a strip
of black ribbon. Mre black bands -- braided ribbons or strips of
| eat her -- circled each wist, and Dam an recal led hinself sternly
to the business at hand.

Roscha set the paper carefully back on the edge of the
desk. "I guess | had too nmuch to drink last night."

"I guess you should be nore careful where you drink,"

Dam an answer ed.
Roscha shrugged, | ooking rather sullen. "There were a bunch

of us, celebrating, and enough of us nmaking noise. | don't know
why t hey picked on ne."

"Just accident-prone, | guess," Dam an said.

Roscha | ooked away, not quickly enough to hide the flash of
anger. "l just got carried away. |I'msorry."

"I don't pay ny people to get carried away," Dam an
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Chrestil said. "I pay you to do your job, and do what | tell you.
Not to go around collecting conplaint sheets.” He gl anced down at
the slip of paper again. "Do you even know this nman?"

Roscha | ooked at the intricately patterned carpet, visibly
mastering her tenper. "By sight, nostly, and |I know the nane --
he's in the Gane, |'ve seen himplaying on the nets. | did know he
wor ks for the MS. "

“"Do you know what he does for thenf"

"Works for one of the factors, | think," Roscha answered.
"Conput er jockey."

" AR "

In spite of his best efforts, there was enough satisfaction
in Dam an's voice that the wary | ook in Roscha's eyes faded to
sonething nore |like curiosity. Dam an glared at her, and she net
his stare with a stony face.

"They give you a choice," he said, after a nonent. "Pay the
fine, a hundred and fifty real , or take it to court. You'll

pay. "

There was another little silence, Roscha's too-|arge nouth
thinning slightly, and then she said, without inflection, "I don't
have that nuch in ny account."

Dam an | ooked at her for a | ong nonent, and she returned
the stare unflinching. Alittle color m ght have touched her w de
cheekbones, but it was hard to tell. "Al right," he said, and ran
hi s hand over the shadowscreen. The second printer, the one | oaded
with draft forns, chirred softly under the desktop, and spat a

slip of soft paper. "Here, give this to Rosaurin, she'll give you
a voucher -- and I'lIl stop you twenty-five real a paycheck to
cover it. Agreed?"

"Agreed." Roscha still looked grim but the tight set of

her nmouth eased a little.

Dam an nodded, and slid the draft across the desktop toward
her. Roscha took it, pocketed it w thout |ooking at the faint
printing. "Right, then," Dam an said, and the woman turned away,
accepting that dism ssal. Even before the door had cl osed behind
her, Dam an reached for the shadowscreen, raising the priority of
his inquiry about the MS conpl ai nant. A nenber of the Merchant
| nvestors, even a | owranking one, who was al so a conputer jockey
and who was around his warehouses often enough for Roscha to
recogni ze himby sight, was a nman who woul d bear watching. It just
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m ght explain how |l ocal Custons had conme to question a shipnent of
his last nonth. On the whole, he thought, it was worth paying
Roscha's fine -- he mght not even bother taking all of it out of
her check.

He sighed then, and turned his attention back to the
wai ti ng nessages. As he'd expected, his eldest sibling,

Al tagracian, the Chrestil-Brisch Pensionary, was at the top of the
| ist. Dam an scanned the curt nessage -- _call at once_ -- but
dunped it into a holding file wthout answering. Chrestillio

al ways overreacted; he could wait a little | onger.

The secretary chined again, and said, "There is an incom ng
nmessage under your private and urgent code. Do you wish to
accept ?"

Dam an frowned, but none of his siblings had that set of

nunbers. "Yes. Put it on the nmain board."

The central panel of the uninpressive triptych on the far
wall -- | should comm ssion sonething better_, he thought, not
for the first tinme -- slid apart to reveal the main screen, and a

noment | ater the connect codes streaned across the black gl ass.
The Visiting Speaker Kuguee ji-Ilnbaoa | ooked out at him heavy
body franmed by the curtains of an enornous bed.

_Anbassador Chauvelin does well for hinself , Dam an
t hought, and hid a grin. He said aloud, "Good norning, Na Speaker.
| trust everything's well with you."

"Na Dam an." The Visiting Speaker was making an effort to
be polite, unusual for him Daman Chrestil waited warily.

"You had sone concerns about one of the anbassador's
agents," ji-Inbaoa said abruptly, and Dam an gl anced involuntarily
at the security telltales enbedded in the deskt op.

"Na Speaker, our conversation was rather nore secure --

"I have taken precautions,"” ji-lnbaoa interrupted. "My end
of this transmssion is safe.”

The hi ssing accent made the words even nore of a rebuke,
and Dam an frowned, | ooking again at the security readout. "So is
mne, but it's not a chance | |ike taking."

"You had been concerned about this agent, this Ransonme," ji-
| mbaoa went on, and Dam an resigned hinself.

"Yes. | was and am" _And |I've been trying ny damedest to
get him back into the Gane and off the main nets. The bastard
spends too nmuch tine on the nets, he's bound to see what |'ve done
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to nove the | achesi_ --
"I have told Chauvelin that you want Ransonme back in the

Gane," ji-Ilnbaoa went on, "and that | believe Ransone shoul d do
what you want -- so that we can find out what you are up to, of
course. "

"Christ." Dam an controlled hinself with an effort, said
only, "Don't you think that's a little obvious, Na Speaker?" _And
what if he actually does find out?_

"I rely on your bait to be good enough." Ji-I|nbaoa
i nspected his fingerclaws, a snug and satisfied gesture.

"As | relied on you to get himoff the nets," Dam an
snapped. "Na Speaker, if you want this cargo that you've invested
so heavily in to get where it's supposed to be going, Illario
Ransone has to be distracted.”

"I do not understand why he is so inportant."” Ji-Ilnbaoa sat
down abruptly on the bed, flicked claws in inpatient dismssal.

_Because he's the best netwal ker |'ve ever seen. And he
plays politics_. Dam an said al oud, keeping a tight rein on his
tenmper, "lllario Ransone is brilliant on the nets. He is also an
i mgist, he taps all the nets, all of them he goes trawing for
i mages for his story eggs, and he renenbers everything. He's the
only person who would be at the right place at the right tine to
spot the paper trail, and the only one who has enough outsi de
information to put the pieces together. Does that nmake it clear?"

There was a little silence, and then ji-Inbaoa | ooked away.

"Still, you should have what you want. He shoul d be distracted,
i nvestigati ng your Gane."
"I hope so." Dam an paused, considering. It mght work, at

that, mght give himthe tinme he needed to -- adjust -- the
custons nets to accept his new cargo. |If Ransone did as he was
told, of course, and if Cella's scenarios were enough to catch his
eye ... But Stormwas comng, too, and the first few days of
Carnival were celebrated on the nets, as well as on the streets.
The two things together m ght be enough to |let himget away with
it. "Have you gotten the destination codes?"

"I amstill waiting," ji-lnbaoa said. "I will pass them on
to you as soon as | have them you need not worry."

| always worry , Dam an thought, but said, "Al right. The
sooner the better, though, Na Speaker, because w thout them!]
can't get this cargo into Hsaioi-An." He paused, seeing annoyance
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i n the sudden clenching of ji-Inbaoa's hands, nade hinself add,
"Thanks for dealing with Ransone, though."”

Ji -l nbaoa's hands relaxed. "W are in this together, Na
Chrestil. Now, | have had an active night, and wish to sl eep.”

"Sleep well, then," Dam an answered, and cut the
connection. He |eaned back in his chair, ran his hand across the
shadowscreen to close down the |ink. The triptych slid slowy back
i nto place over the nowenpty screen, and he stared at it for a

nmoment. | wonder what it would cost nme to conm ssion Ransone to
do a piece to replace it?_he wondered, and grinned at the

t hought. It m ght keep himbusy for a while, and he'd be furious:
it's an insultingly mnor job. Hell, it mght be worth asking just

to see the look on his face . He fiddled with the shadowscreen,
filing the thought for |ater consideration, and touched another
icon to bring up the rest of his mail. The secretary, progranmred
to be hel pful, appended a to-do list as well. Dam an considered it
for a nonent, and succunbed to tenptation. Rosaurin wanted himto
approve the next week's shipping plot, and that was nuch nore fun
t han the pai nstaking records-nelding that needed to be done. He
pushed hinself away from his desk and out the door before he could
change his m nd.

*Day 30*

_High Spring: Ransone's Loft,
(A d Coast Road, Newfields,
_Above Junction Pool _

Ransone half sat, half lay in the chair that conforned
itself to his thin body, barely aware of the shifting cushions
that held himexactly where he wanted to be. Images filled the air
around him ghostly yet substantial-seem ng, all but bl ocking out
the cityscape spread out below the | oft wi ndows. The w ndows
di med again, cutting out the sunlight -- they had been di mm ng
steadily since sunrise, follow ng the house progranmm ng -- but
Ransone did not notice, lost in the flickering narrowasts that
hel d and surrounded him The inplants set into the bones at the
outer edges of his eye sockets caught and anplified the
conflicting signals; his wire gloves, thin and flexible and warm
as blood, let himscul pt the space around him defining each
unreal volunme according to his whim The offerings of half a dozen
di fferent narrownets danced in the air around him Ganers to his
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| eft, four different sessions played out in as many different
venues, three old, pretaped, the fourth a | ate-ni ght session that
had dragged on into the norning. Faces and streets and shadows,
culled illegally fromthe Lockwardens' security systens, wove in
and through the other images, overlaying themw th a bizarre

pat chwork of norning |light and shade. The matchi ng audi o nur nur ed
on a dozen channels fromthe speakers at the base of the roonis
wal | s, backing the images with the solidity of sound. His
attention was fixed on a single imge, floating overhead, at the
apex of the cone of |ight and noise: flickering market glyphs from
the port conputers spun in delicate |linkage, legitinmate public
nunbers and private taps conbined into a single database, strings
of nunbers conbined into a dazzling three-di nensi onal shape that
had a weird organic beauty all its own.

He | et the shapes wash over and around him put out his
hand to draw i n anot her narrowcast band. The air glowed briefly
anmber, control icons sparking in the system space that he had
pl aced within easy reach, and then cleared again. A wonman's face
appeared, a nask of white paint and strong black lines and the
vivid red of her nouth; he watched for a nonent and pushed it
away, to one side of the dancing market nunbers. For a brief
i nstant, his hand seened to sink into the inmage, nmarring its edge,
and then it noved, obedient to his touch. He reached again into
the control space, found the synbols and the tool he wanted, and a
second image, identical to the delicate, conplex shape that was
the graphic representation of the el aborate transfornmational
dat abase over head, appeared in the air in front of him He chose
another tool, the wires of his gloves growing faintly warner
around his hands in confirmation of the choice, and then reached
for the shape. He wapped his hands around it, squeezed gently,
conpressing it, until it hung in a space no nore than a dozen
centineters in dianeter. Sone of the delicacy had vanished in the
conpression, becone little nore than texture. He frowned, and
reached for a second tool, used its all-but-invisible point to pry
t he nunbers apart, untangling the channels, until the various
strands were distinct again.

He | ay back agai nst the shifting cushions, studying the
| mge, set it slowy rotating in front of him The shape derived
fromthose tw ning nunbers would be the main focus of one of his
story eggs, a commission for a Syndic of the Merchant |Investors, a
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woman who |ived and died by the novenents of the trade that
created the nunbers coiling in the air in front of him He reached
for the face that hung in the air beside it, brought it down,
until the strands of nunbers slowy withed behind the mask, I|ike
DNA beneath the skin. It was interesting, but not, he thought,
what was needed now, it detracted fromthe bizarre beauty of the
shifting nunbers. He banished the face with a wave of his hand,

| eaving only the intertw ni ng nunbers, bronze and green and all
the shades of netal, floating in unreal space. He sml ed,
contenplating it, and reached into the control space to preserve
the image in one of the dataspheres waiting linked to the main
consol es. The sphere would store both the algorithmthat
transforned the nunbers to this graphic and the fornulae for the
connections to the financial nets -- even the private ones, one of
whi ch had been donated by the client -- that provided the raw
data. Al that renmamined was to set the inmage into a proper casing,
and that was already waiting, ready on the shelf: a snooth, pale
green egg the color of old, well-weathered copper, with streaks
and spills of stronger green, and the ghost of the netal show ng
through. He smled, savoring the satisfaction of a job well done,
and cl osed the particul ar vol une.

A voi ce that had been speaking fromone of the floor-
nount ed receivers for sone tine now, he realized bel atedly, was
calling his nane.

" -- Ransone, | know you're there. | can see your taps."
There was a brief pause, and then, reluctantly, "It's inportant, |-
Jay. "

Ransone si ghed, suddenly aware that it was norning and that
he had been awake nost of the night, and that it was Chauvelin
hi mrsel f who was nmaking this connection, not one of the apparently
nunber | ess anbassadori al servants. He nuted the renaining i nages
with a wave of his hand, and reached into control space to connect
hi mself with the communi cati ons channel. "I'm here."

"About tine."

The famliar face, elegant and worn and |ined beneath the
brown hair just going cloudy with grey, blooned in the air above
hi m Ransone w nced, and noved it to a | ess dom nating position.
"I was working," he said, and w nced again at the defensive note
in his voice. "What is it?"

Chauvelin smled slightly, sourly, a faint quirk of one
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corner of his long nouth. "I need to talk to you -- not on the
nets. The Visiting Speaker has cone up with sone interesting
i nformation you and | need to discuss."

"Fuck the Visiting Speaker," Ransone said, and Chauvelin's
smle w dened into sonething approachi ng hunor.

"Aprivilege not likely to be granted."” Chauvelin's smle
vani shed as quickly as it had appeared. "Tell ne sonething, why
would Cella M nter want you back in the Gane?"

Ransone blinked, wondering where this question had cone
from and what it really neant. Cella he knew, both as Dam an
Chrestil's mstress and as an acconplished Ganer, but only froma

di stance. "I've no idea," he said, and then, because it was
usually best to tell Chauvelin the truth, "I didn't know she
want ed nme back Gam ng."

"So ji-Ilnbaoa says,"” Chauvelin said, and held up a hand,

forestalling any answer fromthe other. Ransonme grinned, and | et
hi m continue. "And so it |ooks to ne, too, |ooking at the nets. |
tied in to sonme of the club gossip boards. There's a lot of talk
about Anbi dexter, and usually Cella hinting in the background that
he ought to cone back to show people how his tenplates are
supposed to be played.™

Ransone shrugged, felt his face go wooden. "Anbidexter's
dead - -

In spite of hinself, the words cane out bitter, and it was
the bitterness that Chauvelin answered. "You're not dead yet. |
don't have tinme for self-pity, I-Jay, | need your help."

Ransone |ifted both eyebrows, a deliberate imtation of
Chauvelin's gesture. "You nust be desperate." He paused then,
shook his head, shaking away the bad tenper that was becom ng a
habit with him "lI'msorry. | don't know why Cella would want ne
on the Gane," he said again. "Unless it's sonething Dam an
Chrestil wants?"

"I'd say that was highly |ikely," Chauvelin nurnured.

“"Whi ch rai ses the question of why he would want it. And that is
sonething | don't want to discuss on the nets."

Ransone made anot her face, though he had to admt the
wi sdomof it. He hinself was not the only netwal ker on Burning
Bright, or the only imgist who tapped unlikely |ines |ooking for
good sources. "l suppose you'll want ne to cone to you."

"Yes." Chauvelin's tone bl ended forbearance and the
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resignation of an adult dealing with a child. "I think that woul d
be best."

Ransone | aughed, gestured apol ogy, mmng the hsai gesture
that linked wist spurs. The scars where his inplanted spurs had
been renoved touched briefly, an odd, unpleasant feeling; he
jerked his hands apart wthout finishing the novenent. Chauvelin

said nothing, did not nove at all, as though nothing had happened,
and Ransone said, "I'll be there in an hour." He knew he sounded
curt, nmade hinself add, by way of further apology, "It'll take ne
a while to pull nyself together. | was up all night working on a

comm ssi on. "
Chauvel i n nodded. "May | see?"
"It's a private comm ssion," Ransone said, wth genui ne

regret -- Chauvelin was one of the very few whose opinions
mattered to him-- then grinned suddenly. "But |'ve done sonething
for you, I'll show you when | get there."

"That will be the first good thing that's happened all
day," Chauvelin said. He gave a twisted smle, as though he
regretted the adm ssion, and said, in an entirely different voice,
“I'n an hour, then." He cut the connection before Ransone coul d
respond.

Ransone sighed, staring at the still-busy inages w thout
really seeing them then brought his chair upright. The net taps
whirl ed around him readjusting thenselves to his position, but he
waved them away, then closed both fists to shut down the system
d yphs and code-strings flickered past, too fast to be understood
at nore than the sublimnal |level, and then the pictures vani shed.
Ransone si ghed again, stretching, feeling the long night's work
claw at his back, the old famliar ache in the bones and tendons
of his hands. He peeled off the tight gloves, wincing a little,
and set them aside. H's chest was tight, catching in his ribs; he
could hear the fluids at the base of his lungs, a harsh rasp that
cut each breath too short for confort. He reached instinctively
for the cylinder of Mst, flipping it backwards to unfold the
facemask, but stopped abruptly. The red light gl owed under the
trigger button, warning himthat he had taken a dose within the
| ast two hours. He stared at it for a second, his mnd formng a
curse to override the fear, then made hinself set it aside.

"I nput,"” he said aloud. "Housekeeper systens." The words
caught in his chest, the lack of air catching himby surprise. He
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coughed, hard, the spasmdriving painfully deep. H's nouth filled
with phlegmthat tasted |ike bitter copper; he spat it into a
sheet of tissue, and saw the famliar thick white laced with a
froth of red. That was answer enough. "Cancel,"” he whi spered,

voi ce harsh and strange to his own ears, but the roomresponded
calmy.

“I nput cancel ed. "

Ransone scow ed, hating the sickness, hating the fact that
his systens renenbered that choked voice as his own, and pushed
hi msel f up out of the chair. The injector lay on the shelf where
he kept the story eggs' shells. He went to get it, feeling the too-
famliar giddiness, laid the cold tip against the veins of his
neck as he had been taught, where the skin was nore or |ess
permanent|ly reddened fromthe injections, and pressed the trigger.
The machi ne stung once, painfully, and he i magi ned he coul d feel
the drug spreading like cold fire under his skin. The doctors
swore it was a hallucination, a common side effect. It felt rea
enough, and he stood for a |ong nonent, waiting, eyes fixed on
not hing, as the chill spread through his chest and down his right
arm and the pain eased and his breath cane easier, the rattling
in his lungs fading slightly. It had been three years since the
mai nt enance drugs, the ones that had kept the white-sickness at
bay, had failed him as he had known they would: five to seven
years, he could expect the injections to work, and then he was
dead.

Ransone stuffed the injector into his pocket, nmade hinself
shower and shave and find a clean shirt and jerkin, going through
the notions until the fear and anger had retreated again. Wite-
si ckness was conmon in hsai space, a common killer of jericho-
humans; it was al so i ncurable, though onset and death could be
del ayed for decades with the right drugs. It was just his bad |uck
to have shared a cell with a carrier, back on Jericho. _My m stake
to have been on Jericho at all, to have worked for the Chrestil -
Brisch in the first place ... He shook the thought away, and
gl anced for a final tinme in his mrror. He was | ooking haggard --
too little sleep; nothing new_ -- but the hectic flush fromthe
i njection still burned on his cheeks, two ugly, fake-I|ooking spots
of red. The black jerkin and trousers and the | oose white shirt
had been neant to conplenment his usual bone-white pallor. He
suppressed the instinct to rub his face, to scrub the red away,
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and reached instead for the handful of carved stones waiting on
hi s wor kbench. He slipped those into his pocket, and left the
| oft, doubl e-sealing the palnprint |ock behind himout of habit.

H s flat was one of a dozen in a converted warehouse,
purchased cheap by one of the artists' cooperatives now t hat nost
cargoes noved through the new Junction Pool cargo lifts rather
than the long way around, fromthe ranps at Dry Cut along the A d
Coast Road that skimmed the cliff edge. The ol d warehouse
districts were no |onger convenient, or profitable; the buildings
t hat had not been converted to other uses -- ght manufacture,
particularly, and in this district the enbroiderers' shops that
made the enbellished fabrics that were Burning Bright's prinmary
export product -- stood enpty, their w ndows cracked, franes
enptied by last year's Storm The |ift was occupi ed, as usual --
t here were enough heavy-materials workers in the building to
ensure that the single lift was always in use or out of order --
and Ransone nmade his way down the side stairs. It had been a fire
access once, running along the outside of the building, and the
outer wall was pierced at intervals by narrow panels of wre nesh.
The air that flowed in was soft and heavy with the salt snell of
the canals, and warmwith the prom se of Storm There were nore
signs of approaching Stormin the corners of the stair, or at
| east of the Carnival that took up nbst of the two-week period: a
raki bottle stood enpty on each | anding, and the | owest |evel,
where the walls were solid to prevent unauthorized access, stank
of urine. Ransone made a face, and stepped carefully over the
puddl es to unl ock the gate.

The al |l eyway was crowded w th denki - bi kes and two- and
t hree- wheel ed vel ocks, the latter chained to anything substanti al
enough to defeat a standard wirecutter, the denki-bi kes clustered
around the charging bollards, a blue haze show ng where the
security fields intersected. Ransone reached cautiously into the
tangl e of cables and [ ocks to free his own nmachi ne, and wi nced as
the fizzing security stung his fingers. Then he backed the bike
out of the tangle -- for once without setting off soneone else's
security system-- checked the power reserve, and clinbed aboard.
The machi ne was woefully underpowered, for his taste, but it was
servi ceabl e, and better than the tourist-trolleys. He edged the
throttle forward -- the bi ke whined and shivered -- and let it
carry himsedately into the traffic stream
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He took the short road to the Ghetto where Chauvelin |ived
with nost of the rest of Burning Bright's noncitizen residents,
skirting the cliff edge above the delivery basins of Junction
Pool, then cutting straight through the industrial zone past the
spaceport at Newfields. A colum of snoke and steam hung in the
di stance, the winds slowy bending and fraying it to not hing:
soneone was savi ng noney on | aunch costs, flying chem cal rockets.
The pilots who ran the orbital shuttle would be cursing, Ransone
t hought, and sm | ed.

The anbassadori al residence stood on one of the highest
points in the Ghetto -- on all of the Landing Isle, the |argest
pi ece of the original |[andmass: the hsai |iked heights, and nost
of Burning Bright's inhabitants didn't care. The househol d staff
had been told to expect him Ransone paused at the gate only | ong

enough to identify hinself -- nobst of Chauvelin's household knew
himby sight, after nearly fifteen years in the anbassador's
service -- and then a pair of hsai servants cane out of the nmain

house to neet him The nale took the denki-bi ke, and the hsaii --
Chauvelin's steward laneis je-Sou'tsian, Ransone realized with
sonme surprise -- bowed politely.

"Sia Chauvelin has asked ne to bring you directly to the
garden," she said, in tradetal k, and Ransone answered in | ow m an-
hsai .

“I''"'mhonored by the courtesy.” _And very surprised by it _,
he added silently. _Wat the hells is going on, to nake ne rate
this treatnent?_ He foll owed w thout question, however -- he knew
better than to ask that question -- and je-Sou'tsian brought him
t hrough the sudden cool of a service passageway, bypassing the
mai n house, and |ed himout as suddenly onto a path that ran
between tall walls of flowering hedge. Ransone bli nked,
nomentarily confused, then oriented hinself. This was the naze, a
part of the garden derived fromhsai tradition, and one that
Chauvelin rarely used. Je-Sou'tsian followed the turns w thout

hesitation, however -- maybe it is true_, Ransone thought, _that
there really is only one pattern in use on all the worlds of
Hsai oi-An_ -- and |let themout through a red-lacquered gate onto

the carefully | andscaped | awn of the upper terrace. Chauvelin was
waiting a few neters away, seated confortably in the shade of a
bell fl ower tree, a |uncheon tray beside himand a data nanager
resting in his |ap.
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"Na Ransone is here," je-Sou'tsian said, and the anbassador
| ooked up with an abstracted smle.

"Ransone. Join nme, why don't you?" To je-Sou'tsian, he
added, "Thank you. That'll be all."

"Yes, sia," the steward answered, bow ng, and backed away.

Ransone made his way down the terraced sl ope, stepping
carefully around the el aborately casual plantings. He was very
aware of the anbassador's residence | oom ng behind him the
sunl i ght polishing the white-stone walls and glinting off the |ong
wi ndows. It felt unpleasantly as though soneone were watchi ng him
and he seated hinself deliberately on the wall that overl ooked the
| ower terrace. Chauvelin glanced up at him gave a quick smle,
and Ransone smled rather wyly in return. If it had been the
cliff wall, overlooking the hundred-neter drop to the Ad Gty, he
woul d never in a thousand years have settled hinself there,
especially with Chauvelin sitting less than two neters from him
and they both knew it.

"So good of you to cone,
| i ght est note of irony.

Ransone let his smle wden. "I was working," he said.

"What is this about Cella, and the Gane?"

"That's the very question I'd |ike you to answer,"
Chauvel i n sai d.

Ransone spread his hands -- a human gesture, not hsai, and
deli berately so. "I don't know. |'ve been out of the Gane for
three years, | barely pay attention to the Gane nets except when
I"'mtrolling for inmages. | don't know what Cella wants -- except
that if she wants it, Dam an Chrestil probably wants it, too."

Chauvel i n nodded slightly, though Ransone could not be sure
I f the novenent was a response to his words or to sonething on his
screen. "I need to know why. Ji-Inbaoa cane in this norning -- "

" Sober ?" Ransone nmurnmured, with just the right note of
shock, and allowed hinself a brief smle when the word surprised a
| augh from Chauvel i n.

"Mostly so. At any rate, he cane to ne conpl ai ning that

Chauvelin said, wth only the

Dam an Chrestil is interested in you, via Cella -- he knows you as
ny agent, so don't ask -- and demandi ng to know why. Wen |
checked himout, | found the sane thing: |lots of agitation to get

you back into the Gane, and usually Cella's at the back of it. |
want to know what's goi ng on."
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"I told you," Ransone began, and Chauvelin nodded.

"I know you' ve been working. A conmm ssion for Syndic
Leonerdes, and that big installation for the governor. But | need
to know what's going on, |-Jay. Ji-lnbaoa -- well, | won't bore
you with hsai politics."

"Bore ne," Ransone said.

Chauvel in grinned, sobered instantly. "Suffice it to say
that ji-I1nbaoa has nore influence than he should, and he wants
this done. And that's the other thing I want to find out: why the
hell should he be so worried about Dam an Chrestil ?"

Ransone shrugged one shoul der. "Maybe they had a bar fight,
their tastes seemsimlar enough. Though |I don't think Dam an
Chrestil drinks quite so nuch."

"Let me put it this way," Chauvelin said, and his voice was
suddenly devoid of all expression. "Ji-lnbaoa is worried enough to
remnd nme that, since | nmade you mn-hao , you could still face
charges in Hsaioi-An, for |lese mgjesty.”

"Lesser treason,"” Ransone nurnured, through |ips grown
suddenly stiff and unresponsive, "but still treason.”

"Just so.”

They sat in silence for a | ong nonent, the only sounds the
faint whistle of the seabirds and the whine of a denki-bi ke
passing in the street. Ransone slipped his hand into his pocket,
found the handful of carved stones he had collected, turned them
over one by one. He had been glad to be tried as _houta_ back on
Jericho; insults up the social scale, fromperson to person or
from _mn-hao_to a person, could be construed as a kind of
treason, and the sentences for that were nore severe than they
were for theft. Insults by houta , on the other hand, were "no
nore than the barking of dogs," or so the hsaii judge had said
t hrough the human translator, and therefore didn't count agai nst
him Unfortunately, the hsai had a very long nenory for insults.

He slipped one of the stones out of his pocket, fingering
the delicate features without really | ooking at them H s eyes
travel ed i nstead beyond the | ower terrace, beyond the Straight
Ri ver, where he thought he could see the bow of the Crooked River,
dividing the dd Gty fromthe Five Points District. It was a
trick of the light, he knew that, of the hazy sunlight and the
wat er - heavy air, that turned all distances vague and soft-edged,
drowned in a blue-grey haze |like a watercolor wash. Even so, his
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mnd filled in the outlines, drew a second steely curve beyond the
nore solid line of the Straight. Five Points proper, the five
projecting pieces of cliff edge where the descendants of the city
founders lived, |lay beyond that curve, invisible, tantalizing, and
the third of the points belonged to the Chrestil-Brisch. He had
been there once, years ago -- before Chauvelin, before Jericho,
before he'd even thought of |eaving Burning Bright, when he had
still thought he could play certain ganmes w thout penalty even

t hough he'd been born poor canalli, child of a Syncreti st
C(bservant, playing ganes on equal terns with the second child of
Chrestil-Brisch....

He put that thought aside. Cella Mnter was nudgi ng him
back into the Gane, and the hand behi nd her was Dam an Chrestil's:
that was what mattered now, that and whatever hsai politics
Chauvelin was tangled in. Chauvelin had been adopted into the tzu
Tsinra-an, and was relatively a nodernist and a noderate even
Wi thin the noderate faction that dom nated the court. But where he
stood in the greater conflict that |lay behind the factional
guarrel, Ransonme had never been conpletely sure. Hsaioi-An wanted
to control settled space -- the hsai needed to control settled
space, because their culture could not admt that other species
equal l ed their own; the whole el aborate fiction of adoptions and
| egal ki n-species had been set up to allow the hsai to pretend
that other beings were really a part of their own species.
Chauvelin had enbraced that fiction, heart and soul, or he
woul dn't be here.

But he had been careful, all the years Ransone had known
him never to say whether he supported the w der definition of
ki nship, one that would elimnate the concept of _houta_ and
replace it with an acknow edgnent of a basic kinship between all
intelligent species, or the ol der, nore conservative version. Mst
conscri pts Ransone had known supported the old, narrow definition:
why shoul d others get for nothing what they had worked so hard to
wi n? That sort of selfish self-aggrandi zenent wasn't Chauvelin's
style -- but then, it was equally unlike Chauvelin to keep silent
even about risky political beliefs. Mre |ikely, Chauvelin had
t hought of hinself as hsaie for so long that it no | onger occured
to himto think of hinself as involved in that debate. Chauvelin
had made one thing very clear. |If Ransone didn't serve Chauvelin's
| nterests, Chauvelin would no |onger be able to protect him That
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know edge had a sour taste, and he | ooked away, stared over his
shoul der toward the shimering towers of Newfields. Even at this

di stance, he heard a runble |ike distant thunder, and squinted
skyward in spite of know ng better, |ooking for the pinpoint |ight
of an orbiter already |Iong out of sight. He | ooked back, dazzled --
the sun was starting the decline over the highlands, turning the
sky to a white haze -- and saw Chauvelin | ooking at him

"The sound of noney," Ransone said, and deliberately turned
his back on the port. Chauvelin lifted an eyebrow, visibly decided
the coment did not deserve an answer, and returned his attention
to the data manager that rested on his |ap. The subject was
clearly closed, or else, Ransone thought, even Chauvelin was a
little ashanmed of hinself for this one. He watched Chauvelin work
for alittle longer, the | ong hands busy on the input strip, the
grey-brown hair fading even nore in the afternoon |ight, the
slight, faintly quizzical hint of a frow as he studi ed sonething
on the screen. Ransone did not |ike being ignored, did not I|ike
bei ng ignored after being threatened, said, not quite at random
“"Do you think it's wise to annoy Dam an Chrestil ?"

“"Way not ?" Chauvelin's voice sounded bored, his eyes still
on the screen in front of him but Ransone got what he was | ooking
for, the subtle shift of expression that neant the anbassador was
| i steni ng cl osely.

"He's not a fool," Ransone said. "O a child. They say
he'll be coopted to the Sel ect next year."

"I's that what they say?" Chauvelin did not nove, but
Ransone smled to hinself, hearing the slight change in tone. He
had confirnmed sonething that Chauvelin had suspected -- and a seat
anong the Select, the elite advisory council that handl ed nuch of
Burning Bright's foreign policy, was the first step toward
becom ng gover nor.

"Anong other things." Ransone |owered his eyes to | ook at
the carved head, pinching it between his fingers, glanced up
t hrough his | ashes to watch Chauvelin's response.

"Well, that's what | pay you for," Chauvelin said. "And for
finding out what in all hells Dam an Chrestil wants." He | eaned
back in his chair, stretching long legs in front of him and
touched the manager's screen. The nmachi ne shut itself down
obediently, its chinme nuted in the heavy air. He was wearing a
hsai e greatcoat over plain shirt and trousers, a sweep of unshaped
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river-green brocade that set off the weathered ivory of his skin.
H s hands were starting to betray his age. Ransone | ooked down at
his own fingers, saw the sane |ines and shadows starting, tendons
and bones starkly outlined under the roughened skin. Not that he
was |likely to see the end of the process: by the tine he reached
Chauvelin's age -- and there were not ten years between them-- he
was |ikely to be dead.

"Anong other things," he said again, putting aside the
famliar recognition, and tilted his head toward the terrace,
toward the hardscaping he hinself had desi gned. Chauvel in nodded,
acknow edgi ng the point, and by coincidence a breath of w nd shook
the bellflower tree beside him bathing themboth in its nusky
perfune. It would have been a nice effect , Ransone thought, _if
| could' ve planned it _.

Chauvelin set the data manager aside on the stones of the
wal |, |eaned back in his chair, taking his tinme. The sunlight cast
a delicate pattern of shadow over him pouring down through the
bell fl ower's fan-shaped | eaves and striking deep sparks of col or
fromthe draped greatcoat. Even in the shadow, the |ines that
bracketed his nouth and fanned fromthe corners of his eyes were
very visible. The crows'-feet tightened slightly, a novenent that
m ght becone either a smle or a frown, and Ransone bit his tongue
totry to copy the other's silence, to keep from speaki ng too
soon. The bellflower's | eaves rustled gently, and another orbiter
runbl ed skywar d.

"I have to know what he's up to," Chauvelin said at |ast.
“"You're the best chance | have for that."

Do you nean ji-Ilnbaoa, or Dam an Chrestil?_ Ransone
wondered. O both?_ He sighed, | ooked down at the scul pted head
that still rested in the palmof his hand. | would have done this
anyway, regardless of threat or flattery -- or |love or whatever it
Is that's between you and ne, Tal Chauvelin. For the love of this
gane that's better than anything the Gane has ever produced . "All
right," he said, easing hinself off the terrace wall, and reached

into his pocket for the rest of the handful of carved stones.
Chauvelin | ooked up, one eyebrow rising slightly.

"You said you had sonething to show ne?"

Ransone nodded. "Hold out your hand.”

Chauvel i n extended one | ong hand, both eyebrows lifting
now, and Ransone opened his fist, letting the stones -- grey-
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silver, a shower of frozen nmercury -- fall into the other's palm
Several of them bounced away before Chauvelin could catch them
but he made no nove to gather them sat staring at the four that
remai ned in his hand. Ransone watched himturn the carvings, roll
them curiously beneath one probing finger, then |l ean to pick up
the ones that had fallen, one by one, until he had themall. The
delicate faces, sone white as the hazy sky, one dark as slate, the
others grey and silver, stared at nothing with know ng,
provocati ve eyes. Chauvelin nodded once, silent approval, | ooked
up at the other nan.

"I thought |'d pave your paths with them" Ransone said,
and, slowy, smled.

There was another |little silence, and then Chauvelin nodded
again, this tine in agreenent. "How soon can you have it done?"

"And in place?" Ransone paused, thinking. The idea of
pavi ng the paths was new, had cone to himon the denki-bike ride
fromhis |oft; he hadn't even begun to work out the quantities he
woul d need, or the tinme it would take for an automated workshop to
fabricate themfromhis nodels. "A week, probably -- no, Stornis
com ng, everyone will be working on Carnival stuff. A week and a
hal f, two weeks, probably. G ve or take a couple of days."

"I want themin place by ny party,"” Chauvelin said.

Ransone frowned for an instant; he had forgotten how | ate
it was, that tonorrow was the |ast day of Hi gh Spring, and the

date of Chauvelin's annual grand reception. "I don't know, " he
said involuntarily, and Chauvelin nodded.
"I know. But I"'mwlling to pay double costs, and a rush

bonus on top of it, if you can find a way to get it done."
"I can try," Ransone said, absurdly pleased by the denmand.
There were a few places that m ght be able to do the production

run on this kind of notice -- stonecrafters didn't get too nuch
extra business for Storm unlike nost artisans -- and Chauvelin's
own gardeners could handle the installation.... This was one of

the things he |liked w thout reservation about Chauvelin: when he
pl ayed patron, he did it in grand style. _And the noney woul dn't
hurt, either .

"I mean it," Chauvelin said. "Post the costs on the house
net, 1I'll authorize the draft."

"I'"l'l do it," Ransone said, and added, know ng the
wor kshops, "if | can.”
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Chauvel in nodded, smling slightly, and Ransone turned
away, not waiting for the steward to take hi mback out through the
maze, wal ki ng up through the garden toward the house and the well -
wat ched passage to the street.

*Part Two*

*Eveni ng, Day 30*
_High Spring: Shadows, Face_
_Road, Dock Road District_
_Below the A d Dike

Li oe started for Shadows just after sundown, riding the
tourist-trolley to the elevators at Governor's Point, then one of
the massive cars down the cliff face to Governor's Point Bel ow.
The cab stand was enpty; when she consulted the information kiosk,
fingering worn keys while her other hand rolled the ol d-fashi oned
ball that grated in its socket, she estinmted Shadows was about
twenty kilonmeters away. She hesitated, wondering if she should try
one of the other clubs the steward -- Vere, his nane was, Vere
Cam nesi _ -- had nentioned, but when she checked the kiosk again
Shadows was the closest. She sighed, punched in the codes that
woul d alert the vel ocab conpanies to a waiting fare, and | owered
herself onto a stone bollard that seened to exist to keep the cabs
fromgetting too close to their prospective passengers. It was
getting cool, would be a chill night, by her standards, and the
breeze that swept up fromthe southeast raised goosebunps even
under her jacket. It carried the faint tang, danp and salty, of
the sea that was never far fromanyplace in Burning Bright;
brought with it too a whiff of heavy foliage from household
gardens, the delicate nustiness that rose from basenents, and even
a nonentary sharp taste of the oil that tainted the Inland Water,
gone as quickly as it had cone. She cocked her head, i stening,
but could not hear the dull polyphony of the bell buoys that
tolled to mark the channel. She knew she should not be surprised --
at this point she was alnost as far inland as one could be and
still stay on the Wet side of the A d D ke -- but she was oddly,
vaguel y, di sappoi nt ed.

The cab appeared a few mnutes |ater, the whine of its
notor audi ble well before it turned the corner. Lioe rose to her
feet, slinging the bag that held her Rul ebooks and Ganeboard nore
securely over her shoul der, was aware of the driver's frank stare
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as he keyed open the door to the passenger conpartnent.

"Evening, pilot." He had a young voice, a cheerful voice,
that went oddly with the |ined and weat hered face. "Were you
bound?"

Li oe had al nost forgotten she was wearing the hat, this one
a small toque, suitable for Gam ng, that marked her as a pilot of
the Republic. "A place called Shadows," she said. "I'mtold it's
on Face Road, at the center of the Dike in Dock Road District?"

She was reciting the address from nenory -- no house
nunbers here, but all the buildings had nanes and were then placed
within the district according to the nearest |andmarks -- and was

reli eved when the driver nodded.

"You're a Ganer, then."

"That's right." Lioe |levered herself into the narrow pod.
It snelled of snoke and fish, an odd, unfamliar conbination,
stronger as the | ow door cl osed behind her.

"I't's a good club, Shadows," the driver said. "O so they
tell me. I'"'ma honme Ganer, nyself." The engi ne whined as he stood
on his pedals to get the cab noving agai n.

Li oe | eaned back cautiously against the thin padding,
feeling the vibrations of the little notor through the sol es of
her feet. The cab swung left in a gentle arc that brought them out
into a larger trafficway -- not a busy street, only a few ot her
vehi cl es, vel ocabs and pushcarts, noving between the bollards that
mar ked the edges of the road. They swung left again, the driver
hesitating for an instant to gauge the faster streamof traffic on
the wder street, and then standing hard on his pedals to bring
the cab up to their speed. The cab slid neatly into a gap between
anot her vel ocab and an enpty flatbed carrier belching steam but
Li oe was | ooking at the shape that soared above the street,
cutting off the sky. The A d D ke was festooned with |ights,
strings and streaners of themflashing in sequence to warn off
wandering helio pilots, but they only seened to intensify the
bl ack mass of the wall itself. Mre light Iike fog fl owed al ong
its top, fading into the sky at least a hundred and fifty neters
above them Lioe shook her head, anazed and wondering, and the
driver shot her a | ook of triunph.

"I't's sonething, isn't it? That's the A d D ke. The first-
in people built it toreclaimthe dd Gty."

Li oe nodded, still staring, barely aware of the other

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.ntm (47 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:09 AM]



vehi cl es now crowdi ng the road. "What's that on top?" she asked,
after a nonent. "Another road?"

"That's Warden Street,"” the driver answered. "Runs all the
way along the Di ke, from Lockwarden Point to the Governor's House.
There's good shopping up there, the best shops in town for
fashion, if you're interested."

“Maybe," Lioe answered. It nust've been one hell of a
project, building that, she thought, even if Burning Bright's
first-ins were a different breed fromthe usual first settlers.
Burni ng Bri ght had never been intended to be anything but an
entrepot -- could never have been anything el se, at |east under
human settl enent, given the m nuscule | andmass -- and the first
settlers had all been nerchants and bankers, bent on turning the
pl anet's favorable position astride the main hyperspace channel
bet ween the Republic and Hsaioi-An into solid profit. And they'd
certainly done that: despite the best attenpts of worlds |ike Ky
and Attis/Euphrosyne, Burning Bright remained the busiest
transshi pnent point for goods going fromone netagovernnent to the
other. Even in the first years, the settlers would have had the
capital to bring in the best technicians to build the D ke.

Traffic was picking up, nore and nore vehicles cramm ng the
road, and crowds flowed al ong the wal kways outside the brightly
lit shops. Only the foodshops seened to be open, but |ight and
bri ght snatches of nusic spilled fromtheir doorways, clear notes
| i ke plucked netal strings. She heard | aughter as well, over the
constant runble of the crowd and the traffic, |ooked instinctively
to see a worman caught in the blue-white light of a store's display

wi ndow, her head thrown back, hair spilling in untidy curls around
a lined, handsone face. Her skirt -- no one wore skirts in the
Republic, except for ethnic festivals -- was starred with little

mrrors, reflecting the store's lights |ike chips of dianond. And
then the cab was past her, and Lioe resettled herself against the
paddi ng, wonderi ng what she had seen. A shape flashed through the
pedestrians, a man's head and shoul ders noving wth unnatural
qui ckness above the people surrounding him and then he shot
between two nmen and a bollard, darting into the traffic stream on
a battered bicycle. No one used bicycles nmuch in the Republic,
ei t her.

The road rose ahead of them and Lioe was suddenly aware,
over the noise of the crowds and the snarling rush of the assorted
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vehicles, of the dulled, steady tolling of a buoy bell. She | eaned
forward a little, and the driver said, before she could ask,
“We're comng up on the Strai ght now. "

There were nore bicycles in evidence on this stretch of
road, and on the high-arched bridge, as well as cabs and three-
wheel ed cycles and a handful of the notorized denki-bi kes. Mst of
t he cabs and human- powered vehicles turned right or left onto the
street that paralleled the as-yet-invisible river. As the driver
stood on his pedals again to coax the cab up the steep rise, Lioe
began to understand the reason. She coul d guess why there didn't
seemto be many fully notorized craft on Burning Bright -- fossil
resources were scarce and i naccessible, electrics were still
| npractical for heavy | oads, and solar was even | ess practical on
sonething as snmall as a velocab -- but it was still strange to
feel the cab wavering fromside to side as the driver added his
muscl e power to the engine's whining output. Strange, and sonehow
| nproper. Lioe was gl ad when the cab reached the top of the arch,
and started the | ong glide down.

Across the bridge, the streets were quieter. The buil di ngs
turned blind faces to the road, and there were few pedestri ans.
Once or twice the cab crossed a wider street, both tinmes with
trees or flowers growing in a center island, franmed by soft
| i ghts, and Lioe caught a glinpse of figures noving in that pastel
radi ance. More often, the cab flashed over the | ow hunp of a
bri dge, and she saw shards of light reflected fromthe canal water
| ess than two neters below. The driver -- he had caught his
breath, after the bridge -- said, "This is Dock Road -- Dock Road
District, that is."

"Mm " Lioe glanced fromside to side, staring at the bl ank-
wal | ed buil dings. Most of them seened to be four or five stories
hi gh, nmade of sonething dark that m ght have been poured stone.
Nearly all of themhad |ighter inclusions: a band across the
front, or outlining a door, or defining the corners of the
bui | di ng, but there were no w ndows, or at |east nothing she
recogni zed as a w ndow. She had thought the on-1ine guides had
said that Dock Road was primarily a residential district, but
these | ooked nore |ike factories or warehouses than any house she
had ever seen. And then the cab swept past a building wwth all its
wi ndows open, shutters fol ded back agai nst the enpty dark stone of
the facade, a gate open too into a courtyard where peopl e swarned
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around a blue-lit fountain, and nusic spilled out into the quiet
street. She craned her head as they slid past, and out of the
corner of her eye saw the driver smle briefly over his shoul der.
They pulled up outside Shadows a little before the

ni neteenth hour. The club was a nore ordinary building, three
stories high with bricked-in windows and a brightly lit sign over
the door, in a neighborhood full of buildings that had visible

wi ndows and doors that | ocked with netal grills. There was a food

bar on the nearest corner -- and a heavyset bouncer |eaning his
chair against the wall outside the entrance, so she shouldn't have
to worry too nmuch -- and sone kind of shop across the street, its

di spl ay wi ndows shut down for the night. She paid the driver what
he asked and added the tip the guides had said was appropriate,
then turned toward the club's well-nmarked door. The cab's notor
whi ned behind her as the driver pulled away, but she did not | ook
back.

After the glittering strangeness of the rest of the city,
Shadows was refreshingly ordinary, another Gam ng club |like a
hundred ot hers she'd seen on other worlds. The door was painted

with the i mages from hundreds of Gam ng pins -- conferences,
conpetitions, specific sessions and scenarios, nost of the G and
Types and even a few faces that had to be |ocal favorites -- but

before Lioe could study them nore closely, the door swung open
onto a narrow hall.

The carpet was worn, with a few squares of a brighter shade
of nbss to show where the worst damage had been repl aced. The
white-painted walls were nostly enpty, except for a few display
boards and a Ganeboard under gl ass. The di splays were of sessions
that had attracted attention on the intersystens nets, and Lioe
gave a nental nod of approval. There weren't many -- there
couldn't be many, if Shadows was as new as the steward Vere had
said, and it was a good sign that the club hadn't tried to inflate
its reputation by adding displays of nerely local interest. The
Ganeboard, the gleam ng screen below it said, had belonged to the
club's founder, Davvi Medard-Yasine. Lioe didn't recognize the
nane.

The hal I way ended abruptly in a softly lit |obby, walled on
three sides with nmultiscreen virtual -display-in-real-tine
wal | boards. Only four of the screens were displaying the broadcast
bands, and two of those showed the sane session, but telltales

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.ntm (50 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:09 AM]



gl oned green on a few of the others, and the couches opposite

t hose boards were occupi ed by people whose faces were hidden
behind the mrrored nask of their shades. Telltales flickered on
the tenples of the shades, too, indicating that they were tuned to
a narrowcast fromone or nore of the wallboards. There were
smaller, lower-resolution VDI RT tables scattered around the rest
of the | obby, but not nmany of them were occupied yet. They woul d
be busy later, Lioe knew, when the main tanks filled up and Ganers

needed to kill a few hours between sessions. That is, if Shadows
was |ike every other club in human-settl ed space. She gl anced one
| ast tinme at the session playing on the screen overhead -- it was

a Court Life variant, famliar iconography identifying Count
Dani |l e and the Lady Hannabahn, but it was inpossible to follow the
scene without the direct-line voice feed -- and turned her
attention to the checkroomthat controlled access to the club's
session roons. A young man was sitting behind its counter,
Ganeboard bal anced in front of him but he | ooked up quickly as

Li oe appr oached.

"Can | help you, pilot?"

"I hope so. Do you do tenporary nenbershi ps?"

"We do." The young nman touched keys on a term nal tucked
out of sight belowthe lip of the counter. "It's forty real_ a
week -- we have a ten-day week, you know -- and you get al
privileges except priority for |limted-access sessions."”

"So | can run sessions, if anyone's interested," Lioe said.

"Yes, no problem" The young man consulted his term nal
again. "Can | get your nane?"

“Qui nn Lioe."

The young man | ooked up sharply. "The Lioe from Calli xte?"

"That's right."

"I admre your sessions a lot." His clear conplexion was
slowly turning a delicate pink, and Lioe watched in fascination.
“"We just got a good tape of the Frederick's dory session,
downl oaded from M -Net a couple of days ago. It |ooks wonderful."

"Thanks," Lioe said.

"Are you going to be running any sessions while you're
here?" the young man went on.

"I hope so," Lioe answered. "I was wondering who | shoul d
talk to about it."

"The ni ght manager,'

t he young man said, and touched keys
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on a different machine. "She can help you -- and we're having a
sl ow week right now, with Storm com ng up."

"Storn?" Lioe had heard the termhalf a dozen tines since
| andi ng, hadn't had the chance to ask what was neant.

"Yeah. It's our fifth season, |asts twenty days, about.
There're so many big storns every year about this tine that it
makes nore sense for things to shut dowmm. So we hold Carnival." A
tone sounded softly under the counter, and the young nman turned
away to touch sone hidden control. The door to the inner roons
swung open.

Li oe turned, her idle question already forgotten, and found
herself facing a tall, grey-haired woman, who held out her hand in
gr eet i ng.

"Na Lioe? I"'mAliar GQuerenei, _dit_Lia."

Lioe nurnmured a greeting, and clasped the fingers extended
to her. Guerenei was weat her-beaten, as though she'd been in
space, but nore so, her brown skin crossed with a web of fine
| i nes and faint, bleached freckles. She wore coarse workman's
trousers, but with an expensive-|looking and inpractically w de-
sl eeved jacket over it, clasped at the waist with a circle that
glittered with tiny iridescent disks. Even if sequensa were | ess
expensi ve on Burning Bright, where the shells were seined and cut
into tiny perfect shapes, they would never be cheap, and Lioe
found herself revising her assunptions about Shadows and Burni ng
Bright's Ganers.

"Conme on into the back," Guerenei went on. "I know your
work, fromthe nets, and |I'mdelighted you thought of com ng here.
Can | ask where you heard the nane?" She pal ned open the door as
she spoke, and gestured for Lioe to precede her into the inner
hal | ways.

"The steward on the inbound shuttle -- orbiter, | nean --
recommended you," Lioe said, "and then of course your nanme is good
on the Gane nets."

Guerenei nodded, though whether in agreenent or thanks Lioe
coul d not be sure. "Were you | ooking to run sessions while you
were here -- how | ong are you staying, anyway?"

“"Probably about five days," Lioe answered. "The ship | was
piloting for is down for repairs, recalibration of the sai
fields. And, yes, | would like to run a session or two."

Guerenei nodded again. "I'll be frank with you," she said,
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as she led the way quickly through a naze of corridors. "We'd be

very interested in your running sonething here. |'ve seen your
Frederick's G ory scenario -- and the Callixte board sumraries, of
course, the ones that went with the award -- and a coupl e of

others, and |I'mvery inpressed."”

"Thanks," Lioe said again, and waited. This was famli ar
territory, like the white-painted walls filled with quick-print
sheets of network downl oads, the padded doors and one-way gl ass
w ndows that gave onto the session roons, the banks of food-and-
drink vendors tucked into every avail abl e al cove. Guerenei, or
Shadows t hrough Guerenei, wanted sonething, and the praise was
just a prel ude.

GQuerenei touched anot her doorplate, this one badged wth
t he Ganeops gl yph, and ushered Lioe into a crowled and confortable
office. The air snelled faintly of cinnanon, and there was a thin,
dark-red stick snoldering in a holder on top of the VD RT table
that served as a desk. The chairs were Ganer's chairs, designed
for long hours of relative imobility, and when Lioe | owered
herself into the nearest one at Guerenei's absent invitation, she
felt nore at hone than she had since she'd cone to Burning Bright.

GQuerenei settled herself on the other side of the VD RT
consol e, and unearthed a workboard fromthe ness of faxsheets,
qui ck-prints, Rul ebooks and suppl enents, and a coupl e of expensive-
| ooki ng Ganeboards. She touched keys, peering down at the tiny
screen, then | ooked back up at Lioe. "As | said, Shadows woul d be
very interested in hosting you. There was word on the Callixte
nets you had a new scenario in the works."

_So that is the way things are going . Lioe smled, and
said, "Yes, |'ve been working on a new scenario -- Rebellion
variant wth Psionics overtones, set on Ixion's Weel."

"Baron Vortex's prison planet," Guerenei said, testing the
words. "That sounds hard to pull off."

Li oe shrugged. "I'musing one of the rival claimants as a
primary focus. | think that gives them enough firepower to stand a
chance. "

"Interesting." Guerenei glanced down at her workboard
again. "If you were wlling to give us an exclusive deal for the
duration of your stay -- and copies for |ater use, of course --
we'd be willing to offer you twenty percent of the special -session
fees."
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"That's a generous offer," Lioe said automatically,
tenpori zing while she sorted out the inplications. It wasn't a bad

deal at all, but twenty percent of fees was the standard rate, and
| f Shadows wanted to buy a copy of the scenario, they ought to pay
nore. "Still, I'dlike alittle nore if you want to keep the
scenario for your own use -- either a higher percentage, or,

better still, a flat purchase fee."

"That's hard to cone up with when we haven't seen the
scenario," Querenei said. "W mght be able to offer a slightly
hi gher percentage, though, maybe as nuch as twenty-five percent."”

"That really doesn't cover what |'d nmake fromthe nets,"

Li oe answered. "I'd need at least thirty-five."

GQuerenei gl anced down at her board again, shook her head
wi th what | ooked |ike genuine regret. "I don't have the authority
for that. What if you run the session here first, we'll give you
twenty percent of the fees, and you'll be under no obligation to
stay with us beyond tonight. If it's good, |'m sure Davvi -- Davvi
Medar d- Yasi ne, our principal ower -- will want to purchase nore
rights.™

_And you' Il have the prestige of having run the first
sessi on, whatever happens , Lioe thought. Still, it seened
worthwhile; it would be a nice bit of extra noney, and there was a
good chance she could sell the scenario afterwards. She nodded,
and sai d, "Wat about players?"

GQuerenei consul ted her board, then touched the input strip
to light a second screen under the surface of the VDI RT table.
“Actually, we've a very respectable crowd in tonight. How many
slots wll you have?"

"Eight. Six-player m ninum"

Guerenei nodded. "I can get you eight players, all rated A
or higher. That's M-Net rated, by the way."

Li oe nodded back, inpressed in spite of herself. M-Net was
the toughest of all the Gane nets, demanded the nost fromits

players. "Then I'mw lling. Twenty percent of the take, up front,
and no strings."

"Agreed," CGuerenei said, and, quite suddenly, smled. "I'm
| ooking forward to this, Na Lioe."

"So am|."

Guerenei fingered the workboard' s input strip again,
studied the results. "Roomfive is free for the night. It's a
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standard tech setup, Gerrish table, standard Rul ebooks already in
pl ace, and we've got all six editions of _Face and Body_ backed up
on a separate datalink, so you get instant access when you need
it."

"That sounds good," Lioe answered. She could feel the edges
of her disks through the thin fabric of the carryall, wanted
suddenly to get to work again. "Wen can | |oad in?"

"Anytinme," Querenei said, and pushed herself back fromthe
table. "1'Il get you started, then I'l|l see who's free to play."

"Excellent," Lioe said, and foll owed the other wonman from
the room

GQuerenei |led her through a second set of hallways, and then
out into a wider corridor where one wall opened onto a central
courtyard. There were nore VDI RT tables set out under the
carefully tended trees. Lioe tilted her head, curious, and saw
light reflecting froma glass done that enclosed the courtyard. A
group of players, perhaps half a dozen, were clustered around a
bank of food-and-drink vendors: probably on interm ssion, she
t hought, and turned her attention to her own scenario. It was
solid; if the players were hal fway conpetent, it would go well. If
they weren't -- well, she would have to trust to |luck and her own
| nprovi sational talents.

Guerenei stopped in front of a door nmarked with hori zont al
silver bands on a deep, brick-colored background, and | aid her
hand on the touchpad beside the | ock. The nmechani sm hi ssed softly,
and the door popped out fromthe frane. She tugged it open, and
notioned for Lioe to precede her into the dimess. Lioe did as she
was told, and swung her carryall onto the massive VDI RT tabl e that
dom nated the space. She found the roomcontrols, set into a
dropboard at the session |eader's seat, and touched the keys that
brought up the lights. The roomwas just as it should be, banks of
bl ank-faced processors, telltales red or unlit, and she settled
herself in the heavily padded chair. The chair shifted under her
wei ght, squirm ng agai nst her as the oilcushions adjusted
t hensel ves to her body, but she was only dimy aware of the
novenent, concentrating instead on the panels that opened to her
touch. She checked the air and tenperature -- _confortable and
stable_-- and fol ded that board away, reaching for the table
controls. The VDI RT display cane to |ife under her fingers, the
tree of lights that defined the |library and di splay connections
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slowy changing fromred to orange to yellow, and for a nonent a

faint haze of static filled the air above the center of the table.
Lioe smled, seeing that, imagining it filled with her own inages,
and touched keys to tune the systemto her own specifications. A

red light flashed instead, and glyphs filled the smaller, nonitor
screen.

"I need a password,"” she said.

"Sorry." CGuerenei pulled herself away fromthe doorfrane
where she had been | eaning, cane around the table to | ean over
Li oe' s shoul der. She touched keys; the screen, as usual, showed
not hi ng but pl acehol ders, but Lioe | ooked asi de anyway, out of old
habits of politeness. "I'msetting up a tenp account for you,"
GQuerenei went on. She worked one-handed, like a | ot of ol der
Ganers, using chord-keys to speed her input. "You can set your
password now. "

Li oe hesitated for a nonent, then typed a single word:
_hellequin_. The letters hung on the screen for a nonent, and
GQuerenei lifted an eyebrow.

"What's it nean? If you don't m nd ny asking."

Li oe shrugged one shoul der, already regretting the inpul se.
It was no nore than superstition that nade her use that nane; she
shoul d have known better. "It's ny full nanme. Quinn's the short
form" It was the only nane | could renenber when the Foster
Services people found ne, the only thing | have that isn't
theirs_.

"So." @ierenei nodded, and touched anot her sequence of
keys. "Like Harlequin, right? You're all in," she added, and
st epped asi de.

"Thanks," Lioe said, and was glad to concentrate on the
| arger screen that w ndowed under the tabletop. Famliar glyphs
and query codes filled the blank space, laid out in an outline
formas famliar to her as the hyperspatial maps of a star
system s deeps and shall ows. She spilled the rest of her disks out
onto the table's snmooth, slightly spongy surface, and began
slotting Rul ebooks and databoards into the waiting readers. On the
screen, glyphs changed shape, queries snoothing into
acknow edgnent as the VDI RT systens found the data they required
and forged the Iinks between them More lights flared on the wall
systens, the machines whirring slightly as they cane on-1Ii ne.
Faces and shapes, famliar icons, began to appear in the haze of
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static.

"That's Desir of Harnmsway," Guerenei said abruptly, and
Li oe | ooked up in sonme surprise. "And Gallio Hazard. You did know
they were | ocal Types?"

"Yes," Lioe said, and wondered why it mattered. Notabl es
generally didn't m nd other people using their character tenplates
-- that was one of the definitions of a notable, soneone whose
characters were played by a lot of different people.

GQuerenei's smle wdened. "I think I'll definitely sit in
on this session.” Lioe | ooked at her questioningly, and Guerenei
turned away. "OCh, don't worry, there's no problem It's just
they' re Anbi dexter's tenplates, and he hasn't played in years."

_And in a situation |like that , Lioe thought, | bet
there's one hell of a debate about how to play those characters.
Ch, well, too late to change now . She | ooked back at the screen,

saw t he stand-by synbol fade, indicating that file transfer was
conpl ete. The planning formfor session paraneters was flashing in
the screen, and she touched a key to submt the various

suppl enental rules she preferred to use. Those slots |lit, and

vani shed fromthe screen, leaving her wwth the bare bones of the
situation. It was a convention of the Gane that Baron Vortex, the
villain who opposed the Rebellion and wanted to nake hinself
Enperor, was involved in secret psionics research; it was also a
convention that he controlled the prison world of Ixion's Weel,
fromwhi ch no prisoner had ever escaped. She had conbi ned the two,

made | xion's Wheel the center of the Baron's illegal research
project -- aside fromthe ethics involved, psions were illegal on
the worlds of the Inperium-- and then given the Gol den cl ai mant

to the Inperial throne, Royal Avellar, a good reason to get

hi msel f sent to Ixion's Wieel. Avellar was a secret tel epath, one
of the last four survivors of a clone-group who had shared a
telepathic link; and the one person who could restore his power,
the el ectrokinetic Desir of Harmsway, was a prisoner in the
research sections there.

"I't | ooks good," QGuerenei said, and Lioe junped at the
sound of her voice. An instant |ater, one of the printers whirred
to life, spat a piece of paper, and CGuerenei retrieved it. "I"'II
get you sone players, then."

"Thanks," Lioe said. Her eyes were on her screens before
t he door closed behind the other wonan.
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Most of the relationships in the Gane were fam i ar,
formalized; everyone who played knew the characters and their
backgrounds, and the pleasure of a session cane from seei ng how
wel | a player could performw thin those constraints. About half
the characters on Ixion's Weel were drawn from soneone el se's
scenarios: Harnmsway and Gallio Hazard from Anbi dexter's sessions
of five years ago; Avellar froman old, old session that everyone
had said was wonderful, but no one had used; Lord Faro and Ibelin
Bel fortune froma session she herself had played on Deneter a few
nont hs before, whom she had sal vaged from certain death because
their tenplates were nore interesting than her players had been
capabl e of nmaking them The rest -- the telekinetic Jack Bl ue,
unofficial |eader of the prison popul ation; the Rebel technician
Gal an Africa, who hated bl ood tel epaths, with good reason; the

research scientist Mjja Lyall, part of the prison staff, |iving
in fear that soneone woul d di scover her own | ow | evel talent and
transfer her to the experinent -- were her own creations, but she

had been careful to tie themto famliar places and characters
within the | arger Gane. She studi ed the nunbers for a nonent

| onger, bal ancing skills and quirks and basic nunbers, then
touched the keys that dunped the tenplates to the system A light
flashed, confirmng her choice, and she turned her attention to
the setting.

She had a good library with her, settings she'd |aboriously
conpi l ed through her years of travel, wal king through the various
cities on all the worlds she visited with her pal ntcorder in her
pocket, waiting for just the right conbination of |ight and space,
of architecture and atnosphere and attitude, that would nake a
perfect place in sone Gane. |xion's Weel had been harder to find
than nost, and she had had to transform her stored i nages nore
than usual, to get the harsh world suggested by the planetary
statistics.

Fromning a little, she pulled her shades fromthe carryall,
pl ugged the datacord into the socket on the tenple, and touched
t he keys that opaqued the heavy | enses and displ ayed the inage
directly in front of her eyes. She touched nore keys, and the
statistics for Ixion's Wieel hung in blank space: a hot planet,
desert-dry except for sparse bands of grassland to the north and
south. The prison conplex lay just south of the dry line, in the
softer desert; the port lay to its north, just far enough away

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.ntm (58 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:09 AM]



fromthe conplex to seem unreachabl e. She had al ready pull ed

i mges for the prison -- nostly from governnent buil dings on

Ardi nee, a cheerless place if she'd ever seen one -- but the port
was | ess defined. And there wasn't nuch tine; she would have to
fall back on her old standby for hot planets, inages taken on
Callixte itself, her hone base.

She pulled that file, let it open, the inages blossomng in
front of her eyes. Plain, flat-fronted buil dings painted in sweeps
of shocking pastels floated against a nultitude of skies. She
pi cked a dozen buildings at random pulled a port-and-city bl ank
froma general pattern file, and began fitting the buildings into
t he open spaces of the map. A town, a port town, took shape behind
the shades, outlines only at first, as she noved the buil dings
| i ke the pieces on a chessboard, shuffling themfor nmaximum
effect. She rotated the inmage until she was seeing it edge-on, to
view the skyline; then, as satisfied as she would be with this set
of 1 mages, touched the controls to fill in the rest of the
bui | di ngs. She chose a sky as well, the hot, thunder-hazed bl ue of
Callixte's sumrer, and was pleased with the vivid splash of the
pai nted wal | s against that netallic background. She replaced that
sky with a storm and watched the |Iight bleed away into an om nous
| um nosity, the ranparts of cloud | oom ng over the |Iow roofs. It
was good, an effect to be stored for later, but the first sky was
t he one she wanted now. She recalled it, and filled the enpty
space around the town with a generic grassland. It would do --
not hi ng uni que, and nmaybe not as good as sone of her efforts, but
it would do.

"That's very nice," Querenei said, and Lioe junped.

"I didn't hear you cone in." She worked the toggle that
cl eared her shades, then dunped the cityscape to the main library.

"Sorry," Cuerenei said, not sounding particularly
repentant. "l've got a cast for you."

"Thanks," Lioe said, and held out her hand for the disk.
Guerenei slid it across the table, and Lioe slipped it deftly into
the | ast reader.

"You shoul d be pleased,” Guerenei went on. "I had to turn
sone people away. |'ve pulled you a good group, though, if | do
say so nyself. Roscha's a handful, sonetines, but she's a damm
fine player, and she likes the scenario outline. | think she'll
behave. Savian's a Republican, of course -- " She stopped
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abruptly, bit off a laugh. "But so are you. |'d forgotten."

"That's all right." Lioe smled, and did her best to hide
the excitenent welling up in her, nmaking her novenents too quick
and cl unsy.

"So you'll be used to the style," Guerenei went on, as
t hough the ot her wonman hadn't spoken. She canme around the curved
side of the table, |eaned over Lioe's shoulder to strike a chord
of keys. "This is what |'ve done."

A secondary w ndow bl ooned in front of the main datatree,
di spl ayed a double list of names. Lioe stared at it blankly,
mat chi ng unknown nanes to the characters opposite. Roscha --
Jafiera Roscha, who could be a "handful," according to Guerenei --
woul d be playing Galan Africa: _not a bad part for a
troubl emaker , Lioe thought. At |east there should be enough neat
init to keep her happy_. Savian, Peter Savian, the other
Republ i can, would play Lord Faro -- and a nane seened to | eap out
at her fromthe foot of the list: Audovero Cam nesi, cast as the
t el eki netic Jack Bl ue.

She highlighted the nane wwth a touch, and | ooked up to see
GQuer enei nod.

"He volunteered," she said, "and | like his style. You said
you' d net." She paused, and when she spoke again, her voice was
oddly formal. "Does this neet with your approval, Na Lioe?"

“I't looks fine to nme," Lioe answered, and swept the disks
she had prepared for the players into an untidy stack. "Bring them
I n."

Guerenei nodded, stepped back to work the door controls.
The door sagged open, and at her gesture the players filed into
the room carryalls and cased Ganeboards in hand. Lioe |ooked up
fromher screen to watch themfile in and take their places at the
pl ayers' seats around the curved side of the table. A big bearded
man cane first, followed closely by a slimer, hard-faced man wth
the silver disks of inplant |enses gleaming in both eyes. They sat
side by side, the bearded nman grinning at sonething, and a young
man in a supportchair followed themin. H's thin wists were heavy
wth jewel ed bracelets, and there were nore jewels in his ears.
The silver-eyed man pushed one of the chairs away fromthe table,
and the other eased his supportchair into the new space, nurmnuring
t hanks under his breath. A handsone, hook-nosed woman with an
expensi ve Ganeboard followed him and then Vere, still in his
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steward's uniform as though he'd cone directly from Newfields. He
gl anced at Lioe with a smle that hoped for recognition, and Lioe
grinned back at him grateful for sonmething like a famliar face.
The striking red-haired woman behind hi mrai sed an eyebrow at the
sight, her dark blue eyes, the color of the sea seen from near
orbit, flicking up and down in insolent assessnent. Lioe cocked an
eyebrow at her, still smling, and was rewarded by a faint,
betraying flush of color: not used to soneone taking up her
chal l enge , Lioe thought, and filed the notion for |ater use. A
slimman, wth Asian eyes and inplanted hsai spurs on both wists,
foll owed her, bony face expressionless. Lioe's attention was
caught by the spurs -- _is he hsaia, jericho-human, or adopted, or
does he just admre the hsai principle of kinship?_ -- but pulled
her thoughts sternly away. Politics had no place in the Gane. That
was only seven, and Lioe frowned. It would be hard to elimnate

any of the characters -- easier to be rid of two than one -- and
she gl anced sharply at Guerenei, then back at the cast list. A
the nanes were filled, so they were still one short.

"I've decided to sit in nyself,” Guerenei said. "I play
under Fernesa -- Ganeop's privilege."

_A m xed favor _, Lioe thought. Guerenei would be good --
you didn't get to be a Ganeop wi thout being at |east a double-A
player -- but it was also a little unnerving, having her on-1line
for the first session. "Suit yourself," she said al oud, and
GQuerenei settled herself in the remaining chair.

"All right," Guerenei said, not loudly, but all attention
shifted instantly to her. "This is Quinn Lioe, everyone, who wote
the Frederick's G ory scenario sone of you played | ast week. Na
Li oe, let ne introduce your players. Peter Savian -- "

That was the bearded man, sitting so close on her right
that he could extend a hand, Republican-fashion. Lioe nmurnmured a
greeting, net and matched the pressure of his grip, and saw a new
amusenent gleam for an instant in his dark eyes.

-- Kazio Beledin --

The man with the inplant | enses touched his forehead, a
formal gesture that went badly with his crunpled, brightly dyed
and patched shirt and dock-worker's trousers.

-- Alazais Mariche --

The hook-nosed wonman nodded very seriously, her fingers

pl ayi ng over the controls of her expensive equi pnent.

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.nhtm (61 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:09 AM]



" -- Vere you know, and Serenn |nbertin --

" Dit_ -- everyone calls ne Inbertine," the young man in
the supportchair said. Lioe nodded in acknow edgnent, wondering if
the chair were a permanent necessity. It was hard to tell -- he
was thin, certainly, but not wasted -- and it was none of her
busi ness, in any case.

" -- @Gret Huard -- "

The man with the hsai spurs | ooked up fromhis Ganeboard to
nod a greeting. He didn't have a hsai nane -- nost adoptees used
sone hsai fornms -- and Li oe wondered agai n what the connection

was.

"And Jafiera Roscha," Guerenei finished.

Li oe nodded to the redhead, startled again by the contrast
bet ween the woman's striking beauty and the aggression in her
face.

"It's good to neet you," Roscha said, her voice | ow and
unexpect edl y nusi cal .

"Thanks," Lioe said. She |ooked around the table, feeling
the famliar excitenent building in her, and said, "Na Guerenei
has outlined the scenario to you, | assune?" Mst of them nodded,
but she continued anyway. "This is a Rebellion/Psionics variant,
set on the prison planet of |Ixion's Weel. Baron Vortex has,
unknown to anyone until now, been running a secret research
project in the prison conplex, trying to find a way to bring psis
of all types under his personal control. You are all part of that
project, either as prisoners or as part of the prison staff. One
of you, however, has an ulterior notive: you have cone to rescue
an old friend and antagoni st, now a prisoner, and in order to
escape yourself you wll all have to work together." She sm |l ed
then, and nost of the players grinned back, even Roscha softening
slightly, caught up in the prelimnaries of the Gane. "Assum ng no
one wants to back out, | have casting disks and the scenario
suppl enents. "

No one did. Lioe felt her smle wden even as she tried to
control it, and | ooked down at the display to check the cast |i st
a final time. She dealt the disks around the table, and slid the
session supplenents after them Huard, with his hsai spurs, would
play the key role, Royal Avellar, potential if distant clainmant to
the I nperial throne; she wondered for a nonent if he were really
jericho-human, and if he was, what it would do to his play. Savian
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woul d play Lord Faro, Beledin the half-mad vanpire Ibelin

Bel fortune -- a good choice, given the visible chem stry between
the two nen -- and Vere would play Jack Blue. Inbertine and the
hook- nosed wonman, Mariche, would play Gallio Hazard and Desir of
Har nsway -- not easy parts, requiring a lot of coordination, and
Li oe hoped they had pl ayed together before. Roscha would play the
technician Africa, and Guerenei would play Mjja Lyall. That was
an interesting choice -- Lyall was superficially a m nor
character, but could becone pivotal if played right -- and Lioe
gave a little nod of approval. She fiddled with her own controls
as the players slid disks and suppl enent boxes into their
Ganeboards, and linked the boards to the VDI RT table's nain
systens, bringing the prison conplex into focus just above the
tabl et op. She kept it dim the outlines vague and col ors dull ed,
but she saw her players glance warily at it, assessing the
setting. Savian ran a fingertip along the ridge of bone bel ow one
eye -- there was a scar there, Lioe saw, faint as a thread agai nst
his brown skin -- and studied the displays on his screen. Mariche
busi ed herself with a pull-out input strip, typing sonething into
her Ganeboard, her face still and intent as she studied the
shifting nunbers.

"I's everything clear?" Lioe said at |ast, when the first
flourish of activity slowed, and there were nods and nunbl ed
agreenent fromthe players. Even Roscha | ooked al nost eager. Lioe
gl anced at her main boards a final tine -- everything was ready to
go, all the linkages in place and the libraries on line -- and
| ooked back at her players, excitenent coursing through her. This
was what nmade the Gane worthwhile, all of them gathered for the
one purpose of playing her scenario -- She put the thought aside
and said, "Then let's go."

She reached for her own shades, settled the tenples on her
ears. The broad doubl e screen, dipping al nbst bel ow her
cheekbones, stayed black for a nonent, and then she adjusted the
controls so that she was watchi ng her players through one
conpletely transparent | ens and watching the Gane they would
create in the other, darkened lens. Savian lifted a hal f-hel net,
settled it very deliberately on his head. The matte silver backing
hid eyes and nose, but his nouth, framed by the neatly trimed
beard, renai ned visible and expressive. Mst of the others wore
shades simlar to her own; bands of black or grey plastic covered
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half their face, turning theminto icons of justice. |nbertine
| eaned back in his chair, hands caressing the bright stones of his
bracel ets. Looking nore closely, Lioe could see the thin cables
t hat connected each one to the sockets of his Ganeboard. She
smled to herself, unable to resist prolonging the nonent, then
touched her controls to bring a scene slowy into shape in the
pl ayers' view. The buildings of the prison conplex, blank grey
walls, a single row of slit-w ndows visible just below the tops of
the buildings, grewnore solid in the air above the tabletop. The
sane i mage was reflected in her shades. She touched controls
again, and wind swirled around the buildings, driving great sheets
of sand against the prison's force done.

"Wel cone to I xion's Weel."

*Eveni ng, Day 30*
_High Spring: Ransone's Loft,

(A d Coast Road, Newfields,
_Above Junction Pool _

Ransone sprawed in his chair, caught in his web of inages
that all but bl ocked out the cityscape spread out below the |oft
w ndows. A solitary firework burst into a flower of golden rain --
soneone on the far side of the Water getting a head start on Storm
-- and he watched it fall and fade into a last trail of sparks,
i gnoring the dancing i nages. Most of themwere Gane nets -- he was
trying to do what Chauvelin wanted -- but his heart wasn't in it.
There was nothing new in the Gane, had been nothing new for years,
only the sane sterile repetitions, theme and variations all gone
stale with overuse. H's eyes stole to the image sitting alone to
the left of his chair, a direct feed fromone of his dataspheres.
The last of the tiny stone heads | ooked back at him a faint, sly
smle on its carved nouth. Idly, he reached into a secondary
control space, flicked on the controls that would allow the | nmani
Formst one Works to produce copies of his originals. The head
| ooked back at him caught now in a maze of nunbers and
guidelines. It had taken himnost of the norning to find a
wor kshop that would admt it could do the job in the tine required
-- and the hefty surcharge, twice what the job should actually
cost, was the only reason the shop nmanager had agreed at all. But
t he anbassadorial accounting system had accepted the charges, and
he was left to deal with the Gane. Voices babbled fromthe floor
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speakers, no channel given priority; Ransone nmade a face at the
noi se, but did not bother to adjust the tuning.

A light flashed in comuni cations space, and at the sane
time an identifying glyph crackled in the air overhead. Ransone
si ghed, recognizing the image -- knowng too well that the caller
was the kind who did not give up -- and nuted his inages with a
wave of a gloved hand. Wth the other hand, he reached into the
mai n control space to connect hinself with the conmunicati ons
channel . "What the hell do you want, Sanci ?"

"About fucking tinme, Ransone."

There had been no del ay. Ransone si ghed again, shoved the

famliar face -- sharp chin franmed by a short and tidy beard, eyes
al ways slightly narrowed, as though he were | ooking into a bright
light -- to one side of the Gane net images. "Wat do you want ?"

"Have you been tracking the Gane nets -- the A d Network,
by any chance?" Sanci smled. "You m ght want to tune in."

"I doubt it," Ransone said.

Sanci's smle w dened, and Ransone realized the other man
was tracking his net hookups. "Soneone's playing with your toys."

"What channel ?"

"The mainline feed out of Shadows."

Ransone shoved Sanci's inage farther to his |left, reached
into control space to fiddle with the icons hanging there. He
opened a connection to the A d Network, not even thinking of the
costs. Shadows was easy to find, its distinctive icon flashing to
signal an interesting session in progress, and he brought it on-
| ine, feeding the inage into a snmall space directly in front of
his eyes. Figures noved in an unfamliar, cell-like room
al together too like Jericho's prison system He reached for the
session precis even as he recogni zed two of the tenplates. Lord
Faro was an old favorite, and so was |l belin Belfortune, and if
they both were there ... He flicked the precis into prom nence,
ski mred qui ckly through the screen. Desir of Harnsway's nane
seened to leap out at him

"Who's running this?" he said aloud, and felt rather than
saw the malice in Sanci's | ook.

"I knew you'd be interested in this one. And it's not a
fill-in-the-background session, either. That's Ixion's Weel
you' re | ooking at."

| put those characters on Ixion's Weel to keep them out
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of other people's hands. And Desir of Harnsway is ny character, ny
property -- nore than that, ny creation. Who the hell does this
session | eader think s/he is, using ny persona in a session?_
Ransone bit back his instinctive reaction -- Sanci didn't deserve
the satisfaction -- and said again, "Who is it?"

Sanci sighed, rather theatrically. "Wnman naned Lioe, out
of the Republic. She did the Frederick's GQory scenari o everyone
was so hot about."

Ransone said, "She's good, or so | hear." H's hands were
busy in the control space, expanding the picture, so that hand-
hi gh figures noved in a cube of space half a neter square.

"Good enough?" Sanci nmurnured, still with that know ng
smle, and Ransone managed a shrug.
"It's possible, | suppose. | don't follow the Gane that

cl osely these days."

Sanci sneered, but said nothing. Ransone hesitated, wanting
tolie, to deny that he would follow this scenario now that it had
been brought to his attention, but knew that Sanci woul d recognize

the truth -- knew too that Sanci would probably try to trace the
taps, and bl ocking himwas hardly worth the trouble. But I'll be
damed if 1'Il thank himfor this_. "Good-bye, Sanci," he said

| nstead, and flicked away the other man's i nage. The novenent cut
t he communi cations channel as it sent the bearded face spinning,
so that it turned end over end three tines before it di sappeared.

The gesture had done sonething to soothe his feelings, but
Ransone was still frowning when he sat up fully. The i nage-shel
shifted wwth him so that he | ooked down at the narrowcast from
Shadows as though it were a desktop screen. He bani shed the rest
of the images with a quick gesture, brought up the sound until he
could follow the dialogue in the little world that hung in the air
in front of him One did not forget the Gane, not when one had
spent as nmuch tine in its worlds as he had done, but one did get
out of practice. He scow ed at the characters, reading the
| conography of clothing and Face/Body_ nunbers, and reached into
control space to tap the session |eader's display bar. In the
Gane, Belfortune and Lord Faro whi spered together, fearful of
interruption, and a famliar figure noved through the hall behind
them deliberately eavesdropping. _Avellar ...

He studied the string of gl yphs and nunbers that bl ooned
al ong the base of the main i mage, skinmmed quickly through the
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over | appi ng screens to confirmwhat he suspected. The overall
shape of the Gane was alnpost as famliar to himas the |ayout of
his studio, and it was easy to see where this scenario would fit
into the whole. It was ostensibly a Rebel scenario, but it was
tied both to the Psionics variant and the Rival { aimants of fshoot

of the Court Life Gane -- _and all of that done through Avell ar
and Desir of Harnsway, who was ny character, and the situation
bet ween themwas ny invention_-- Ransone reached out to expand
the i mage, draw ng out the details. Sonme of the players were old
friends, old rivals in the Gane -- Peter Savian he'd known for

years, and Kazio Bel edin; Inbertine was another famliar nane, as
was Roscha, though he'd never net the latter off-line. But they
were players, not session |eaders: it was the | eader who' d chosen
to play wwth these characters -- ny characters, and it shoul d
have been ny Gane. This Lioe's got nerve .... He rolled the nane
over in his mnd, recalling the little he'd heard. She was a
not abl e-i n-t he-maki ng, or so everybody said, a pilot out of the
Republic, off Callixte, which was a good introduction in the Gane
and her first nane was Quinn, Quinn Lioe. He hesitated for a

nonent, running down the list of friends who still followed the
Gane and who woul d give information, and reached into control
space to open another |ine. The Gane session still swamin front

of him the characters nmurnuring to each other, and he pushed it
aside to make room for the new i nage.

A di sk of static appeared, a hazy oval that flickered
t hrough so many col ors so quickly that the eye could only read it
as grey: the system had nmade contact. "Hally?"

A face took shape, formng fromthe disk itself, so that it
becane a mask hanging in space, a face thin and rather fine
beneath the canalli weathering. Earrings gleaned in both ears, and
a fine chain -- a datawire, Ransone guessed -- ran from one
particularly elaborate stud to a jewel-rimed socket at the inner
corner of his right eye. The iridescent strand seened to gl ow
agai nst his pale brown skin. "Ransone?" Thin, delicately arched
eyebrows rose in surprise, then contracted into a frown. "I'm
wat ching a Gane," Hally Ventura said, and broke off, seeing the
face in his own screens.

"From Shadows?" Ransone asked, and was answered by a brief,
| opsi ded smil e.

"That's right. So what do you want to know about her, |-

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.ntm (67 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:09 AM]



Jay?"

"What do you know?"

" About what everyone does. She's been a nane on Callixte,
everyone says a notabl e-to-be. And she's a pilot, union pilot,
al so works out of Callixte for that. Angele up at the port says
her ship's in for repairs, and she's cone to play. People' ve been
at her to quit space, go into the Gane full tine, but she's not
been interested."

"Piloting's a good job," Ransone said. "I'd think tw ce
before | quit."

Hal | y shrugged. "She's very, very good at the Gane." H's
eyes shifted, |ooking at sonething outside his own display. "Look,
|-Jay, | want to watch this session. Was that all ?"

"I just thought, if anyone knew anything, it would be you,"
Ransone said, and was rewarded by a quick smle: the apol ogy was
acceptabl e. "Thanks, Hally."

"Not at all," Hally answered, and the hangi ng nask
di ssolved into the oval of static. Ransone cut the connection.

The Gane session floated back in front of him expanded at
a gesture to display its full detail. Belfortune sat with his head
i n his hands, answered, |ow voiced, Lord Faro's questions. The
tensi on between them was pal pable: the players' affair had been
over for years, but its nmenory still inforned their play. Mjja
Lyall, the scientist/technician, watched uneasily, her gaze
flickering between the two nen and the netal face that hung on the
wal | overhead. Baron Vortex, the Gane's great villain, was
overseeing this hinmself.

Ransone frowned, reached for the library icons, and had to
shuffl e access spaces until he found dead storage. It had been a
| ong tinme since he had gone | ooking for his tenplate libraries. He
flicked them back into the working vol une, searched the nost
recent issues until he found Lord Faro's listing. He had forgotten
that Faro had becone one of the Baron's henchnen -- that had
happened al nost two years ago, just after he'd quit the Gane. He
| eaned back in his chair, the images tilting around him and saw
another firework flare through the pattern of the Gane. _You
couldn't ask for better , he thought, and reached for a hand-held
renote to sumon the drinks tray.

The machi ne trundl ed over, the |lid sliding back to give
access to the freezer conpartnent. Ransone chose abstractedly,
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opened the container, his eyes still on the session unfolding in
front of him Faro was clearly torn between his loyalty to Baron

Vortex -- a loyalty bought with fear and the prom se that Faro's
| ost estates would soneday be returned -- and his -- _|ove?
desire?_ -- for Belfortune. Belfortune clearly shared both passion
and fear, and Baron Vortex watched fromthe wall. Lioe was
handling himwell, he admtted grudgingly. Too many | eaders nade
the Baron too villainous right fromthe start; Lioe was keeping
hi m just reasonabl e enough -- though still with that edge of
madness -- that it seened suicidal to oppose him

Abruptly, he wanted to be there, at Shadows, watching
firsthand -- or, better still, to be in the control booth with

Medard- Yasine. It was the first tinme in three years that he'd
actually wanted to attend a Gane, and his |lips quirked upward as
he realized that at | east he now had an excuse for doing what
Chauvelin wanted. He closed both fists, shutting down the system --
in the corner of his eye, glyphs tunbled headl ong as the slaved
machi nes ran through their shutdown procedures -- and reached for
a stand-al one comunit and punched codes that woul d cycl e through
the helicab conpanies until he found one that could respond. It

t ook perhaps two mnutes, the bar of light flashing in front of
him not quite blocking his sight, and he spent the tine searching
for his jacket and the cylinder of Mst he was forced to carry.
The comunit beeped at himbefore he found the red-banded tube,
and he scrabbled inpatiently for the hand-held unit.

"How can we be of service?"

It was a nmachine voice, or so the telltale at the base of
the unit said -- it would have been inpossible to tell fromthe
sound al one. Ransone curbed his inpatience, and snoot hed his tone
to be as enotionless as possible. "I need transport to the helipad
cl osest to Shadows -- Face Road, by the center of the Dike in the
Dock Road District. | think that's Underface."

"Just a nonent, please.” There was a little silence, not
even the hiss of static, while Ransone scanned the cluttered space
of his loft for the mssing cylinder, and then the nmachi ne said,
"Yes, Underface is closest. Your |ocation code is \Warehouse?"

"That's right." The cylinder was |lying on the shelf beside
the shell for the Syndic's egg.

"Thank you. Your helicab will arrive at the Warehouse
helipad in fifteen m nutes.”
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"Thanks," Ransone said, in spite of hinself, in spite of
know ng it was a machi ne, and broke the connection. He collected
the cylinder, shoved it and his credineters into the pocket of his
jacket, and left the loft.

It took himalnost fifteen mnutes to reach the helipad --
the conputers were scrupulous in their calculations -- and he
barely had tinme to catch his breath before he heard the soft beat
of the nuted rotors. Sonewhat to his surprise, there was a live
pilot, who grinned cheerfully at himas she popped the passenger
hat ch.

"To Underface, right? Going to Shadows?"

_Does everyone on the planet know about this fucking gane?_
Ransone wondered. "Yes, to Underface -- and, yes, to Shadows,

t 0o."

The pil ot nodded, closing the hatch behind him "I hear
there's one hell of a session in progress there. You're like the
fifth person |'ve dropped there in the last two hours.™

"Real | y." Ransone settled into the center seat, the nost
confortable of the three, and adjusted the door controls so that
t he whol e panel went transparent, an enornous curved w ndow on the
city spread out below the cliff face.

"Yeah." The pilot mani pul ated her controls, and the helicab
lifted easily, pivoting toward the cliff edge and the descent to
Underface. She was on-line, Ransone saw, bound into the cab's
systens so that her arns and | egs seened to end in the black boxes
of the control consoles; nore wres, a conplex, braided band of

them fell fromthe junction box at the base of her skull. Her
hai r was shaved around that connection, but the rest of it fell in
a scarlet tail froman untidy topknot. "I wish | wasn't working."

"You're a Ganer, then?" Ransone asked, and saw, too | ate,
the pins studding her |left sleeve. M-Net, Court Life V, Vimar
Nessen's Ganme, RedApple, A d Network, and dozens of others: she
was a Ganer, all right, and a commtted one.

She didn't seem of fended, however, just shrugged that
shoul der to nmake the pins glitter in the light fromthe instrunent
panel. "That's right."

"So what have you heard about this Lioe?" Ransone asked.

This wasn't his style at all -- this was the kind of information
he preferred to find on the nets -- but the chance was too good to
pass up.

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.ntm (70 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:09 AM]



The pilot shrugged again, both shoulders this tinme. "Wat
haven't | heard, really? Frederick's G ory got an A-doubl e-star on
Calli xte, which those judges don't hand out |ike candy, and she
wote it. She's supposed to just be running a sanple session for
Davvi tonight, but what everyone's saying is that it's turning out
to be sonething kind of special." She | ooked sideways, into the
space that showed her the passenger canera view. "Wat | heard
from one woman was, she's pulled one of Anbidexter's characters
out of storage, playing himas a major character.™

Ransonme nodded, caught up in spite of hinself in the old

habits of the Gane. "Desir of Harnmsway. | was watching for a while
on the nets."
" Sha-mai _." The pilot's curse was nore admring than

anyt hing. "Anbi dexter's going to nmurder her. Very God, | wsh |
wasn't working."

Ransone gave her a bitter grin. If he'd ever wanted
confirmati on of how the white-sickness had changed himin the past
three years, he had it now -- not that he'd really needed it. Even
a year ago, before the disease really took hold, she would have
recogni zed himas Anbi dexter, even if he hadn't been in the clubs
for a year or so before that.... He shook the thought away,
annoyed that he'd even acknow edged it, nade hinself pay attention
to the pilot.

"That's assum ng Anbidexter's still around, of course," she
went on, quite cheerfully. "There was tal k he was dead, not | ong
back. "

"I don't think so," Ransone said, with involuntary pique,
and the pilot shrugged again. The helicab banked sideways into the
airpath that paralleled the Od Dike; its lights, and the gl ow of
the shops on Warden Street, filled the cab's interior wth patches
of bright color.

"The work on the nets under that nanme hasn't been very like
him that's for sure.”

Ransone drew breath for an indignant response -- _how dare
she accuse ne of not being nyself? -- and stopped suddenly,
wondering if this was Cella's doing. It wouldn't be unlike her, to
whi sper that he was dead, that his work was not his own. He opened
his nmouth, trying to figure out how to phrase the question, but
the helicab tilted again, and he realized that the pilot's
attention was once again on her craft. After a nonent, his nouth
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twsted into a wy smle. That would be very like Cella, to assune
that the runor of his death would bring himback onto the nets --
_and it would have worked, too, if | hadn't been so busy wth

ot her things_.

The helicab tipped again, responding to wind or air
currents or an unseen traffic signal, and the door panel was
filled wth the city lights. Ransone stared, caught once again by
t he breat htaking beauty: the tidy geonetry of the well-lit squares
and canal s of Dock Road, bounded by the twin lines of the Straight
to the north and the Crooked to the south. In the distance, the
broad triangle that was the | andforned extension of Mi nwarden
|sland jutted into the Water, dividing the massive streaminto two
channels. Aline of light ran fromapex to base, broke slightly at
the edge of the lowcliff that rose to Mii nwarden |sland proper:
Conpass Road, where the Lockwarden Society had their main offices.
The Society's certification officers, the elite of the Wt
Districts around the Water, generally lived in the tidy, decent
nei ghbor hoods to either side of that main thoroughfare. The G eat
| sland |ight blazed at steady intervals fromthe tip of the
Extension, directing the all-but-invisible traffic that filled the
Water even at this hour.

"Com ng down," the pilot said, her voice distant and
prof essi onal again. The helicab strai ghtened and sl owed to hover,
al nost notionl ess. Ransone craned his neck to see through the
| ower curve of the door, and could just nmake out the blue
concentric lines of the helipad below them One band of |i ght
bl i nked, as though sonet hi ng had noved across it, and a nonent
| ater another one did the sane. _Kids, probably , Ransone thought,
and in the sane instant a strong white light flashed fromthe
cab's underbelly, all but drowning out the |Ianding |ines. Ransone
saw a last small figure scranble over the low barrier. The pil ot
smled, and the helicab began to sink delicately toward the
ground. They touched down al nost without a thud, and the credit
reader unfolded itself fromthe wall of the passenger conpartnent,
beeping politely but insistently. Ransone fed his card through the
reader, w nced slightly when the total was presented, but touched
the confirmati on code wthout further protest. The door opened,
and Ransone swung hinself out onto the brightly Iit pavenent. The
cab lifted away as soon as he was clear, trailing a dimnishing
cone of light.
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It was not a long walk fromthe Underface helipad to
Shadows, but Ransone felt his lungs clog and falter, stopped in
the nouth of a half-enclosed courtyard to breathe fromthe
cylinder of Mst. He grinmaced at the bitter taste, grinaced again
as the drug took hold, the cold pain clearing his lungs. He waited
a nonent longer, listening to a strand of distant nusic, a single
vi ol o drawn agai nst the night, that floated down from sonewhere
above him closer to the base of the D ke. The pain faded, and he
kept wal ki ng. Shadows appeared out of the darkness a few m nutes
| ater, all its w ndows unshuttered and blazing with |ight, a
suppressed excitenent hummng in the air around it. Even the food
shop across the intersection seened qui et by conparison, both the
bouncers, conspicuous in their rusty black jerkins and studded
wri st bands, sitting confortably in chairs just outside the
doorway, a thernoflask on the ground between them

There was no trouble gaining adm ssion to the club, despite
the crowd that overflowed fromthe main | obby into the access
hall. Most of themwanted only to maintain their view of the |arge
di spl ay screens, and were perfectly willing to | et Ransone past as
| ong as he showed no desire to linger. He fetched up against the
far wall, beside the little office. The dreany-eyed woman behi nd
the counter only reluctantly took her attention fromthe display
board bal anced in her | ap.

"What can | do for you?"

"I's Davvi here?"

The abrupt request raised her eyebrows, and then she
frowned, visibly searching her nenory to match the face in front
of her. Ransone smled, unable to keep the expression fromturning
sour, and said, "Tell him Anbi dexter's here."

The dreany eyes w dened al nbost comcally. "At once,

N Anbi dexter. It's good to see you back again."

A few of the Ganers close to the desk heard the nane even
over the direct-input sound fromthe roomsystens, and turned to
| ook. Ransone net the stares blandly, and turned his attention to
the displays overhead. In the screens, Gllio Hazard confronted a
figure he didn't recognize, an enornously fat man in prison
cl othes. Bricks and stones, a halo of debris, floated in the air
around him and Ransone realized that the fat nan was a
t el eki neti c.

"She is good, isn't she?" Davvi Medard-Yasi ne had cone
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quietly through the door that led to the session roons, and sm |l ed
at Ransone's shrug.

"So far, yes," Ransone answered. "Look, Davvi, | need a
favor."

"You can ask," Medard-Yasi ne answered, but his smle
wi dened.

"I want to watch, up close. Can you get ne into the control
roonf"

"I figured," Medard-Yasine said. "Cone on."

He | ed the way through the door and into the depths of the
club. These hallways were | ess crowded, but in nearly every side
room a group had gathered around the VDI RT tables, and the sane
tiny figures noved in each tabletop display. The central courtyard
was busi er than Ransone had ever seen it, groups standing three
deep at the larger tables there. Security was standi ng outside the
control room a thin unsmling woman with speci alists' badges on
her shoul ders, and the Ganers who had ventured into this area gave
her a wide berth. They clustered at the far end of the hall, where
soneone had hooked a trio of series-linked Ganeboards into a
dat anode, dividing their attention between the display screens and
the door that led to the control areas. Medard-Yasine ignored
them said sonething quietly to Security, who nodded and stood
back fromthe door controls. Ransone waited whil e Medard- Yasi ne
keyed the entrance codes, |ooking politely down the hall away from
t he keypad. The people on the edges of the group | ooked back at
him frankly curious, and a couple of them put their heads
together, murnmuring to each other. Ransone smled then, and a
woman in the front row nudged the man next to her. Her voice
carried quite clearly: "That's Anbidexter, |"'msure of it."

"You' ve been found out," Medard-Yasine said cheerfully, and
pushed open the door.

Ransone followed himinto the control room crowded with
Ganers and di splay equi pnent. A massive VDI RT table, tw ce as
| arge as nost club nodels, dom nated the room the scenario played
in the air above the tabletop, the inages al nost solid enough to
bl ock out the real objects behind them and the virtual screens in
the tabletop itself glimered with technical displays. Ransone
gl anced quickly at them skimmng the |lines of synbols, |ooked
away again to scan the crowd. Most of the Dock Road not abl es were
here, all right -- and there were maybe a dozen of them Dock Road
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was a Ganer's ghetto, especially around Underface -- and the
flickering tie-in lights on the wall consoles neant that a | ot
nore people were tapping in through M-Net. He | ooked sideways, at
Medar d- Yasi ne, and saw a faint, feline smle of satisfaction on
the other man's face. Ransone touched his forehead in
acknowl edgnent, and turned his attention to the Gane.

*I nterlude*

_Gane/var Rebel . 2. 04/ _
_SsubPsi. 1.22/ver22. 1/ses 1.26_

They crouched in the uncertain shelter of the cargo bay,
hearing the clatter of boots on the wal kways to either side. The
over hangi ng shelves, piled high with crates, gave sone cover, but
they all knew that if the Baron's guards canme out onto the center
catwalk it would take a mracle to keep from bei ng seen. @Gl an
Africal/ JAFI ERA ROSCHA worked frantically at the powerpack of their
only heavy laser, trying to mate a sal vaged bl aster cell into the
nonst andard housing. Mjja Lyall/FERNESA crouched at his side,
unabl e to concentrate on either the gun or on Jack Bl ue/ VERE
CAM NESI, who spraw ed gaspi ng agai nst the nearest stack of
crates. His bul k had di splaced the | owest one slightly, and Gallio
Hazar d/ | MBERTI NE gave the whol e stack a wide berth, kneeling well
clear of its line of fall, his pistol drawn and cocked. He had
|aid the fresh clip on the decking beside him ready for use. Lord
Far o/ PETER SAVI AN and | belin Bel fortune/ KAZI O BELEDI N crouched as
always a little apart fromthe rest, Faro a little ahead of the
wi | d-eyed Bel fortune, as though he could sonehow protect him

“"Where the hell is this contact?" Desir of Harnsway/ ALAZAI S
MARI CHE hi ssed, his light pistol already drawn and ready. "Cone
on, Avellar, you can explain this one, too."

Avel | ar/ GARET HUARD i gnored him went to kneel on the
war ped fl ooring beside Jack Blue. "Howis it?" he said, as nuch to
Lyall as to Blue, but it was the tel ekinetic who answered.

"Not so good." Blue's voice was thin and wheezy, and Lyall
shook her head, reaching into the nuch-depl eted nedical kit.

"I'f you weren't so damm fat," Harnmsway sneered, and Bl ue
frowned sharply. A cracked piece of the floor tiling snapped | oose
and flung itself at Harnsway's face. He ducked away fromit, but
it still struck hima grazing blow al ong one cheekbone, raising a
thin line of blood. Avellar snatched the falling tile before it
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could hit anything el se.

"That's why |'"'mso damm fat," Blue said. The mass a
tel ekinetic could nove was directly related to his/her body
wei ght; that he could throw even a kil ogram exhausted as he was,
was the direct result of his obesity.

"Save your strength,"” Avellar said to Blue, and | ooked at
Har nsway. "The ship is there, Desir, and ny contact's waiting. Go
ri ght ahead.”

Har nreway | ooked | ongingly at the cargo door, just twenty
nmeters away across the width of the warehouse. It was even open,
the ship's hatch gleamng in the loading lights, and he coul d feel
that the last barrier was sealed only with a sinple pal mlock, the
kind of thing he could open in his sleep ... if he could only get
there. His lips thinned, and he | ooked away.

“"Avel lar." Lyall's voice was suddenly sharp with fear, and
Avel | ar swung to face her.

"I think -- " Lyall began, then shook her head. "No, |I'm
sure. They've brought in a hunter.™

Har nrseway swore, and Hazard | ooked back over his shoul der at
hi m

Africa said, as if he didn't really want to know, "Hunter?"

"Anot her telepath,” Blue said. "One who specializes in
sensing out his own kind."

"How cl ose?" Harnsway demanded, and Lyall shook her head
again.

"I can't tell. He -- she -- it's shielded."”

Avellar's lips tightened, and he | ooked at the two nen who
stood apart fromthe rest. Faro shifted his position slightly,
alnost in spite of hinself, putting hinself between Avell ar and
Bel fortune. Belfortune did not seemto notice, but his free hand
rose to the stained bandage on his left shoul der, pressed hard as
t hough that would ease the pain. Avellar lifted a hand and | ooked
i nstead at Africa. "Hows it comng, GGl an?"

The technician shrugged, his hands never slow ng on the
bal ky connection. "W won't know until | try to use it. | think
|'"ve got it."

Avel | ar grimaced, | ooked back at Bel fortune. "Bel."

"Let himbe," Faro said. Belfortune passed his hand over
his face, then reached for the gun he had | aid beside himon the
tiles. He still would not neet Avellar's eyes.
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"Bel ," Avellar said again. "W need you."

"There's nothing | can do." Belfortune spoke flatly,
without lifting his eyes fromthe floor. H's useless left hand was
tucked into the front of his jacket, held as if in a crude sling.

"Bull shit," Harnmsway said. "That's fucking bullshit, and
you know it. Just because you don't |ike thinking you' re one of
us, just because you and him' -- his free hand swept out to
i ndi cate Lord Faro, who |ifted an arrogant eyebrow in response --
"have had the Baron's favor, you don't want to admt what you are.
You could get us all killed, or you could save us. You're a
vanpi re, dam you, and right now that could save all our lives."

Bel fortune's good hand cl osed convul sively over the gun,
and he brought it up in a single snooth notion, leveling it at
Har nsway. Harnsway stared back at hi munnovi ng, handsone face set
in his mask of habitual contenpt. Avellar stirred, but said
nothing after all.

"I"'mnot a vanpire," Belfortune said after a nonent, and
the gun's nuzzle wavered and fell. "Yes, I'mpsi, |'ve never
denied it -- "

"Li ke hell," Harnmsway sai d.

Bel fortune swept on as though he hadn't spoken. " -- but
|"'monly an interference maker. Al | can do is fuck up sonebody
trying to use their psi. | can't stop them | can't take their
power away."

"But you can." Lyall's voice was very soft, but they all
heard her. "The tests were conclusive, | was there, | ran them
When you want to, you can stop all psi use cold.”

“"And then what?" Bel fortune asked. He smled bitterly,

Wi thout a trace of hunor. "That's the part no one ever asks about,
do they, Mjja? Because what happens is they die. |I take their
power, and they die without it."

“"Bel." Faro's voice was gentle, as though there was no one
el se near them and all the tinme in the world.

"You know what happens."” Belfortune's voi ce scal ed upward,
toward hysteria. "You know how they die. Oh, God, the taste of it
inny mnd -- "

Faro reached out to him but Harnmsway cut himoff. "Jesus
Christ. It's a hunter. And if you don't kill him we're dead."

"Shut up, Desir,"” Avellar said. He | ooked at Bel fortune.
"Bel -- "
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Bel fortune shook his head. "I can't, Avellar. Not won't. |
can't do it."

“"Let it be," Faro said, wth unexpected authority. He and
Avel | ar | ocked stares for a nonent, and then Avellar turned away.

"Ready," Africa said, and held out the |aser. Hazard took
it warily, slipped his pistol and its spare clip back onto his
bel t.

"What do we do now, Avellar?" he said.

"Wthout Belfortune -- " Lyall began, and broke off wth a
gasp.

Avel | ar took a deep breath. "W have to get on board the
ship. And if the Baron's brought in a hunter, they'll know where
we are any mnute now W'Ill have to fight."

"What a wonderful plan," Harnsway jeered. "And how typi cal
of your planning. Damm you, Royal, why didn't you | eave ne here?"

Avel | ar | ooked at him face absolutely w thout enotion. "I
told you once, | need you, need your talent. | can't take the
throne wi thout your help."”

Africa | ooked up as though he'd been stung, and Hazard
spoke quickly, cutting off anything the technician m ght have
said. "But to fight, Royal ?"

Jack Blue said, "He's right, Avellar. The odds aren't in
our favor."

Avel | ar | ooked at Bel fortune. "You hear them Belfortune.
It's your choice."

"I can't," Belfortune said, his voice little |ouder than a
whi sper. "I can't."

"He's found us," Lyall said. Her eyes were closed, face
furrowed with concentration as she brought her m nimal telepathy
to bear on the problem "He's at the east entrance, and the chase
squads are joining him"

"Oh, shit," Harnmsway said. "Shit, shit, shit." He flung
hi nrsel f out from under the shelter of the shelves, started down
the corridor toward the eastern entrance. Overhead, a |ight
fixture exploded in a shower of sparks; to his left, a cargo robot
spun awkwardly on its treads, and started toward the entrance as
wel | . Fat sparks gathered around him snapped fromhis fingers and
flickered away from himacross the netal shelves and the wal kways
overhead as he tapped into and overl oaded the cargo bay's
el ectrical systens. He turned down the first side corridor, and
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vani shed.

"Desir -- 1" Avellar began, closed his nouth over whatever
he woul d have said. "Hazard, get after him get himback if you
can. "

Hazard nodded. "But not for you, Royal," he said, and

started after the electrokinetic, the laser still gripped in his
hands.

Avel | ar | ooked down at Bel fortune, who still crouched
agai nst the cases. "Damm you to hell, Belfortune,"” he whi spered.
"@ve ne a reason | shouldn't kill you now "

Bel fortune did not answer, did not even seemto hear, and
Faro said, "You pushed himtoo hard, Avellar, you and Harnmsway. |f
you'd given ne tine -- "

Avel l ar stared at himfor an instant, but then nodded,
acknow edgi ng the rebuke. "All right," he said, "get noving, al
of you. Head for the hatch."”

"We can still back himup," Africa said.

Bl ue shook his head, said, in a voice suddenly as old and
tired as he | ooked, "He's dead, man. They're both dead. They'l| be
on himin a mnute."

As if to underscore his words, the whine of laser fire
sounded from sonewhere near the east entrance, followed a nonent
| ater by the distinctive crack as an el ectrokinetically induced
overl oad destroyed a | aser's power pack.

Avell ar wi nced. "All we can do now," he said, "is get to
the ship."

"He's right,"” Blue said, and hauled hinmself to his feet,
steadied by Lyall and Africa. "Let's go."

*Gane/ Var Rebel . 2. 04/ subPsi . 1. 22/ ver 22. 1/ sesl. 27*

Har nrsway noved t hrough the corridors in a hailstorm of
electricity, glorying in a strength and skill he hadn't known he
possessed. Lights exploded overhead, spilled streaners of fire
fromthe open circuits; he caught and shaped that inchoate power
into bolts, and flung themin the faces of the Baron's troops as
they noved to engage him Qutside the sphere of his influence,
| ights flickered, control panels flashing yellow and red as he
overl oaded the system He felt it, reached out to conpensate,
groping for access to the main power grid.

The first laser bolt spun himsideways into a stack of
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crates. He caught hinself against their nmetal sides, electricity
crackl i ng unheeded from his hands, turned to point at the soldier,
using his finger as focus and guide for his power. Stored
el ectricity |l eaped fromthe nearest output node, flashed along his
arm and across the intervening neters to strike the laser's
power pack. It blewin a sheet of flane, and the soldier fell,
scream ng. Harnmsway caught his breath, aware of a new pain in his
chest, tried to flex his shoulder and fail ed, and shrugged the
ot her shoul der and kept wal ki ng, back toward the east entrance
where the hunter had been waiting.

There were nore of the Baron's guard waiting around the
next corner, crouched behind the shield of a heavy gatling.
Har nsway took a deep breath that burned in his |ungs,
concentrated, and reached out for the gun's control circuits. The
guards fired in the sane instant, a brief hail of |ead before
Har nsway found the gatling' s electronics and destroyed the system
They had barely had tine to aim but two of the bullets struck his
hip and | eg. He staggered agai nst the nearest stack of crates,
tried to take a step, and fell, sliding against the bare netal
until he was barely sitting, propped up against the crates. The
first of the two surviving soldiers leveled his |aser. Harnsway
fought back the pain, and reached for the nearest output node. He
drew power fromit, but his side and | eg burned and throbbed, and
the electricity streaned out uncontrolled, withed across the
i ntervening netal of the floor like a fiery snake. The soldiers
fell back for a nonent, but then the second man, better protected
by the gatling's snoking carcass, raised his |aser again. There
were nore soldiers comng up the corridor behind him and an
airsled rode in their mdst: the Baron hinself was comng to see
the end of the hunt. Harnsway braced hinself to die.

Hazard rounded the | ast corner at that nonent, and the
sol diers swng instinctively to cover him He took in the

situation at a glance -- Harnsway down, bl ood and burned flesh
everywhere, the soldiers wwth leveled |lasers and the rest of the
troop com ng up behind them-- and started to raise his heavy

| aser for the last tine.

"Don't shoot," a whispering voice said fromthe airsled' s
cl osed cabin, and Hazard froze. Harnmsway nade a snall, painful
sound, but the voice went on anyway, as though no one had spoken.
"Hazard, you're not a fool. Put down your gun, and |I'm sure we can
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cone to sone agreenent.”

Hazard hesitated, the nuzzle of the gun wavering slightly --
to fire was suicide, his and Harnsway's, but the speaker was Baron
Vortex, and his word could never be trusted.

"Your friend is badly hurt, maybe dying," the voice went
on. "But he could be saved. Put down your gun, Gallio Hazard, and
"Il see that he lives."

"And ne?" Hazard asked, with a short | augh.

"And you," the voice agreed. "Both of you wll live."

"\Nhy 2"

"You're running short of tine," the voice nurnured, with a
note |ike anusenent, and Hazard shook his head.

"Why?" he sai d again.

"I need telepaths,” the voice said. "Electrokinetics of
Har nsway's talent are rare, to say the |east; he nay even be
uni que. You were not badly treated here, and if you cooperate, you
can live quite well -- you both can live quite well. Is Avellar's
rebellion worth that nmuch to you?"

Hazard hesitated for a nonent |onger, then, very slowy,
laid his laser on the tiles, slid it hard toward the waiting
soldiers. "All right," he said. "W surrender."

"Excellent," the voice purred, and changed instantly to a
snap of command. "Medics, see to that nman. You, guard, search this
one properly.”

Hazard lifted his hands, and submtted to the search,
wat chi ng over the soldiers' shoulders as a nedical team swarned
over Harnmsway's unconsci ous body, |loaded it into a nedsled, and
sped away. The nearest soldier prodded him and he forced hinself
to nove, wal king back toward the entrance and the | ong trek back
to the prison conpl ex.

*Gane/ var Rebel . 2. 04/ subPsi . 1. 22/ ver 22. 1/ ses1. 28*

There were only two guards by the cargo door, both staring
nervously toward the sound of Harnmsway's attack. They were
sheltered by the hatchway, not an easy shot at all, and Avell ar
paused in the shelter of the final rack of crates, considering
them cautiously. After a nonent, he beckoned to Africa. The man
frowned, but slipped forward to join the rebel | eader.

"You're the best shot of all of us,"” Avellar said, |eaning
cl ose, his voice an al nost soundl ess whisper. "Can you take thenf"
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Africa frowed. "Not with a pistol."

Avel | ar nade a face, but eased back into the shelter of the
crates. After a nonent, Africa followed, still frowning.

“"Let me," Faro said.

Avel | ar shook his head. Before he could say anything, Jack
Bl ue i nterrupted.

"l can draw them out, Avellar. Leave it to ne."

Avel | ar | ooked uncertainly at himfor a nonent -- a fat
man, wheezing, |eaning awkwardly on Lyall's shoulder -- but slowy
nodded. "If you can lure them out here..."

"We can take them" Africa said. "Can't we, Faro?"

Lord Faro nodded, snapped the |last power cell into the butt

of his pistol.

"Do it," Avellar said.

Bl ue cl osed his eyes, frowned, and let hinself sink cross-
| egged onto the tiled floor. Slowy, the frown eased away fromhis
heavy features, and his hands lay lax on his thighs. A few nonents
| ater, sonething stirred in the corridor to their right: it
sounded | i ke sonmeone wal ki ng, the heavy, uncertain footsteps of a
wounded man.

Lyall said, alnost in the sane nonent, "They're buying it."

The first of the guards peered out of the hatchway, put up
his faceplate to listen nore closely. Africa |eveled his pistol,
but Lord Faro laid a restraining hand on his arm

"Wait for the other one," he said, very softly.

Africa nodded, |owered the pistol again.

Bl ue was sweating lightly now, forehead furrowed in
concentration. In the corridor, the footsteps faltered, sonething
metal fell with a clatter, and then the footsteps picked up again,
nore slowy. The guard cocked his head to one side, |istening,
then pulled the faceplate down again. Avellar held his breath,
afraid to nove. Very slowy, Lyall crossed her fingers, closed her
eyes, and played out her mninmal power the way a fisherman plays a
| ine, easing out a tendril of curiosity to draw the guard toward
the strange noi ses. The guard held up his hand at |ast, and
beckoned to his partner. The second guard cane up to the edge of
the hatch, but stopped just inside the heavy frane. Africa
breat hed a curse: the hatchway still bl ocked their shot.

"Wait for it," Faro murmured, the words al nobst a mantra.
“Wait for it."
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The guards stood still for a nonent |onger, visibly
conferring via the helnmet links. Then the first guard started
toward the sound of the footsteps, and the second man noved out of
the hatchway to cover him

"Now " Avel |l ar said.

The others fired al nost as he spoke. The second guard fell
wi t hout a sound, crunpling back into the hatchway. The first guard
spun around, staggered by the shot, but fought to keep his feet
and bring his laser to bear. Africa fired again, and this tinme he
went down.

"Did he warn the main party?" Avellar denmanded, | ooking at
Lyal I .

The tel epath shook her head. "I don't think so."

"Then let's go," Avellar said. He | ooked down at Bl ue, who
was slowy opening his eyes, extended a hand to help himto his
feet. Faro did the sane, and together they pulled the tel ekinetic
upright. Belfortune stepped forward without a word, took Avellar's
pl ace. He winced when his share of Blue's weight hit him but nade
no sound.

"Let's go," Avellar said again, and started across the open
corridor toward the hatch. The others followed, Africa still with
his | aser at the ready, but nothing noved to stop them

They crowded into the narrow space, and Avellar laid his
hand agai nst the sensor panel that regul ated access to the
freighter's cargo | ock. There was a soft click, and then a high-
pitched tone.

“"Royal Avellar," he said distinctly, and waited. A
heartbeat | ater, the cargo | ock creaked open. Famliar peopl e,
famliar faces, were waiting inside the |Iock, and Avellar allowed
hinmself to relax for the first tinme since they had left the prison
conpl ex.

"Thank God you nmade it," a well-renenbered voi ce said, and
Avel |l ar grimaced, relief and chagrin equally mngled in his face.

"Danile. | didn't get him"

"I know." The man -- greying, thin, a long, heavily
enbroi dered coat thrown over expensively plain shirt and trousers -
- | ooked back at himgravely. "But you're safe, and alive, and
well out of this place. And the rest of you, too." H s eyes swept
over the others, stopped when he saw Faro. "So." The word was
little nore than a hiss. "You found sonething you wanted nore than
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your | ands, Faro?"

Faro gl ared back at him then deliberately reached out to
touch Belfortune's wounded shoul der. "Yes. And |'ve paid, Danile.
| can't go back to the Baron now. "

There was a little silence, broken by one of the crew
saying urgently, "Sirs..."

Dani | e nodded. "All right, Faro. Al of you, we have to
hurry. We're cleared for departure, let's go while we can."

There was a ragged nmurnmur of agreenent, and the group began
to nove further into the ship, following Danile and Avellar. The
cargo door slid shut behind them closing off their |ast view of
| xi on' s \Wheel .

*Eveni ng, Day 30*

_High Spring: Shadows, Face_
_Road, Dock Road District_
_Below the A d Dike_

There was a little silence after the session ended, the
i mges fading slowy fromthe VDI RT table, and then a nurnur of
sati sfaction, of pleasure, before the appl ause began. Ransone
joined with the rest, but long before they'd finished, he was
pushing his way through the crowd to Medard-Yasine's side. "I want
to neet her, Davvi."

Medar d- Yasi ne | ooked bl ank for a nonment, then visibly
pul | ed hinmself out of the Gane universe. "So | ong as you're not
planning to kill her, I-Jay. |I want her working here."

Ransone gave his crooked smle. "No, | wasn't planning on
it. She did a pretty good job with that scenario.” Better than
pretty good; it was her players who held her back. God, wouldn't I
| ove to play a session, show themall how it should be done ... It
had been a long tine since he had felt that way about any of the
Gane versions, and his smle w dened for an instant.

“Can | quote you?" Medard- Yasi ne said.

"Maybe. Once |'ve net her."

Medar d- Yasi ne | aughed. "Cone on, then."

The pl ayers were gathering in one of the |arger |ounges,
where food and drink were already set out for the players -- on
t he house, CGuerenei said |oudly. Medard-Yasi ne nodded his
agreenent, and noved off with only a quick word of apology to
supervi se the house staff. Ransone stood just inside the door,
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content to watch froma di stance for now, matchi ng nanes and real
faces to voices that had becone oddly famliar. Savian and Bel edin
he had recogni zed instantly, despite the new inplants glimrering
in Beledin's eyes, and seeing themstanding wwth their arns around
each other, he guessed that their old affair mght rekindle for
the night. A thin, olive-skinned young man in a steward' s jacket
stood blinking for a nonent in the doorway, the mark of his shades
prom nent on his nose, and Bel edin detached hinself from Savian's
hold to enbrace the newoner. Jack Blue?_ Ransone wondered, and
the steward's voice confirnmed it. Huard he knew al so, admtted
grudgingly that the man had done a good job within conventional
limts, as had Mariche. He searched the crowd for an instant
before he found her, was not surprised to find her hooked up to
another termnal, waiting to see if her ratings had changed.

| mbertine -- who did better than | expected, given the others'
conventional play_ -- floated in his chair at her side, rubbing
his wists as though the bracelets chafed him Ransone all owed

hi nsel f another quick smle -- Mariche had al ways been overly
concerned wth rankings. That left Roscha -- _Galan Africa_ -- and
Li oe. He | ooked again, and realized that the stunning redhead

tal king to Huard nust be one of the players. Roscha, then -- and

It's a shane her nouth is that hair too big, or she'd be perfect.
So where's Lioe?

Even as he thought it, the door fromthe session room
opened again, and a tall, |anky woman cane into the room She was
dark, her skin the color of old bronze, and her face was nade up
of stark planes, a severe and scul ptural beauty. A pilot's hat, a
smal |l one, just a narrow toque with a knot of spangled fabric
wound around it, hugged her close-cut hair. Then soneone called to
her, a voice out of the crowd congratulating her on the session,
and she turned to face him her expression breaking into a smle
that shattered the stony beauty and gave her instead a vivid

pl ai nness. Ransone caught his breath -- he hadn't expected that,
had expected a woman with | ooks |ike that to use them to stay
al ways grave and expressionless, to fear the sudden change -- and

I n that nonent soneone spoke his nane.

"Havi ng fun, |-Jay?"

He | ooked down and down again, to the upturned face and
hal f - bared breasts of a tiny, perfect woman. She smled up at him
well aware of and confortable with his regard, and Ransone was
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unable to keep his own smle in r return fromtw sting slightly out
of true. "Oh, enornously,"” he said. "Are you here professionally,
Cella, or are you here to play?"

|f the barb touched her, she gave no sign of it. "To play --
or to watch, rather. It was nice of you to drop in, I|-Jay, after
all this tinme. But then, sonebody was playing with your toys."

She kept her tone light, masking the insult, but Ransone
was not deceived. "Wiy do you care if |I'mout of the Gane?"

Cella | aughed at him a lovely, practiced sound. "W've
m ssed you, |-Jay, m ssed Anbidexter. Though with this Lioe
around, that may be less of a problem She does very well with
your tenplates, don't you think?"

"Well enough," Ransone said. But |I'mbetter . He
controlled the inpulse to boast, said instead, "Have you been
playing nuch lately, Cella?" He knew perfectly well that she had
been, that her nost recent session had been panned by nost of the
nets as too political, and that the one before that had gotten an

A rating on- and off-world -- _and did she deliberately blow a
session, set it up so you couldn 't mss the politics, just to try
to lure nme back on line?_ It didn't seemlikely -- one did not

waste a session that way, not if one was serious about the Gane --
but he couldn't shake the sudden suspicion.

"Oh, |'ve been running a session or two," Cella said. "But
we've all mssed your input.”

“"I''ll have to see if | can renedy that," Ransone said
slowy, and was not reassured by Cella's blinding smle. |I'm
doi ng what you want, Chauvelin, but I'mnot at all happy about it.
At |east |'ve got an excuse. Except that Lioe's good, good the way
| was, and | don't think I'd ve m ssed her play_.

"Il look forward to it." Cella touched his armlightly,
and slipped away into the crowmd. Ransone wat ched her nmake her way
bet ween the groups of much taller nmen and wonen, a tiny, opulent
shape in rich violet silk, her blue-black hair piled in braids
| nterwoven with strands of the sanme clear color. She paused to
speak briefly with one of the other Ganers, and then vani shed
anong the crowd. Ransone stared a nonent |onger, wondering what
she and Dam an Chrestil were up to this tine, then resolutely
| ooked away.

"I-Jay!" Beledin was waving to himfrom across the room "I
shoul d' ve known you'd cone."
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Ransone nmade his way to join the other, allowed hinself one
genui nely m schi evous smle before he snoothed his expression.

“"Hello, Bel. It was a good session."
Bel edi n nodded. "It was."
"That's what | always |iked about you, Bel," Ransone

murmured. "No fal se nodesty. "

Bel edin ignored him gestured to the two nen standing with
him "You know Peter, but | don't knowif you' ve net Vere?"

Ransone started to shake his head, |ooking at the steward's
j acket, then frowned, a vague nenory teasing him

“Audovero Caminesi, _dit_Vere," the young man said with
pronpt courtesy.

"I'llari o Ransone." Ransone held out his hand, still
frowni ng. "Have we net?"

"I played a tenth-run session of yours a few years ago,
back when you -- when Anbi dexter was still working out of Two-
Dragons, " Vere answered, and took the other's hand.

Ransone nodded, unable to sort himout fromthe hundreds of
ot her players, and took refuge in present truths. "It was a good
session, quality play, tonight. | |iked what you did with Jack
Blue -- did you set the weight, or was it a given?"

"Pl ayer's choice," Vere answered. He shrugged, trying for
nonchal ance. "I figured he'd need all the help he could get,
playing with G and Types, and the heavier he was the nore powerful
he was."

"Makes sense," Ransone said. In spite of hinself, in spite
of everything he'd ever said about the Gane, it was too easy to
get caught up in the old interests. He shrugged one shoul der,
annoyed at hinself for no reason, and | ooked away.

The servers had al ready been around with the drinks tray.
Savi an drained the last of his glass, and lifted a hand to wave to
soneone in the crowd. "Na Lioe! There's soneone here you shoul d
meet . "

"Peter." Beledin frowed quickly at him at the enptied
gl ass, and | ooked at Ransone. "I-Jay. She's good --

"Trust nme," Ransone said, and turned to face the woman as
she energed fromthe crowd.

Li oe | ooked warily from Savian to the stranger, aware of
undercurrents but uncertain of their neanings. The stranger sm |l ed
back at her -- a gaunt, white-faced man with deep |ines that
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bracketed his nmouth, turning his expression crooked -- and said,
“I"'mpleased to neet you, Na Lioe."

Li oe nodded, waiting for the nane, and the stranger's snile
br oadened.

"I'mlllario Ransone."
"Na Ransone." Lioe held out her hand, and the stranger took
it, his grip neither testing nor condescendi ngly weak, still with

t hat crooked smle.

"He's Anmbi dexter," Vere said, and for an instant sounded
all of twelve years old. Ransone gave hima fleeting, anused
gl ance, and the younger man flushed to the roots of his hair.

"You | eft sone good characters,” Lioe said, mldly annoyed
by his treatnent of her player. "It's a shane you quit the Gane."

There was a sudden sil ence, spreading fromher words, and
she was aware of Savian's open grin, daring her to say nore.

Bel edin kicked his friend just above the ankle, not gently, but
the Republican ignored him Ransone stared back at her for a | ong
nonent, and then, slowy, the crooked smle w dened, becane real
and unexpectedly appealing. The whol e shape of his face changed,
gai ni ng sudden lines and hollows; his coarse grey-streaked hair
fell untidily into his eyes. He pushed it back inpatiently, as

t hough he were no | onger conscious of the novenent, said, "I
mghtn't've done, if there'd been sessions like this to play in. |
enj oyed wat chi ng. "

"Thanks," Lioe said. _|I will not apol ogize for playing your
characters_.

“I'"ll be looking forward to seeing nore of your work,"
Ransone sai d.

"That's high praise, from Anbi dexter," Savian nmur nured.

Ransone cocked an eyebrow at him but did not answer. Lioe
said, wth deliberate nonchal ance, aimng for exactly the tone she
woul d have used wi th anyone, "Thanks. You should cone and play
soneti ne. "

The expressive eyebrows rose even higher. Lioe net the
stare blandly, and, quite suddenly, Ransone |aughed. "I m ght, at
that. It was a pleasure to neet you, Na Lioe."

“"And you," Lioe said, and couldn't keep a hint of irony out
of her voice. She was already speaking to his back, however; she
was sure he heard, but he made no response. "I think," she added,
nostly under her breath, and was rewarded by a rather nervous
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gi ggle from Vere.

"Woul d you |ike sone nethode? " Beledin said hastily, and
Li oe nodded.

"So that's Anbidexter," she said, and accepted the gl ass
that Beledin held out to her. The liquor was thick and fizzy, and
cheaply sweet. She took a careful swallow, waiting for their
answers.

"Indeed it is," Savian said.

"He's a good player," Beledin said. "Nobody's matched his
Court tenplates, outside the G and Gane."

"Harnmsway's a great character," Vere agreed.

Once diverted into the Gane, they could go on for hours.

Li oe gl anced away from the conversation, searching for Anbi dexter -
- Ransone -- anong the crowding bodies. He was not a tall man, and
it took her a mnute to find him He was standing with Guerenei

and the man who had been pointed out to her as Davvi Medard-

Yasi ne, Shadows' primary owner -- standing between the two of

them so that he seened to be holding court, the other two danci ng
attendance. Does he do that on purpose?_ she wondered. It's
obnoxi ous -- but he does do it well . "Wy did he quit gam ng?"

she asked, and the others |ooked at her in surprise.

"Ransone, you nean?" Bel edi n asked, and Li oe nodded.

"Sheer pique," Savian said, with a w cked grin.

"Gve it a fucking rest,"” Beledin said. He | ooked back at
Li oe, shrugged one shoulder. "He said he was bored. And he's got
his story eggs to keep hi mbusy."

There was a note of constraint in his voice, the faintest
hi nt of sonet hing unspoken. Lioe cocked her head, wondering how to
ask, and Savian said, "They're easier than real people."

Bel edin scow ed, opened his nouth to say sonething, and

Savi an held up both hands. "I'm not being bitchy, that's the
truth. | think he got tired of trying to bully his players into
doi ng what he wanted." There was sonething in his voice -- a
certainty, maybe -- that silenced Bel edin.

"So what did Anbi dexter want?" That was Roscha, energing
fromthe crowd |i ke the avenging angel in a popular film Lioe

caught her breath, inpressed in spite of herself -- in spite of
being all too famliar wth the type, of having witten the
tenplate for the type -- by the streetw se swagger and the

striking figure.
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"He said he enjoyed the session," Vere said.
Roscha whistled softly. "Fromhim that's a conplinent and

a half."

"So what does he do?" Lioe asked. "Now that he doesn't
pl ay."

Roscha shrugged -- clearly, the world outside the Gane
meant nothing to her, Lioe thought, not sure if she admred or was
annoyed by the attitude -- and Beledin said, "He's an artist, an

| mgi st, actually. He makes story eggs."

"What are those?" The others | ooked rather oddly at her,
and Lioe smled broadly to hide her enbarrassnent. "I don't know
them" And | dare you to comment, either .

Bel edi n gestured, shaping a sphere, an ovoid, about twenty
centineters long, mmng a size and wei ght that woul d be
reasonably confortable in the hand. "It's ... they have these
pictures in them like a holofilmloop, that tells a story --
suggests it, nore like. You |look through a lens at one end to see
the display. They're really neat, the ones |'ve seen, very

stylized, so you do a | ot of guessing." He stopped, shrugged. "I'm
just a nusician, though. | don't know nuch about it." There was
frustration in his voice, as though he was still |ooking for the

words to descri be what he'd seen.

Savian said, all trace of nalice or m schief gone fromhis
tone, "They really are spectacular, sone -- nost of them | saw
one, it was just a plain, black netal case, smaller than usual,
sonet hing you could put in your pocket, but when you | ooked into
it, it was as though you were |ooking into a Five Points pal azze.
It was all golden lights, and carved furniture, and jewels, and
vel vets, and you could just see two figures noving through that
setting, in and out of the clutter of things. You could turn the
egg, rotate it, | nean, and you could see nore bits and pi eces of
t he scene, but you could never be quite sure what the two were
doi ng, whether it was courtship, seduction, or one of themtrying
to escape. And you never could see the end of the scene, either,
no matter how hard you tried." He shook his head. "It was very --
wel |, sensual, nore than sexy, but anbi guous, too, so you couldn't
be confortable with it." He paused, tried a smle that carried at
| east sone of his fornmer detachnent. "I don't think Ransone |ikes
you to be confortable.”

| can believe that , Lioe thought, glanced again through
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the crowmd. Ransone had noved away from Guerenei and Medard- Yasi ne,
was standing for that nonent a little apart fromall the rest, a
glass of nethode_ in one hand, the other deep in the pocket of
his plain black trousers. For just an instant, his face was

Wi t hout expression, held nothing but its Iines and a bone-deep
exhaustion. Then soneone spoke to him and Lioe saw his face
change, take on a mask of detached anusenent. _So that's where
Savian got it_, she thought, and had to hide a grin, deliberately
turning her back to Ransone.

"That was a great session, Na Lioe."

Lioe turned to face the speaker, a stocky, dark-haired man
Wi th a horus-eye tattoo on one cheek, half concealing the delicate
dat a socket.

"Thanks," she said, and Guerenei, com ng up behind the man,
cl eared her throat gently.

"I don't think you' ve net Davvi -- Davvi Medard- Yasine, our
mai n owner . "

Li oe murnured sonet hi ng, and Medar d- Yasi ne grinned, rather
sheepi shl y.

“"Sorry, Na Lioe, |'ve seen enough of your work on the
i ntersystens nets that | feel as though | know you. But it was a
great session tonight."

"I enjoyed it," Lioe said, and waited.

"I wonder," Medard- Yasi ne began, and turned a shoul der to
the other players, deftly easing her away fromthe others, "if
you'd consider comng to a tenporary agreenent wth us here at
Shadows. | understand from Lia that you're only on planet for half
a week?"

"Five days at mininmum" Lioe said, and then renenbered that
Burni ng Bright kept a ten-day week. "The ship I'mcrewing for is
in dock for recalibration of the sail projectors, so |I'm dependent
on the dockyards. They told ny boss it would take five to eight
days. "

Medar d- Yasi ne nodded. "Whuld it be presunptuous to assune
you neant to spend nost of that tinme gam ng?"

"This is Burning Bright," Lioe said, with a smle to take

the sting out of her words. "I'd call that a reasonable
assunption. Yes, | was hoping to get in as many sessions as
possible.™

"After tonight's session," Medard-Yasine said, "we'd be
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i nterested in anything else you m ght have ready to run. W'd be
willing to offer twenty-five percent of the fees, and free machi ne
tinme to prepare any new i deas."

"That's very generous," Lioe said, and neant it. Most
Gam ng clubs nmade a good proportion of their inconme fromthe fees
they charged for use of the club's equi pnent. A session could be
outlined easily enough on a Ganeboard, but fine-tuning the details
took the raw power -- and often the nore extensive libraries --
avai | abl e through the clubs. It had cost her over a hundred
credits to conplete just the prison segnents of |xion's Weel.

"We're very interested," Medard-Yasi ne said.

Li oe grinned. "Wuld this be an excl usive deal ?"

"We'd want it that way," Medard-Yasi ne agreed.

"I see." She hadn't really neant nuch by that, was just
buying tine, but Medard-Yasine's thick brows drew together
slightly.

"We' d al so be prepared to pay an excl usive-use fee, for
| xion's Wheel, on a tine-limted basis."

“"You are serious," Lioe said, smling, and Medard- Yasi ne
nodded. H's face was conpletely w thout expression, and Lioe
realized for the first tinme that he neant to buy her -- her
presence at the club, as a session |eader -- and her scenari o,
what ever it cost him It was an unfamliar feeling, and sonewhat
unsettling; she wondered if she had been selling herself short,
back on Callixte. That was an unpl easant thought, and
unproductive; she dragged herself back to the business at hand.
“"What kind of a tine period?”

“"The I ength of your stay,

Medar d- Yasi ne said pronptly.

"Or, since you're not sure howlong that will be, a week -- ten
days. We're prepared to offer you five hundred real , over and
above your cut of the session fees, and of course the free machine
time, on a second-priority basis, if you'll let us have an
exclusive license on Ixion's Wheel for the next ten days. And, of
course, if you'll run at least five sessions for us."

Li oe hesitated, juggling nunbers in her head. She coul d
expect to clear about fifty real per session, if Shadows' fees
were in line with the rest of the club systenmis; that plus the
five hundred would pay all her bills at the transients' hostel,
and the machine tine would | et her explore sone ideas that had
been nagging at her for nost of the trip, ideas that sprang
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directly fromlIxion's Weel.... She curbed her enthusiasm It also
meant that soneone el se would be running her scenario several
tinmes a day, w thout her having any control at all over how it was
handl ed. But then, nost of those players would be household Ganers
anyway, people who couldn't handle the scenario without a highly

i nterventioni st session |eader, not at all the kind of players she
wanted to be bothered with anynore. "Wat if it turns out that
people want to play nore than five sessions, and ny schedule lets

me handle it?" she asked, still playing for tine,

Medar d- Yasi ne said, "Fromwhat you've told ne, | don't know
how likely that is." He grinned, and | ooked suddenly years
younger. "Wth Stormcomng -- the Carnival, that is -- |I'd expect
you to want to see sone of the celebration. Frankly, | don't

expect ny full-tinmers to do nmuch work, this tine of year."
GQuerenei gave a short bark of |aughter, and Medard- Yasi ne gave her
a conspiratorial glance. "But if you do find tinme to give us sone
extra sessions, |I'll match whatever you nake fromfees."

Li oe nodded. "All right," she said. "It sounds |ike a good
deal. I'mwlling to try it."

"Excellent," Medard-Yasine said, and smled again. "I"'II
draw up a contract, and you can drop by anytine tonorrow -- "

"Anyti nme?" @uerenei said, and Medard- Yasi ne gri maced.

"All right, anytine after noon. |'I|l have a voucher for the
fees waiting then, too."
"It sounds good," Lioe said. "I'll see you then."

"I't's good to have you in the house," Medard-Yasi ne sai d.
“"Even if it's only for a few days." They cl asped hands again, and
t hen he and Guerenei noved away.

Left to herself, Lioe took a careful step backward, away
fromthe crowd of Ganers. She was flattered by Medard-Yasine's
praise, flattered and startled and suspi cious in about equal
measures, and she wanted tine to think. It wasn't that she
di sliked the noise and the babble and the flying cross-tal k that
surrounded her, conplinent and critique and commentary filling the
air around her, but it distracted her, nmade her feel alnost too
much at hone. Her decision wasn't irrevocable -- she could al ways
refuse to sign the contract the next norning -- but she felt the
sudden need to sit down sonewhere quiet and work out what she'd
done. Not hi ng but good, seem ngly: a damm good session, a
contract, even a conplinent from Anbi dexter, which, after she'd
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used his character w thout perm ssion, was an acconpli shnent
i ndeed. From what the others had said, Anbidexter had a reputation

for being possessive -- _and | probably wouldn't 've done it if
|'"d realized he was still around_.
She scanned the groups of players, |ooking again for
Anmbi dexter -- _Ransonme_, she corrected herself, _Illario Ransone_ -

- but the thin figure had vanished. _Qut of sight, or gone?_ she
wonder ed, and the stab of disappointnment was unexpectedly keen.

_Wihy the hell should |I care? Except that he was -- is? --
Anbi dexter, and he conplinented ny play. That's reason enough for
any Ganer. But ... | want to talk to him again_.

" So. "

That was Africa's voice, at her el bow, and Lioe turned, was
vaguely startled to see Roscha's striking face instead of the
session's icon. Roscha went on, apparently unaware of the other's
surprise, or so used to it as to be inmune to the effect.

"Did he make you a decent offer?" She held out a gl ass of
_nmet hode_ as she spoke, added, "I saw you weren't drinking."

"Thanks," Lioe said, and accepted the tall glass. The w ne
was confortingly famliar, and she drank with pl easure.

"So wll you be working here?" Roscha asked.

Lioe lifted an eyebrow, and the other wonman stared back,
uni npressed and still curious. "W're -- negotiating," Lioe said
after a nonent, and Roscha grinned, not the | east abashed.

"Shadows is a good club, and the play's quality. You ought
to think about it."

"I amthinking about it," Lioe said, and laid the |ightest
of stresses on _thinking . The party was w ndi ng down around her,
session participants and observers ali ke edging toward the door.
She gl anced sideways to call up the inplanted chrononeter's

di splay -- one of the m nor conveniences that cane with a pilot's
job -- and saw without surprise that it was past |ocal m dnight.
Savi an and Bel edin stood cl ose together near the far wall; even as

she wat ched, Beledin smled, and touched the other nman's shoul der,
easing himtoward the door. He caught her eye, and the snmle

wi dened to a grin, and then they were gone. Vere was nowhere in
sight, nor Inbertine; Mariche was deep in conversation with a
handsone, greyhaired man, who | eaned close, resting a tentative
hand on her waist. Huard stood next to a full-bodied wonman with
gold flowers painted on her dark skin and hsaii ribbons woven in
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her hair. Even as Lioe watched, the wonman reached up to touch
Huard's face, the flowers glittering in the cold |ight.

She | ooked away politely, feeling vaguely jeal ous -- why
shoul d she be the only one going hone al one? -- and Roscha sai d,
“I'f you're interested, |I know a good after-hours bar. After that
session, | owe you a drink."

Li oe gl anced curiously at her, wondering if she really had
heard a double invitation, and what she would do about it if she
had. Roscha was a striking wonman, there was no doubt about it, the
strong sexy curves well displayed by the plain workcloth trousers
and the thin knit shirt beneath the worn jerkin. Mire than that,

t hough, she was sonething famliar, a kind of Ganer Lioe knew and
understood, and all of a sudden she was hungry for just that
famliarity. "Thanks," she said. "I'll take you up on that."

Roscha's smile in return was dazzling. "It's the | east |
can do. You gave ne a great character.”

| didn't choose you, unfortunately , Lioe thought, _and
Africa's pretty conventional . She nunbl ed sonething in answer,
and | ooked around for Aliar Guerenei. The ol der wonan was standi ng
with a group of Ganers on the far side of the room Lioe lifted a
hand to catch her eye, and started toward her, but Guerenei waved
her away, her expression at once anused and approving. Lioe waved
back, and turned toward the door. Roscha followed her fromthe
room

The hal I ways were | ess crowded than they had been, but
pl ayers still clustered in the courtyard, busy at the food bars
and in the | obby. A few of themcalled congratul ati ons; Lioe
nodded back, called polite responses, and felt the sense of
satisfaction growng in her. She had done well, and she deserved
the praise. Qutside Shadows, the street was quiet, only dimy |it
by the cool spheres at each intersection, and Lioe checked in
spite of herself. The food shop seened all but deserted, the
orange |ight behind its open door |like the glow of a banked fire.
Music no |longer spilled into the street, and even the bouncers had
di sappear ed.

“"The club's down toward the Straight,'
Lioe junped a little.

"How are the streets, this |ate?" she asked.

Roscha shrugged, |ooking rather surprised at the question.
“"Not bad -- not in this quarter, anyway." She tossed her head to

Roscha sai d, and
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send her thick hair tunbling back over her shoul ders. "Cone Storm
of course, everybody will be out all night, but | don't know if
t hat makes you any safer.”

_True enough_, Lioe thought, _true on any planet. But |
wonder if your definition of "safe" matches mne . "That's the
Carnival, right?" Keep her tal king, and see what it is she wants.
Since | think | could want her too_.

"Yeah. The wi nds have already shifted, you can feel it, but

the weat her people aren't predicting anything yet. There'll be
fireworks tonorrow night -- the Syncretist Congregations are
sponsoring that -- and a big display on Storm One, that's day
after tonorrow. There's a | ot going on -- people have schedul ed

stuff for the whole three weeks."

There was an anusenent in her voice that Lioe couldn't
translate. Was it because the city had schedul ed events for the
whol e period, as though there was a chance that nothing woul d
happen? O was it just that she thought Stormwas funny? Vaguely,
she renmenbered reading stories of floods and danmage, docks and
whol e wat erfront nei ghborhoods washed away. Burning Bright Gty
nestled inside the circling islands as if it lay in the bottom of
a bow; let a storminto that confined space, and wi nd and water
woul d weak havoc. She shivered, thinking of Callixte's sunmer
storns, the blue-black clouds marching al ong the hori zon,
lightning striking fires to scour the central plains. She couldn't
quite i magi ne that force unleashed on a city -- a crowded city --
or with the force of the sea behind it. _Maybe all you can do is
| augh_.

"The Syndics parade is tonorrow night," Roscha went on, and
Li oe dragged her attention back to the conversation. "That's on
the Water."

" Par ade?" Lioe asked.

"Yeah. They run barges -- the big, flat-bodied ones, set up
pageants on them" She grinned again, a | ook of pure m schief, and
Li oe wondered just how young she was. "They do all the fittings

out si de of Mainwarden Island -- that's the big island, sits
astride the southern end of the Water?"
Li oe nodded.

"They try to keep the presentations a big secret," Roscha
said. "When | was a kid, we used to sneak out there, try and see
t hem ahead of tine. It's Beauties and Beasts this year -- that's
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the thene. You should get yourself a costune, if you go."

"I"'mnot nuch one for dressing up," Lioe said doubtfully,
and Roscha sounded a |little subdued when she answer ed.

"I could recommend a good costuner."

Li oe | ooked sideways at her, and Roscha | ooked away, as
t hough she'd said sonet hing wong. "Thanks," Lioe said, but the
other didn't answer. Lioe sighed slightly. She wasn't nuch one for
costune, had never really |l earned how to play those ganes:

Carni val wasn't part of Callixte's heritage, and Foster Services
hadn't wanted to offend the Neo-pagans by encouraging its client-
children to mask at Samhai n.

They wal ked on in silence, through the dimy it streets,
passing fromthe pool of |ight that marked each intersection to
the brief edge of al nost-dark where the first |light ended and the
next did not quite reach, then into the |ight again. The
nei ghbor hood was not very different fromthe one where Shadows
| ay, the sane flat-fronted, oddly decorated, anonynous buil dings
that could be shops or houses or factories; the sanme tiny parks
and gardens, half hidden behind grillwork and brick walls; the
sane sudden bridges arching over an all-but-invisible canal. Lioe
found herself concentrating on them anyway, trying to drown her
sudden awar eness of Roscha wal ki ng next to her. The cold, blank
walls with their cryptic patterns, bands of |ighter stone agai nst
the dark main body, were no help at all; she imagi ned she could
feel the heat of the other woman's body, a subtle radiance in the
night air. She | ooked up, |looking for the stars, for that
di straction, but the star field was drowned in the city lights. A
noon showed briefly over her right shoul der, an inperfect oval
just past or not quite full; ahead -- to the north, beyond the
Straight and the Junction Pools -- a shuttle rose like a firework
fromNewfields, a famliar and conforting flare of |ight and
al nost invisible cloud. She was not surprised when Roscha' s hand
brushed her own.

She cl osed her hand around Roscha's fingers, felt calluses
under her touch, calluses across Roscha's palmand on three of the
fingertips, all sensed in a single rush of sensation, and then she
slipped her hand, still awkwardly twined with Roscha's, into the
pocket of her trousers. Roscha's knuckles rested agai nst her
t hi gh; the sudden novenent pulled Roscha sideways a little, so
that she stunbl ed, and made a small noise |ike a |laugh, and their
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shoul ders touched. Lioe smled, said nothing, too aware of the
war nt h and wei ght of the other's touch to speak. Then Roscha's
hand wiggled in hers, |oosened and shifted its grip to shape a
famliar code. _Sex?_ the shifting fingers asked, and Lioe noved
her own hand to answer, _Yes .

_Plain or fancy?_

Ei t her.

Lat ex?

_Nothing oral without it . Lioe felt Roscha pull away
slightly, knew her own answer had conme too quickly, and | ooked
si deways to see Roscha | ooking at her with an expression that
hovered between anusenent and irritation. "Well, you don't know
where |'ve been, either," she said aloud, and Roscha's anger
di ssolved in a shout of |aughter. She flung her head back, the
light fromthe intersection gleam ng in her hair, and Lioe
couldn't help |aughing with her.

"Your place or mne?" Roscha asked, after a nonent, and
Li oe shrugged.

“"I"'mstaying in a hostel in the Ghetto," she said. "You're
wel cone, but it's a long way."

Roscha | aughed again, nore quietly. "I live on ny boat. |
drive a john-boat for CB Ce., deliveries and stuff. The tie-up's
not far -- as long as you don't mnd a boat."

"Your place, then," Lioe said, and they wal ked on. Roscha
freed her hand from Lioe's pocket, slipped it around the other
woman' s wai st; a heartbeat |ater, Lioe did the sane. She was very
aware of the gentle pressure of Roscha's hand agai nst her skin,
and at the sane tine the texture of Roscha's stiff jerkin under
her hand. It felt alittle like thick | eather, but the surface was
oddly patterned, |ike scales. She squeezed Roscha's waist, trying
to feel her body under the jerkin, and felt Roscha's fingers
tighten in answer against her shirt. It was not satisfactory, to
be touched, and to feel so little in return; she squeezed Roscha's
wai st again, and then rel eased her, sliding her hand and arm up
under the skirts of the jerkin so that her hand now rested
directly against the thin shirt. Its weave was | oose; she prodded
experinentally at it, working one finger into the fabric so that
she could feel warm skin, and Roscha jerked and gave a stifled
gi ggl e.

"That tickles."
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"Sorry," Lioe said, and stopped poking, but she did not
take her hand away.

They reached the edge of the Straight at |ast, a broad
stretch of road, quiet now, only a few bicycles and a single
flatbed carrier visible along its Iength. The A d D ke |ooned in
the di stance, towering over the housetops. The noise of the
carrier's engine echoed oddly between the housefronts and the
wat er; a bicycle whispered past, tires singing against the
pavenent. Lioe caught a glinpse of the rider's face stern with
concentration as he flashed under the nearest streetlanp. They
crossed the trafficway cautiously, m ndful of bicycles, and Roscha
st epped up onto the w de poured-stone | edge that edged the river.
Li oe copied her, nore cautiously, and | ooked down to see the water
bl ack beneath her, shadowed fromany glint of |ight by the stone
wal | that was its bank. Bollards, lowiron things with rounded
tops like fantastic nushroons, sprang up at regular intervals
along the wall, one or two with a coil of bright yellow safety
| i ne | ooped around them Roscha |ed the way al ong the | edge, Lioe
followwng alittle nore slowy -- the wall was broad, but the
bl ack enpti ness besi de and beneath her, and the | ow rush of the
wat er, were enough to encourage caution -- and stopped beside a
bollard that carried a double | oop of safety |line around its base.

"Here we are," Roscha said, and nodded at a rope | adder
that was hooked into two of the holes drilled into the bank. Lioe
| ooked down rather dubiously, was reassured to see the soft gl ow
of a steering lanp. Inits dimlight, she could see nost of
Roscha' s boat, a |l ong, narrow shape, blunt at both ends, wth an
arched section at the bow that vani shed into the shadows. The deck
gl owed gold directly under the |anp, and a solar strip glittered
softly. Roscha frowned absently down at the boat, one hand buri ed
in a pocket, and a few seconds | ater Lioe heard the faint double
chime of a security systemdisarmng itself. "I'Il go first,"
Roscha said, and let herself down the |adder w thout waiting for
Li oe to agree.

Lioe lifted an eyebrow at that, but waited until the other
woman had reached the deck before easing herself onto the unsteady
| adder. It took her a nonent to find her bal ance, but then she had
It, and | owered herself cautiously onto the deck. Roscha was
wai ting to steady her, and Lioe accepted the support for a few
seconds, until she caught the rhythm of the boat in her feet and
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| egs. She nodded to Roscha -- the boat noved | ess than she had
expected, but it was a jerky novenent, unpredictable -- and Roscha
rel eased her, noved forward to the shelter and crouched on the
deck to release a hidden latch. A section of the deck canme up in
her hand, revealing a short |adder and a dim red-toned |ight.

Li oe grinned, even though she knew perfectly well why any boat man -

- _or pilot, for that matter -- kept red lights in the sl eeping
quarters, and cane forward to join her. Roscha smled and said,
"After you."

The cabin space was nostly bed, a thin mattress on top of a
good-si zed platformthat probably conceal ed storage space. Lioe
sat on the edge of the mattress -- there was no roomfor tw to
stand in the narrow stairwell, and the arched ceiling kept her
from standi ng upright except in the very center of the cabin --
whi | e Roscha secured the doubl e-doored hatch behind them and
turned at last to face her. One hand was in her pocket still: the
security systemchi ned again, resetting itself, and the red |ight
strengthened slightly. In the conparative brightness, Lioe could
see nore details, the crunpl ed bl ankets and the cases of disks,
Rul ebooks and sessi on suppl enents, nounted on the bul khead j ust
above the bed. Roscha slipped out of her jerkin, hung it on a hook
nount ed beside the hatch, and seated herself on the mattress
besi de the other wonman. Lioe smled and reached for her, and
Roscha reached back. They kissed, |ips neeting and parting, slow
and awkward until they'd settled on who would | ead. Lioe |eaned
I nto Roscha's strong enbrace, |let herself be held and touched,
Roscha's callused fingers funbling under her clothes to free her
breasts, pinching her nipples into stiffness. And then they were
scranbling wth clasps and zi ppers and catchtape, struggling to
get all the way onto the bed without letting go, either one of the
other, until they were lying nearly face to face, |egs tangl ed,
thigh to crotch. Lioe |eaned back a little to |l et Roscha's hand
between her legs, to let the deft fingers slide between her | abia,
circling and searching and teasing in the thick wetness until she
found the right stroke. Lioe buried her face against the other
woman' s shoul der, riding her hand and the rhythm of the boat until
she cane. Roscha cane a few mnutes later, driving her crotch
against Lioe's thigh, and they |ay tangled, breathing hard, until
finally Lioe shifted her shoulders so that she could lie flat,

di spl aci ng nost of Roscha's wei ght sideways onto the nmattress.
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Roscha nmunbl ed sonet hing, already half asleep. Lioe craned her
neck awkwardly to | ook at her, caught between anusenent and
chagrin -- _no particular sense of prowess, | didn't_ do
_anything_ -- but it was late, and there was no place she needed
to be. She shifted again, freeing herself fromthe unconfortable
parts of Roscha's enbrace, and let herself relax toward sl eep.
*Part Three*
*Early Morning, Day 31*
_High Spring: The_
_Chrestil-Brisch_
_Pal azze, Five Points_

It was very late by the tinme Dam an Chrestil canme hone to
bed, a bored helio pilot lifting himfromthe Junction Pool
hel i pad up and over the light-streaked nass of the AOd D ke to the
Chrestil-Brisch conmpound on the headl and that was the third of the
original Five Points. Mst of the lights were out in the narrow
bui l dings, only faint security lights gl ow ng behind the arches of
the first floor. The second and third stories, solid walls of dark
stone broken by unlit slit w ndows, |ooked ungainly, top-heavy,
wi thout light to give them bal ance. Only the ring-and-cross of the
| andi ng pad gl owed bl ue through the darkness, and the helio pil ot
| anded themwith the rotors barely noving, bal ancing the wei ght of
t he passenger pod against the gas in the lifting cells. Dam an
nodded his approval -- _no need to wake everyone in the house_ --
and let hinself in through the security ring, raising his hand in
greeting to the single human being sitting sleepily at the center
of the glow ng banks of controls. Like all the Five Points
famlies, and nost of the other groups that dom nated Burning
Bright's commerce, the Chrestil-Brisch had good reason to enploy a
private police force. It was a matter of pride that theirs was
smal | er than many. The guard nodded back, and said, "Na Dam an,
there's a visitor waiting in your suite. She's on your admt
list."”

Dam an |lifted an eyebrow at him The only woman t he guard
woul d describe as a visitor whom he would let into his roons was
Cella, and he couldn't inmgine what she woul d be doing here. Her
regul ar nights were the fourth, fourteenth, and twenty-fourth. "Is
there a nessage?" he asked, and the guard shook his head.

“"No, sir. She just asked to be let in."
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"How charm ng. "

Dam an turned away, nmade his way down the echoing corridors
toward his own suite of roons. The pal azze's floors were
seamarbl e, quarried fromthe uni nhabited, and uni nhabitabl e,

M dseas |slands; his footsteps sounded holl ow on the green-veined
stone, and he found hinself stepping lightly, trying not to wake
the distant echoes. The automatic lanps lit at his approach,
fretted gl obes held in fantastic sconces, and cl osed down again
after he had passed, so that he wal ked in the center of a noving
tunnel of light. Hi's private roons were at the northwestern corner
of the pal azze, where short doned towers sprouted |ike nushroons,

| ooki ng out over the old city toward the rising mass of the
Landing Isle and Newfields. As he approached them the security
board outside the main door lit, and chinmed softly for his
attention. The lights gl owed green and yel |l ow anong the w de

| eaves and thick clustered fruit of the frieze of sea grape carved
around the doorway, spelling out a famliar pattern. Even so,

Dam an Chrestil slid his hand into his pocket, curled his fingers
around the famliar shape of his household renote, feeling for the
control points by instinct. He trusted Cella as nuch as he trusted
anyone, but it was as well to be prepared. He pal ned the device,
cutting off the systenis programmed announcenent of his presence,
and |l et hinself into the suite.

Cella was waiting in the reception room as he'd known she
woul d be, in the corner of the roomunder the arches that held up
the main tower. Moonlight poured in through the w ndow on her
| eft, draping her wwth the shadow of the fretwork tracery outside
the w ndow, drawing blue fire fromthe seabrights scatter-sewn
across her fractal-1ace overskirt. Behind her, the Ad Cty was
spread |ike a faded carpet, the regular lights of square and
street broken by the darkness of the distant reservoirs and the
unlit lines of the Straight and the Crooked rivers and the vel vet
texture of the parklands. She was wearing a violet bodice above
the | avender and silver |ace, dyed raw silk cut close to her full
breasts, rising and sweeping outward to expose her shoul ders;
brai ds of the sane clear violet were woven into the gl ossy bl ack
of her hair. The double |light, the noonlight and the city lights
behi nd her, rounded even further the |avish curves of her body.
Dam an Chrestil caught his breath as she turned to snmle at him
and saw the faint pulsing light of an orbiter rising over her
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shoul der fromthe pens at Newfields. It was perfectly tined, it
had to have been tined, and he knew he shoul d | augh, tease her for
it, but the effect was too perfect, good enough to convince even
hi m Then she took a step forward, and he saw fromthe | ook on her
face, the uncal cul ated, crooked grin so different from her usual
cool smle, that effect was the last thing on her mnd. He

bl i nked, but touched the renote to |light the wall |anps and opaque
the w ndows, and said al oud, "What brings you here, Cella?"

Her grin w dened. "You told ne," she said, "you told ne you
want ed Ransone back on the nets, and by the very God, he's back."

"So?" Dam an was suddenly very tired, not in the nood for
ganes or the Gane. "So you're good. | knew that, it's what | pay
you for."

Cella tilted her head at him still smling, but turned
away toward the sideboard bar. She ran her hands across the carved
border of lions and deer, fingers working deftly on the disguised
controls, and then extracted bottles and two ice-lined tunblers.
She poured two drinks, _ardente_cut with the sweet-and-sour syrup
distilled fromsugarwort, and brought one across to him The ice
in the tunblers cracked sharply as the warnmed _ardente_ hit it.
She said, over the random noises, "But | didn't do it, Dam ano. He
cane back on his own."

Dam an lifted an eyebrow at her, and settled hinself on the
| ong, | ow chaise, deliberately stretching out his legs to keep her
fromsitting beside him Cella smled, not the | east put out, and
seated herself denmurely in a willowwork chair opposite him She
m ght, from her expression, have been the perfect salarywife
greeting her corporate husband.

"I'"ve been trying to lure himin, get himinterested -- |
even botched a scenario on his account -- but he's been too damm
careful ." She grinned suddenly, |opsidedly, an expression as
unexpected as her attenpts at respectability. "Or at |east too
busy with those story eggs of his. | was beginning to think you'd
do better to conm ssion one, Dam ano."

"But he cane back," Dam an said. "Do stick to the point,
Cella, I'mtired."

One eyebrow flickered up in nute but pointed question, but
Cella said only, "That's right. He cane back because there's a new
notable in town, and she had the tenerity to play one of his G and
Types. And she did it well, too. So | think Na Ransone w || have
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his mnd on the Gane for at least a week -- that's how long this
wonman is going to be here. O maybe longer. Wien | |left, he was
buyi ng Rul ebooks, and | haven't heard of himdoing that in years."
"So." Dam an sipped at his drink, considering her news, and
slowy allowed hinself to smle. The Gane, or at |east the new
not abl e, woul d keep Ransone busy in the Gane nets, and he could
slip the lachesi quietly into the system and ship w thout
interference fromthe Republic, |ocal Custons, or Chauvelin. It
seened that ji-lnbaoa's interference hadn't roused anyone's

suspicions after all. "Tell ne about this new notable."
Cel l a shrugged, a calculated indifference. "I don't know
much. She's a Republican, union pilot -- fromCallixte, or at

| east she plays out of Callixte's nets. Her ship's supposed to be
i n dock-orbit for repairs, and she's planning to spend the tine
gam ng. Decent-I| ooking woman, if you like themthin and stern. And
a damm good session | eader.”

"Fi nd out about her," Dam an said. "Politics, background --
what ever . "

Cel |l a nodded. "Ransone was really interested,"” she said. "I
haven't seen himin a club in years, he won't let it rest at just
one session. He'll be busy with this scenario for the rest of
Storm at |east.”

“"Not bad,"” Dam an Chrestil said, and all owed his approval
to color his voice. He considered the invitation that he knew was
waiting in his files, added, "Are you working tonorrow -- | nean,
t oni ght ?"

Cella frowed slightly, slipped a hand into the fol ds of
her skirt to consult a schedul er hidden somewhere out of sight.
"Toni ght, no. Wy?"

"Chauvelin is having his annual night-before-Stormparty,"

Dam an said. "I'd |ike you to acconpany ne."

Cel | a paused, shrugged slightly. "All right. Qur usual
arrangenent, | assune?"

"OfF course."

"All right, then."
"Excel l ent," Dam an sai d.

"Not bad," Cella answered, "not bad at all." She set her
now enpty tunbler aside, and cane to sit next to him pushing his
| egs out of her way. "All things considered, |I think |I have every

right to be pleased.”
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"For whatever it was you did," Dam an said. He eyed her
al most warily, recogni zing the nood. It was neither drink nor
drugs, but the solid high of an unexpected success, and he woul d
reap the benefits of it, whether he liked it or not. She sm | ed
down at him well aware of her own excitenent and his | ack of
| mredi ate response, and ran two fingers up the inside of his
thigh. It was a touch that rarely failed to rouse him he |laid one
hand flat agai nst her breast, and felt her nipple already stiff
agai nst the pal mof his hand, easily discernible through the rough
sil k. She had done the job he wanted, however she'd done it, and
her choice of coin was sex: sex of her choice, for her pleasure,
at her whim He caught his breath as her hand noved hi gher,
brushed past his groin, and cane to rest flat against his | ower
belly, a steady, urgent pressure. Not that it was a difficult
payback -- _a hard one, nmaybe -- but it was unavoi dable, if he
wanted to keep their tacit agreenent. Cella's smle w dened, as
t hough she'd read his thoughts, and she slid an expert hand under
his clothes, ending all possibility of protest.

He woke in his own bed the next norning, to sunlight and

the steady shrilling of an alarm He swore, wondering for a bleary
instant why Cella let it sound, then reached across the enpty bed
for the renote. The tine was flashing on the far wall, the red

nunmbers al nost drowned by the bright sunlight: alnbst the ninth
hour. He had slept through at |east two earlier wake-ups. _No
wonder Cella hadn't waited . He sat up, wincing -- he wasn't hung
over, but he functioned badly on fewer than six hours' sleep --
and touched the renote again. H's fingers slid clunsily over the
rounded surface. It was a pretty thing, shaped |ike a w de-web
node with a single broad | eaf wapped around it, carved froma
brown stone so dark that it | ooked al nost bl ack except in direct
sunlight, but this norning the carving distracted him He found
t he proper control points at |ast, |aunched the programthat

di spl ayed his schedule on the far wall below the chrononeter's
nunbers. The ninth hour was given over to the weekly breakfast
meeting with his siblings.

He swore again, checked the tine -- less than a quarter
hour, barely enough tinme to shower and shave and dress, nuch | ess
find a wake-up pill -- and forced hinself out of bed. Neither the

shower nor the pill Cella had kindly left for himhel ped nuch, but
he managed to dress with reasonable care, and nade his way to join
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the others. He was not the last to arrive, and Chrestillio --
Al tagracian Chrestil-Brisch, the famly pensionary and titular
head of the famly by virtue of being firstborn -- nodded at him
fromhis place at the head of the long table. Bettisa Chrestil-
Bri sch, known as Bettis Chrestil, the famly's representative to
the Five Points Bank, did not |ook up fromthe workboard where the
ni ght's downl oaded trade figures were playing.

"Good norning," Daman Chrestil said, keeping his voice
sui tably subdued, and crossed to the sideboard to pour hinself a
cup of coffee fromthe intricate silver brewer. The coffee was cut
hal f-and-half with mlk fromthe Honestead Island farns -- even
the Chrestil-Brisch couldn't afford to inport coffee in bulk --
and he added a toffee-colored crystal the size of his little
fingernail fromthe sugar bowl . Sugar was expensive, too -- npst
of the sugarwort crop went to the distilleries -- but there was no
point in being stingy this norning. He coll ected breakfast as
well, a wedge of soft, mld cheese, a few thin, chewy sl abs of
docker's bread, and a spoonful of sour preserved fruit. There was
fish sausage as well, and a bow filled with half a dozen hard-
boil ed eggs, their shells painted with swirls of dye, but he
i gnored them both, and seated hinself opposite Bettis Chrestil.
The sunlight, nmercifully, was behind him it streanmed into the
room casting shadows across the polished and inlaid tabletop and
onto the olive-and-gold paneling. The carnival scenes that filled
the central nedallion of each panel |ooked bl eached in the strong
| i ght.

"Has anyone seen the weat her?" Dam an asked.

Bettis | ooked up fromher board. "About what you'd expect,
this tinme of year. There's a depression to the southeast, but

there's no saying if it'll strengthen, or cone this way."
Chrestillio said, "The street bookmakers are saying it's at

forty-to-one to hit at all, at any strength, but | hear that's

dr oppi ng. "

_And the street bookies would know , Dam an thought. _They
know as nuch and nore than the weat hernen, but then, they have
nore to lose . The canalli bet on the weather with the sane
passion that he hinself played politics.

"I"'msorry I'mlate," a new voi ce said, and Dam an | ooked
up to see the last of his siblings standing in the doorway. She
came fully into the room a broad-shoul dered, broad-hipped woman
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in the grey-green coveralls that anyone wore to visit the
distillery, and a whiff of the nmash cane with her, a sour odor

al nmost thick enough to taste. Dam an wi nced, and Calligenia
Chrestil-Brisch finished stripping out of the heavy coveralls and
dropped themin the hallway outside the door. She cl osed the door
behi nd her, leaving the clothes for a household cl eaner, said, "I
got caught up in sone stuff at the plant."”

"Probl ens?" Chrestillio said, and Calligan Brisch shook her
head.

"Not really. W were doing prelimnary slowdown for Storm
and there was a mnor hassle with one of the big vats. About what
you'd expect, this tine of year."

Chrestillio nodded, satisfied, and Dam an took a cauti ous
sip of his coffee, trying to drown the |last of the snell.

“"Did you get that shipnent in, Dam ano?" Calligan went on,

and turned to the sideboard. She filled a plate -- a little of
everyt hi ng, cheese, sausage, bread, a couple of the eggs, a
heal t hy spoonful of the preserved fruits -- and cane to take the

final place at the table. Looking at her, at all of them Dam an
was struck again by the resenbl ances between them Not that they
preci sely | ooked ali ke, beyond a general simlarity of coloring --

Chrestillio and Calligan Brisch had both gotten their nother's
buil d, big, broad-shoul dered people, while he and Bettis Chrestil
took nore after their slimer, fine-boned father -- but there was

a certain sonething, the shape of the long nose and the quirk of
the w de nouth, that marked them unm stakably as siblings. He
shook hinself out of the reverie, and nmade hi nsel f answer her
guesti on.

"Yes. There was sonme mnor spoilage in one of the batches
of red-carpet -- TMN again.”

"I think we ought to cut ties with them" Calligan Brisch
said, and reached for a saltcellar. Bettis Chrestil slid one
across to her, still not taking her eyes fromthe workboard.

"We probably should,"” Dam an agreed. "Unless they give us a
real break on the next few batches." _And anyway , he added
silently, _they've served their purpose. |'ve got enough
i nformation on their codes to fake a shipnment fromthem and that
wi Il help the | achesi get through_.

"What 1'd like to know," Chrestillio said, "is why the
Republ i cans have been sniffing around our warehouses again."
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"Not here, surely," Bettis said.

"No," Chrestillio said.

"On Deneter, right?" Daman said, with all the innocence he
could nuster. "I think it was TMN they were after -- another
reason to drop them | guess."

"You heard about it, then?" Chrestillio asked.

"I got your nessage yesterday," Dam an said. "l'msorry |
didn't get back to you, but | did have tine to look into the
matter, and from what our factor tells ne, they were | ooking for
sonething in the TWN shi pnent that cane through yesterday." _Was
it only yesterday? It feels as if it were years ago_. He shook the
t hought away. Republican Custons-and-Intelligence had certainly
been tipped off to the |achesi that had traveled with the red-
carpet; the only real question was, by whom and the factor would
deal with that. But C-and-1 had no proof; it would be safe enough
to begin the next stage of the transfer. In fact, the sooner the
better.

"As you say," Bettis nurnured, "another good reason to
sever ties with TMN. |'ve never understood why you dealt with them
in the first place, Dam ano. They've got a reputation for shady
deal i ng, buyi ng snuggl ed goods and the I|ike."

_That was why | started dealing with them. Dam an curbed
his tongue, said mldly, "They were cheap, and they're brokers for

a growers' union that -- until |ast year, anyway -- was reliable,
gave us a quality product. | agree, | think they've outlived their
usef ul ness. "

Chrestillio said, "I'"'mstill concerned that C and-I was

down on one of our houses, Dam ano."

"I't wasn't us they were after, but | agree," Dam an said.
“1'"1'l nmake sure it doesn't happen again."

Chrestillio shook his head. "Not good enough. Are you
runni ng shadow car goes, Dam ano?"

Dam an hesitated, not sure how he wanted to answer this --
_of course | am but I'"mnot sure you want to hear that -- and
Chrestillio went on, "W do a | ot of business with the Republic. |
don't want to screw up our good relations there."

"We do a lot of business in Hsaioi-An, too," Dam an said,
sure of his ground in this well-worn argunent. "W need to keep on
good terns with them too."

"But | don't want to do it at the expense of our Republican
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connections," Chrestillio said.

"They could make it pretty difficult to get the red-carpet
if they wanted to," Calligan Brisch said. "W have stockpiles, of
course, and they will get us through Storm but they won't | ast
|l ong after that. And the distillery will need a few weeks to get
back up to speed.”

“"To put it bluntly,"” Chrestillio said, "what do we get out
of this, in return for this risk?"

"What risk?" Dam an asked, and suddenly realized that his
si blings knew, or guessed, nore than he'd intended. Not that it
should surprise nme. But | didn't expect themto challenge ne quite
so soon . "What |I'mhoping to get is permssion to trade directly
wi th H ghhopes and the human settl enent on Nan-pianmar. |'m doi ng
a favor for certain persons, and those worlds lie within his
sphere of influence.™

“I't would be nice not to go through the Jericho brokers,"
Bettis said, "but do you really think they'll allowit?"

Dam an grinned. "Frankly, | think it's a |long shot, but the
-- the main person with whom|'m dealing has invested status in

the question, and it'll be worth his while to buy us off. And
ours, too. And he wll be indebted to us."
"Wel | ?" Chrestillio | ooked at the others.

"As long as it doesn't screw up ny production schedul es,”
Calligan Brisch said. "Oherwise, it sounds |like a chance worth

t aki ng. "

Bettis nodded. "I agree. Qur investnents in the Republic
can stand a little scandal ."

Chrestillio nodded. "All right. But | don't want trouble on
Deneter."

"There won't be," Dam an answered, and kept hinself from
crossing his fingers under the tabletop, as though he were a child
again. _And there shouldn't be any trouble, not if ji-Ilnbaoa gets
me the codes he's prom sed. Wth Ransone off the nets, or at | east
busy with the Gane, there's no one else on the hsai side who can
spot what's happening, and | know there aren't any traces on
Deneter that will lead to ne. TMN can fend for itself. And if |
wn -- never mnd the trading rights, there will be people on both
sides deep in debt to ne.. He smled to hinself, and reached for
the dish of preserves.
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*Day 31*
_High Spring: Shadows, Face Road, _
_Dock Road District Below the AOd Dike_

Li oe settled herself at a console in one of the club's
wor kroons, her fingers noving easily over the controls, probing
the club's extensive libraries for ideas for a new scenario. It
woul d be nice to pursue sone of the ideas fromlxion's Weel --
particularly Avellar's bid for the throne, dependent as it was on
the sane psionics that had been banned throughout the I nperium
Avellar, tied to his surviving clone-siblings by a telepathic
| ink, was potentially a fascinating character, though she would
have to find a player who could be relied on to avoid Ganer angst.
_Anbi dexter could do it_, she thought, _if he was still playing_.
She shook that thought away. Anbi dexter was no | onger a player;

t here was no use pining over what m ght have been. Avellar's bid
for the throne would provide the nbost interesting resolution to
the unstable political and enotional balance within the Gane
itself; his plot had ties to all the other versions and variants
of the Gane, could pull it all together into one final, conplete
scenario that would take years to run. She could see how it could
be structured, howto use Avellar to bring in each strand of the
Gane, all the plots that had evolved and nutated fromthe original
scenario -- they were |inked anyway, so interm ngled that a
schematic of the Gane | ooked nore |ike a snarled web of string
than a normal variant tree. But Avellar, or, nore precisely,
Avellar's bid to take the throne, could untangle it all, and bring
the situation to a final resolution.

And that, of course, was the problem and the nmain reason
she woul d never float that grand scenario. To follow that Iine
woul d nmean com ng dangerously close to the end of the Gane. About
the only convention that was held sacrosanct by every Ganer was
that no scenario could be allowed to tip the bal ance between
Rebel lion and Inperium to change that would be to change the Gane
itself. It wouldn't be the end, not really , a voice whispered,
_just the start of a new Gane_, but that was al nost as
unaccept abl e. She had been told, years ago, when she was j ust
starting out in the Gane, that she had too nuch of a taste for
endi ngs. She sighed, and touched the key sequence that would | oad
another file into her Ganeboard -- Shadows had given her unlimted
copy privileges -- and got the double beep that warned her that
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t he dat asphere was reaching capacity. She sighed again, rel eased
it fromthe read/wite slot, and funbled in her carryall until she
found the case of disks she had bought that norning. She fitted a
new one into place, touched keys again, and saw the nonitor screen
shift to the famliar transm ssion pattern.

She | eaned back in her chair, watching the patterns change,
and wondered what she would do for another scenario. |xion' s Weel
was fun, but neither last night's session nor any of the off-Iline
test sessions back on Callixte had been quite what she want ed.
There was al ways sonebody who woul dn't play the tenplates the way
they were witten, or sonething to throw off the bal ance she had
| magi ned. Maybe a different set of players would do better, or
maybe a different scenario -- sonmething in the Court Life variant,
say, secret rebels working at court -- would give her what she was
| ooking for, would give her the perfect session that no one woul d
ever want to rewite.

She turned her thoughts away fromthat inpossibility -- the
point of the Gane was that everything could be rewitten, that the
mai n points of the evolving story could only be arrived at by
concensus, the acceptance of |arge nunbers of one's peers -- and
flipped a secondary screen to the in-house narrowcast. One of the
house not abl es was running |Ixion's Weel already, and she paused
for a nonent, touched keys to bring up the audio feed.

" -- but can you be trusted to support the Rebellion, ny
| ord?" a voice said, and she winced, and flipped the screen away.
She hadn't expected the players to be very good, playing in a | ow
| evel session like this one, but that was the kind of Ganer
di al ogue that she particularly disliked.

She cal |l ed up anot her set of nenus, but let themsit
unt ouched, staring at the conpl ex synbol strings. Just at the
noment, none of themwere terribly interesting. She sighed again,
and touched keys to nove out of the Gane systens and into the
regul ar conmuni cations net. It was probably past tinme to check her
tenporary mail box; it would be just like Kerestel to call to see
how she was doing, and to worry if he received no answer. She
touched codes, frowned for a nonent at the nmail box pronpt, and
then searched her bag until she found the slip of foil wth the
account nunbers printed on it. She typed themin, followed it with
her password, and the screen went blank for an instant before
obediently presenting her with a |list of nessages. As expected,
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Kerestel had called -- twice -- but at |east the second nessage
confirmed that they would be staying on Burning Bright for a full
ten days. She dispatched a quick acknow edgnent -- _at |east he'll
know I 'mall right, and checking nmy mail _-- and called up the
third nessage. The sender's code was unfam liar. She wondered for
an instant if Roscha had sent sone kind of note -- that sort of
gesture didn't seemto be at all her style -- and then the screen
wi ndowed again on the short printed nessage:

| ENJOYED YOUR SCENARI O, AND WOULD LI KE TO TALK MORE ABOUT
| T. WOULD YOU BE | NTERESTED I N COM NG TO A PARTY TONI GHT AT THE
HSAI AMBASSADOR S WTH ME? | THINK YOU M GHT FIND I T | NSTRUCTI VE.
RANSOVE.

Li oe studied the note for a nonent, trying to work out the
inplications. It was flattering that Ransone/ Anbi dexter had
t hought enough of the scenario to extend this invitation, and if
sex was intended, she wasn't entirely sure she'd say no -- _but |
really don't think I like the word "instructive." And why is the
hsai anbassador inviting himto parties, anyway?_ She left the
nmessage hangi ng on that screen, touched her keyboard to nove onto
a general data net. A chine sounded and gl yphs fl ashed, warning
her that any charges fromthis node were her personal
responsi bility. She sighed, and hit the accept button, though she
touched a second series of keys to post a running total at the
base of the screen. The screen went dark for a nonent, then
presented her with another series of nenus.

Burning Bright's datastore was i ndexed according to an
unfam liar system She wasted perhaps five mnutes and ten real _
| ear ni ng how to phrase her questions, but at |ast found the hsai

anbassador's public file. He was human -- _and | probably oughtn't
be surprised at that; the hsai do tend to staff their enbassies
wi t h adopted nenbers of the | ocal species_ -- but not jericho-

human, not born inside the borders of Hsaioi-An. Wiat was unusual
was that he had been born on Burning Bright, one of the select few
who had been coopted for adoption into the hsai kinship system

Li oe stared at that information for a nonent, wondering how it

must feel to cone back to your honmeworld after all this tine --
over thirty years, if his age was correct, and he had been coopted
in his twenties, |ike nost chaoi-non_. She shook herself then,
seeing the list of honors that followed his nanme: nenbership in
the inperial famly, half a dozen different awards for nerit,
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i ncl uding a personal letter fromthe Father-Enperor hinself.

What ever he had felt about cooption at the tine, Tal Chauvelin had
adapted, and flourished. And there were reasons to accept

cooption, after all. Lioe frowned slightly, renenbering the | ast
big series of hsai cooption raids. She had just begun piloting
then, and the risk had been real enough, even on the fringes of

t he Republic, that she had had to consider what she would do if
she were faced with that choice. The hsai wanted to join the
entire galaxy in kinship, according to their own phrase, and,
however you felt about it personally, they did live up to their
side of that philosophy. Chaoi-non_ were, by |aw and custom full
menbers of hsai society, fully part of the el aborate system G ven
a choice between that and death, or at best a few years in a
hol di ng pen whil e the nmetagovernnents squabbl ed over repatriation,
becom ng _chaoi-non_ was not that bad an option. And if you cane
froma poor world, either in the Free Zone or on the fringes of
the Republic, or even froma poor sector of a good world, it was a
definite step forward.

However, Chauvelin's background didn't tell her why Ransone
was invited to his party, or why Ransone would invite her. She
ski mred through the rest of the file, and found nothing useful.
Ransone's public file was short, and heavily edited: it nmade no
nmention of his Gam ng career, and concentrated on a list of the
awards he had won for his story eggs and ot her inmage
i nstall ati ons. He had been born on Burning Bright, held Burning
Bright citizenship, but the only renotely personal piece of
information in the file was the note that his parents had been
Syncretist Qobservants, mnister/adm nistrators of Burning Bright's
peculiar religion. She hesitated, wondering if it was worth her
while to try to hack the system-- there had to be other records
avai | abl e sonewhere -- but then smled, slowy. There was, of
course, an even sinpler way to answer her question: ask him
di rectly.

She flipped herself out of the datastore -- the charges
read fifty real , and she made a face at the total -- and back
onto the mai n conmuni cations net, transferring Ransone's mail code
fromthe nessage that still waited on the secondary screen. There
was anot her brief pause, and then the comruni cations screen it
and w ndowed.

“"Na Lioe. | see you got ny nessage."
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Li oe | eaned back in her chair to ook at the face in the
screen. Ransonme was | ooki ng even pal er than he had the night
before, and a hectic flush stained his high cheekbones. But then,
| probably don't | ook so great nyself, after |ast night . She had
not slept well on Roscha's boat. She put that thought aside, said
al oud, "I did. I was wondering why."

There was a |little pause, and Ransone said, "Wy what ?"

"Whay you invited ne," Lioe answered. _And why you were
invited in the first place_.

Ransone grinned. "I told you, | |ike your play, and | think
you mght find hsai politics anmusing -- maybe even useful. Are you
commtted to a session tonight?"

"No." Lioe hesitated, unsure of the right nove. But | want

to go, she realized abruptly. |I've never seen real hsai society,
just the jericho-humans who broker for them And nost of all, |
want to find out nore about Ransone . "Yes," she said slowy.
“"Yes, I'd like to cone. How do | get there -- and how formal is
this, anyway?"

“"Moderately,"” Ransone said. "I'l|l neet you at the
Governor's Point |lift station at eighteen-thirty, and we can ride
together -- if that's agreeable to you."

"Thanks," Lioe said. "I'lIl be there."

"Until tonight, then," Ransone said, and cut the
connecti on.

Lioe stared at the enpty screen for a nonent |onger, then
made herself begin closing down the systens. From what she had
seen of Burning Bright, "noderately formal" here should probably
be translated as "strictly formal" in Republican terns. Nothing in
her carryall -- nothing in the storage cells back on the ship, or
| ndeed | eft behind in her one-roomflat on Callixte -- fit that
description; she would have to find the | ocal shop district, and
hope she coul d pick up sonething appropriate. She hesitated then,
her fingers poised for the final sequence. The cab driver had said
sonet hi ng about Warden Street, the street that ran along the top
of the AOd D ke, being a center for fashion. Wiy not go there,
especi ally when she had noney to spend? Less than she had before
she'd gone into the datastores, but still enough to afford a few
nore i ndul gences. She smled to herself, and finished closing down
the system

She paid her fee at the main desk in the |obby, and found
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her way to the nearest waterbus stop. Roscha had tried to explain
the local transit system before she'd dropped Lioe off on the
canal si de south of Shadows, and so far the hurried explanation

seened to nmake sense. She bought a reqular ticket -- she didn't
want to indulge in express buses, not when she was planning to buy
clothing -- and when the bus arrived, seated herself in the stern,

under the faded brick-red awni ng. The bus was crowded, and sl ow,
stopping every two hundred neters or so to take on nore passengers
or to drop soneone off, and for once Lioe let herself enjoy the
scenery.

The canal was filled with traffic, fromcovered barges half
again as long as the waterbus to the narrow, high-tailed passenger
boats that Roscha had call ed gondas, to one- and two-person skids.
Most of the people riding skids were young, standing barefoot on
the platform skimmng in and out of the traffic trailing a plune
of spray. One bright-red craft cut cl ose enough to the bus to send
wat er sprayi ng across the open passenger conpartnent, and Lioe
joined in the general shout of anger. A wonan at the head of the
bus pitched a piece of fruit after the skid's driver, hitting him
neatly in the back of the head, and the other passengers
appl auded. The wonman stood and bowed, |ike an actor, and Lioe saw
the mask sitting on the bench beside her, a grinning devil-face,
the gold and bl ack vivid agai nst the faded grey of the seats.

At the next stop, a gaggle of children in school uniforns,
bl ack hi gh-col |l ared snocks open over a variety of shirts and
trousers, clinbed aboard; they vani shed one by one as the bus
wound its way up the canal toward the Crooked River. At last the
bus turned onto a nuch broader canal, this one paralleling the Ad
Di ke, so that they noved between a narrow enbanknent, and the
houses shoul deri ng each other for place beyond it, and the inmmense
bulk of the Dike itself. Even in the daylight, wth the sunlight
to soften it, it was an inpressive sight, towering over the
traffic, bicycles and three-wheel ed carts and denki - bi kes and the
occasi onal heavy carrier, that noved along the enbanknent at its
foot. The stone of its face had faded fromits original near-
bl ack, and the salt stains had all but vani shed, replaced by the
softer faded | avender and grey-green of rock-rust. Lioe |eaned
back, trying to see Warden Street at the top of the wall, but she
could only hear it, the traffic noving in counterpoint to the
noi se of the street at its base.
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The canal w dened perceptibly, and the banks were crowded
with | owslung barges, their open decks piled high with crates and
boxes. Shoppers, nen and wonen alike in |oose shirts and trousers,
many of them barefoot on the sun-warned stones, noved al ong the
banks with string sacks bal anced on each shoulder, calling to each
other and to the nerchants on the barges. The barge tenders seened
to sell anything, Lioe saw with anazenent. There was one stocked
with food, set up |Iike any | and-bound store with neat aisles and
di splay cases; tied to its stern was a nuch snaller boat that
seened to be filled with rags. A couple of adol escents were paw ng
through the piles. As Lioe watched, one of them straightened with
a crow of delight, and slung a sal vaged cape around his thin
shoul ders, striking a dramatic attitude. Farther on, a closed
barge sold custom nmasks, a white, unpainted face peering from each
of the tiny portholes. It was an unsettling effect, and Lioe
| ooked away qui ckly.

The bus stopped three tines in the nmarket basin -- Warden
Meconber's Market, the signs read, in Burning Bright's ol d-
fashi oned, legible script -- and the passengers clinbed out in

droves, calling to the driver as they went. As the bus pulled away
fromthe final stop, only Lioe and a trio of nusicians, two

t owheaded young nen who | ooked Iike siblings and a stocky, flat-
faced wonan, remai ned. The nusicians huddl ed together, talking in
| ow voi ces, their cased instrunents tucked between their feet. The
wonman, sketching phrasing and tenpo in the air, had beautiful
hands.

The bus noved nore slowy now, and the tone of its engine
deepened, as though it were fighting a new current. Lioe glanced
over the side, curious, but the oily water slid past, apparently
unchanged. Then she heard a new rushing noise -- not so new, she
real i zed; she had been hearing it since the narket, but the babble
of voices had kept her fromrealizing what it was. The bus sl anted
in toward the |eft-hand bank, the enbanknent side, and the
driver's voice crackled in the speakers.

"Crooked Under pass, people. End of the line."

Li oe foll owed the nusicians up onto the bank, and stopped
short, staring at the Dike. Directly ahead of her, the enbanknent
ended in a woven iron railing;, beyond that, water spurted froma
hole in the D ke, a short, neter-long fall to the river bel ow --
not a hole, she realized instantly, but a tunnel. The Crooked
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Ri ver had to pass through the D ke -- she had known that, but it
hadn't quite sunk in to her consciousness -- and this was the
nmouth of the tunnel that carried it. _The tunnel probably has
hydro generators in it, too_, she thought, striving for sone kind
of perspective. _Burning Brighters don't seemto waste power_.
Beyond the railing, the water roared, and a segnent of the
spectrum danced in the spray. She stared for a nonent |onger, then
made hersel f | ook away.

She rode the el evator up the face of the Dike -- it was a
cl osed car, and she wasn't entirely sure if she was glad or sorry -
- and passed through the elevator station and into a blaze of
noi se and col or. She blinked, startled, checked instinctively, and
nearly ran into soneone. Warden Street was nobbed, people jostling
shoul der to shoul der al ong the wal kways and spilling out into the
street, so that the trolley sounded its two-toned whistle al nost
continually, and still barely noved nore than a few neters at a
time. A group of nusicians -- not the trio fromthe bus -- were
pl aying on a wooden platformthat |ooked tenporary, the stinging
sound of steel strings ringing over the crowd, but the singer's
words were lost in the general uproar. Lioe blinked again,
realized that she was becomng a traffic hazard, and nade herself
start wal ki ng.

The crowds here were better dressed than they had been on
the streets below. Here nost of the people, nen and wonen, wore
either the full-skirted, nip-waisted coats or | oose, unshaped
wraps of sone silky fabric that seened to float in the air around
them trailing strange perfunes. Quite a few wore strands of
bells, silver or gold or enaneled in many colors, slung from
shoul der to hip, and Lioe found herself eyeing them curiously,
wondering if the style would suit her. The shop w ndows were
enticing, holograns revolving in the thick display glass, show ng
of f clothes nore inprobable even than the Republic's highest
fashion, the prices flickering discreetly just below the itens. A
few of the ol der buildings had real wndows, wth real goods in
t he boxes behind them Lioe slowed her step to stare, not caring

i f that betrayed her as a foreigner -- the neat hat would do that
anyway, marked her as a pilot and a Republican on any hunman-
settled world -- and realized that the prices in these w ndows

were sandwi ched in the glass itself, faint opal escent nunbers
visible only froma certain angle. She couldn't begin to guess how
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much such a display would cost, but she suspected the shops nmade
nore than enough to cover their expenses. Still, one of them was
bound to have what she needed.

She found what she was | ooking for at last, in a snaller
store toward the center of the D ke, a place crammed wth racks of
the full-skirted coats and the silky waps, and a pile of skirts
made of reenbroidered | ace, each pattern in the lace itself
redefi ned by an overlay of col ored shapes cut from sequensa
shells. She fingered that fabric cautiously, admring its
el aborate beauty, but knew better than to buy. She woul dn't know
how to wear a skirt, how to nmake herself | ook good in it, but even
so, she sighed for the lost possibility. She bought a coat
I nstead, this one straight-bodied, a rich gold-on-gold brocade
enbroi dered at the neck and shoulders with gold beads and | eaf -
shaped paillettes of gol d-dyed sequensas. It | ooked good, she had
to admt as she |ooked at herself in the shop mrror, the
count erwoman hovering in the background, good enough to nmake her
reckl ess. She bought a shirt as well, a |oose tunic of the
floating silk dyed a darker nustard color, and a thin scarf
bordered with nore sequensas and gold enbroidery. It took
everything that was left of the voucher from Shadows to pay for it
all, but she shrugged away the thought that she was doing it to
| npress Ransone. This was easy noney, easy cone and easy go, to be
spent on indulgences like this. And if | want to inpress sonebody

withit, well, I'Il just call Roscha. | mght do that anyway . She
passed the | ast of the vouchers over the countertop, watched the

woman feed them one by one into the bank machine. | think I'Il do
just that -- and if | need noney, there's always Republican C and-

|. Kichi Desjourdy's station chief here, and she always paid well
for information. There's bound to be enough stuff going on here
that would interest her . She watched the counterwonan wap the
clothes into a tidy bundle, accepted it with thanks. Certainly
t here shoul d be enough happening at this party of Ransonme's. She
tucked the bundl e under her arm and stepped out of the shop to
catch the troll ey back toward Governor's Point and her hostel in
the Ghetto beyond.

*Eveni ng, Day 31*

_High Spring: The Hsai _
_Anbassador's House, in the_
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_CGhetto, Landing Isle Above_
~Ad Gty North_

It was evening in Chauvelin's garden, and Dam an Chrestil
stood with his back to the terrace wall, |looking inward toward the
house. It was alnpst as |large as a m dsize pal azze, the sort that
cousins of Five Points famlies built in the districts below the
Five Points cliffs. The white stone glowed in the twilight, very
bri ght agai nst the purpling haze of the sky; the open w ndows were
filled with golden light, spilling a distant nusic into the
cooling air. In the gap between the southern wing and the main
house, he could just see a blue-black expanse of ocean, reflecting
a rising noon in a scattering of light Iike foam He | ooked away

fromthat, nmade uneasy by the sight of open water -- the sea
shoul d be viewed fromthe security of the barrier hills, or from
an open deck, not glinpsed |like this across a garden -- and found

the | esser noon, just rising, riding | ow beneath a bank of cl oud.
The | arger noon was well up, and all but invisible, just a faint
gl ow of pewter |ight behind the thickening clouds. The street
brokers were saying it was thirty-to-one that the stormthat was
building to the south would hit the city, but no one was taking
odds on strength.

The distant runble of an orbiter, lifting from Newfi el ds,
caught his attention, drew his eyes west just intine to see the
spark of light dwindle into a pinpoint no brighter than a star,
and vanish in the twilight. The sky behind it was streaked wth
cloud and | ayered with the orange and reds of the sunset, the
di stant housetops outlined against it as though agai nst a sheet of
flane. The sound of the takeoff hung in the air, undercutting the
drifting nusic. It was nothing special, and he | ooked away, back
toward the crowd of people filling the terrace. One of them-- a
woman, tall, face thin and scul pturally beautiful, the |lines of
her bones drawn hard and pure under skin |like old honey -- had
heard the orbiter too, was still staring upward as though she
could pick out the light of its passage from anong the scuddi ng
cl ouds. There was sone expression behind that still face,
know edge, perhaps, that was no | onger hunger, and Dam an caught
his breath in spite of hinself, watching her watch the orbiter's
flight. Then there was a novenent in the crowd beside her, and she
turned away, her face breaking into novenent, the stone-hard
beauty shattering into a sort of vivid ugliness. Ransone sm |l ed
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crookedly at her -- they were of a height -- and drew her away
with himtoward the house. As she turned, Dam an saw the hat sl ung
over her shoul der, dangling froma spangled scarf that fromthis

di stance | ooked as though it had been woven fromthe sunset sky. A
short grey plunme flowed like a cloud fromthe hat's crown. _So
that's the pilot_, he thought. _She'll certainly bear watching .

"I see you've spotted her. That's Lioe."

Dam an | ooked down and down again, smled in spite of
hinmself at Cella's delicate face turned up to him She was a tiny
wonman, barely tall enough to reach his shoul der; even her eight-
centineter heels did not bring her chin above his arnpit. She was
beautifully dressed, as always, this tine in a sleevel ess bodice
the color of bitter chocolate that hugged breasts and hips and
gave way to a swirling skirt enbroidered at the hemw th a band of
pal e copper apples. The al nost-sheer fabric enphasi zed perfect
cal ves and el egant ankles. Her breasts swelled distractingly above
the jerkin's square neckline.

"Have you found out anything nore?" Dam an asked.

Cella smled. She had painted her |Iips and cheeks and nails
to match the new copper apples on her skirt, a cool netallic pink
barely pal er than her skin. "Not nmuch. She's fromCallixte -- born
there, apparently, not just works fromthere. She's a notable by
anyone's reckoning, and the people on the intersystens nets |ike
her a lot. If she's political, she's a Republican, but that's a
big if. Between piloting and the Gane, | can't see that she's had
much tinme for politics. She did know Ki chi Desjourdy when
Desj ourdy was on Fal consreach, but | can't trace anything nore
than just knowi ng each other. Desjourdy's a Ganer, after all, and
a class-four arbiter."

Dam an nodded thoughtfully. Kichi Desjourdy was the new
Custons-and-Intelligence representative to Burning Bright, a
cl ever woman, and therefore dangerous. And that made any
connection between her and this Lioe a dangerous one. "Do you

think this -- this whole thing, neeting with Ransone and all --
coul d be sone kind of setup?”

Cell a shook her head. "Not with his consent, anyway. |'m
quite certain they net at the club -- that that was their first
neeting, and that it wasn't staged in any way." She paused then,
and her smle took on a new edge. "I did find out one thing

i nteresting, though. She spent |last night wth one of yours,
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Dam ano. A john-boat girl called Roscha.”
"Did she, now?" Dam an said, softly. _Trust Roscha to be

nore trouble . "Way didn't | hear about it?"
“"No one knew you were interested,” Cella said. "I didn't
know you were interested, until l[ast night."

"They' re sl eepi ng together?"

"I would say so." Cella shrugged. "I would."

"Charm ng." Dam an stared out into the crowd, did not find
the pilot, turned slowy so that he faced back toward the cliff
and the A d Gty spread out beyond the | ower terrace. Mst of the
| ights were on now, the sky faded to a thick and dusty purple, and
the pattern of the lights in the | ower garden echoed the play of
light fromthe city below disrupted only by the figures noving
al ong the silvered stones of the pathways. Neither Ransome nor
Li oe was anywhere to be seen.

“I could introduce you," Cella said. "I've net her."

Dam an gl anced down at her, surprised | ess by the offer
than by its timng, and she nodded to the wi ndow above them A
woman st ood sil houetted in the golden light, a newly famliar,
br oad- shoul dered shape wth a hat slung across her back. She was

| ooking in at the party, standing quite still, and Dam an
hesitated, tenpted. It would be interesting to speak to her
directly, get sone feel for what she was |like_ -- He shook his

head, not without regret. It was nuch safer to keep his distance,
just in case she did turn out to have sone connection wth C and-
. "No, not right now, |I think. But keep an eye on her, Cella. |
want to know exactly what she's doing."

"All right," Cella said, and sounded faintly surprised.

Dam an | ooked away from her curiosity, back toward the
| ower terrace, and his eyes were caught again by the grey-and-
silver stones that covered the paths. The nore di stant paths
seened to glowin the last of the light, and the nearer ones,
cl oser to the cool standard-lanps, caught the blue-toned |ight and
held it, odd shadows playing over their surfaces. He frowned,
curious now, and wal ked away, down the steps to the gravel ed paths
of the lower terrace. Cella followed a few steps behi nd, but he
i gnored her, stooped to exam ne the stones. A dozen, a hundred
tiny faces | ooked back at him all smling slightly, as if they
wer e anused by his surprise. He caught his breath, controlled his
i nstinctive revulsion -- _how could anyone stand to wal k here, if
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t hey saw those | ooki ng back at thenf?_ -- and said, "Ransone's
work, | take it?" H's voice sounded strange to him strained and
taut, but Cella didn't seemto notice.

"I would say so."

"They are," Dam an said, wth precision, "very strange nen,
he and Chauvelin." He paused, and shook his head. "I suppose | had
better pay ny respects to the anbassador." He did not wait for her
response, but started back across the terraces toward the
anbassador's house.

Chauvelin greeted his guests in the main hall. The |ong
roomwas |it as though by a thousand candles, light |ike nelted
butter, like curry, pouring fromthe edges of the ceiling across
t he polished bronzewood floor, gilding everything it touched. It
turned the ice statue on the buffet -- a sleek needl e-ship poised
on the points of its sailfields -- to topaz, set deeper red-gold

| ights dancing in its heart Iike the glow of invisible reactors.
Chauvelin smled, seeing it, and made a nental note to thank his

staff. They had done well in other things, too: the heavy bunches
of red-streaked flowers that flaned against the ochre walls, the
food, the junior staff -- jericho-human, _chaoi-non_ and hsai
alike -- circulating anong the guests to diffuse tension and keep
the conversation and the wine flowng wth equal ease. Je-

Sou' tsian had the unenvi abl e task of keeping an eye on ji-Inbaoa,

but she seened to be handling it w thout undue strain. She had
chosen to wear her full honors, and the clusters of ribbon flowed
from her shoul ders alnost to the floor. Perhaps it was not the
nost tactful of gestures, Chauvelin conceded -- _ji-Ilnbaoa has
fewer hereditary honors than she_-- but he couldn't bring hinself
to reprove her. In any case, ji-Ilnbaoa seened unaccountably sober,
and in control of hinself. There should be no trouble until later,
if at all.

Satisfied that everything was at |east tenporarily secure
in that quarter, Chauvelin | ooked away, searching the crowd for
Ransone. He owed himthanks, as well as noney, for the stones that
paved the garden paths, and he was nore than a little surprised
that the imgist hadn't already collected. He found him at |ast,
standing by the arched hallway that led in fromthe garden, and
lifted a hand to beckon hi mover. Ransone raised a hand in answer,
but gl anced back over his shoulder, toward the tall woman who
followed at his heels. Chauvelin lifted an eyebrow -- he had
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t hought that he knew nost of Ransone's friends and proteges -- but
made no comment as the two made their way across the crowded room

The woman was striking, not at all in Ransone's usual line -- his
taste in wonen, such as it was, ran to flanboyant Amazons |ike
LaChacall e -- and she wore her clothes, Burning Brighter clothes,
by the famliar cut and fabric, with the bravado born of

unfam liarity. Then he saw the way Ransone was wat ching her -- she

was even with himnow, noving shoulder to shoulder with him
through the room-- and felt the touch of an unfam liar pain. That
i ntensity of gaze should be for him not this stranger, and he
resented the shift in Ransone's attention. He put that thought
aside, frowing slightly at hinself, as Ransone approached.

"Sia Chauvelin."

The tone even nore than the choice of title was a warning
t hat Ransone was in one of his nore playful noods, capable of
al nost any m schief. Chauvelin nodded warily, said, "Good eveni ng,
| -Jay. "

"I"'d like to introduce soneone to you," Ransonme went on,
still in the light tone that Chauvelin had | earned to distrust,
and notioned to the woman at his side, not quite touching her
shoulder. "This is Quinn Lioe, one of the better Ganers |'ve seen
in years. I'menjoying ny return to the Gane nuch nore than |'d
expected. "

"Na Lioe," Chauvelin nmurnured, and the wonman answer ed,

" Anbassador Chauvelin." Her voice was deep, soft and rather
pl easant, the clipped Republican vowels adding a tang to her
wor ds.

Ransone smled, but it did not quite match the expression
in his eyes. _Anger?_ Chauvelin wondered. _O triunph?_ "I'mvery
grateful to you, Sia," the imgist went on. Look what | found in
the Gane_, his expression inplied.

Chauvel in made hinself keep his expression neutral, though
his nmouth wanted to twi st as though he'd bitten sonething sour.
The wonman Lioe -- _the pilot Lioe , he realized abruptly, seeing
the hat hangi ng at her shoul der -- recognized that there was sone
undertone of passion here; she was watchful, but uninvolved, her
face set in a serene and stony calm _\Watever Ransone thinks he's

doi ng_, Chauvelin thought, Lioe will have her own ideas . The
recognition steadied him he said, "I still owe you part of your
fee."
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Lioe lifted an eyebrow in nute question, glancing fromone

to the other, and Chauvelin said, "I-Jay was good enough to hurry
a comm ssion for ne -- the stones on the paths in the | ower
gardens." He took a petty pleasure in enphasizing Ransone's

subor di nate position.

"Was that your work?" Lioe said, and Ransone nodded, stil
grinning. Lioe nodded back, her expression still serene. "Yes, |
can see you don't like people to be confortable.”

There was a little silence, and Chauvelin wanted suddenly
to cheer. Ransone said, "Wiy should they be? I'"'mnot." He paused
agai n, and added, striving for the earlier |ightness, "Wo have
you been tal king to, anyway?"

Lioe smled slightly. "Qther Ganers."

"I shoul d've expected that," Ransone nur nured.

“I still owe you noney, |-Jay," Chauvelin said, riding over
what ever el se either one of them m ght have said. "You nust have
had wor kshop fees."

Ransone nodded. "Ch, |'ve submitted the bills, have no
fear. But | think the result was worth it."

"I't is spectacular,"” Chauvelin agreed, and, to his
surprise, Lioe nodded.

"The faces are very beautiful," she said. "It nust have
changed your garden conpl etely, Anmbassador.”

"It did," Chauvelin said.

"For the better, surely,"” Ransone said.

"I think so," Chauvelin said, and smled. "Certainly it was
a change. "

H s eye was caught by a sudden novenent, a subtle gesture
fromacross the room He |ooked toward it, past Ransone's
shoul der, and saw je-Sou'tsian standing a |little apart, one hand
lifted in nute appeal. Ransone saw his eyes nove, controlled the

| npul se to | ook, said instead, "I don't want to nonopolize you,
Sia."

"Not at all," Chauvelin said. "But sonething seens to have
conme up." He nodded toward je-Sou'tsian, and Ransone gl anced over

hi s shoul der.

"Ah, the Visiting Speaker's arrived?"

"My honored guest the Speaker has been here since the first
arrivals," Chauvelin said, not without irony. "Na Lioe, it was a
pl easure to neet you. | hope I'll have the pleasure again."
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She murmured sonething inaudi ble in response, but there was
an anmusenent lurking in her gold-flecked eyes. Chauvelin bowed
over his clasped hands, hsai fashion, and noved away.

Je-Sou' tsian bowed slightly at his approach, but her hands
were still, suppressing whatever she was feeling.

"What is it, lanmeis?" Chauvelin said, and kept a smle on
his face with an effort of wll.

The steward's hands noved slightly, shaping anger and
apol ogy. Her fingerclaws, gilded for the occasion, glowed in the
buttery light. "I'"msorry to have troubl ed you," she said, her
tradetal k even nore precise than usual, "and indeed | woul dn't
have if it hadn't been Sia Ransonme you were speaking wth, but
several nenbers of the Visiting Speaker's househol d have asked
perm ssion to use the intersystens |ink. They've al so asked that
our technicians not oversee the |inkage."

Chauvelin bit back his first response, know ng he was on
firmground here. "I'mhurt that the Speaker's people should inply
di strust of ny household, know ng as | do the Speaker's respect
and friendship. You may tell themthat, word for word."

Je-Sou' tsian bowed again. "I will do so, with pleasure.”

She started to back away, but Chauvelin said, "laneis. Is
t here anything el se?"

The steward hesitated for a heartbeat, then gestured
negati on, the novenent solid and decisive. "No, Sia. But | thought
t hat shoul d be nipped in the bud."

Chauvel i n nodded. "I agree. Keep an eye on them laneis."

"Of course, Sia." Je-Sou'tsian bowed again, and backed
away.

Chauvelin stared after her, furious at ji-Ilnbaoa for trying
such an obvious and infantile trick. _Wat can he think he'll gain
fromthat? And why in all hells does he have to do it now, when |
can't do anything about it?_The answer was too obvious to be
consi dered, and he nmade hinself put it out of his mnd, turning
away to greet a stocky man who served on the board of the Five
Poi nts Bank. He answered nechanically, his mnd on ji-Inbaoa, and
on Ransone and his new friend, and was not sorry when the banker
excused hinself, heading for the buffet. He stood alone for a
noment, found hinself scanning the crowd for Ransone. The i nagi st
was st andi ng near one of the wi ndows that overl ooked the garden,

Li oe beside him tall against the glass. Her coat blended with the
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gol den light caught in the mrrorlike panes, drawing her into the
reflections |ike a ghost; in contrast, Ransone was | ooki ng pale
and interesting. It was hard to tell, these days, if it was

del i berate or inevitable. Chauvelin suppressed the worry,

rem nding hinmself that he could always query the nedsystens
records if he really wanted to know. But whatever the cause, the
| ook worked: Ransone had dressed with mllinetrically cal cul ated
di sorder, plain-slashed jerkin hangi ng open over equally plain
shirt and narrow trousers, his unbrushed boots a well - pl anned

di sgrace. He nmade a perfect foil for Lioe' s severe el egance, and
Chauvelin felt again a stab of jealousy. Wwo in all hells is she,
t hat Ransone shoul d behave like this?_

"Good evening, Chauvelin," a famliar voice said, and
Chauvelin turned without haste to bow to Burning Bright's
gover nor.

"A good evening to you, CGovernor."

Kasi el Berengaria nodded back, the gesture as nuch of a
concessi on as she would ever nmake to hsai etiquette. She was a
st ocky, broad-bodi ed wonan, confortable in a heavily enbroi dered
coat and trousers; a nassive necklace of Honestead |sland pearls
made a collar around her neck, and held a seabright pendant
suspended just at the divide of her full breasts. The skin exposed
t here was weat hered, |ike her coarse, salt-and-pepper hair, and
the short hands with their broken nails. "I haven't seen the
Vi siting Speaker tonight, Chauvelin."

Chauvel in picked his words carefully, well aware of the
anmusenent in her m smatched eyes. One was al nost bl ue, the other
green-fl ecked brown: a disconcerting effect, and one he was
certain she enjoyed. "The Visiting Speaker has been hol di ng court
in the inner room Governor. |I'msure he'd be glad to see you."

Berengaria nmade a face. "l doubt it. O at best, no happier
to see ne than | amto see him"

Chauvelin smled in spite of hinself. "Quite possibly."

"You have had an interesting tine of it, with himin your
househol d. "

"Interesting is a good word," Chauvelin said. He and
Berengaria were old adversaries, alnost friends by now, she
preferred the Republic to Hsaioi-An, but Burning Bright before
both of them It was a position he understood perfectly, and he
had al ways adm red her skill.
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"One hears that the je Tsinra-an are rising in favor at
court,"” Berengaria went on.

"One of them made a decent profit for the Al-Father on
Hazuhone," Chauvelin said. She would al ready know at | east that
much; there was no point in denying it. He shrugged, carefully
casual . "l nust say, | doubt it will last."”

"One hopes not," Berengaria said. "And not just for your
sake."

She didn't have to say nore, and Chauvelin nodded in
agreenent. The je Tsinra-an, having been out of favor for years,
were attenpting to rally other groups who had stood al oof from
court politics by advocating a return to the old, hard-Iine,

i nperialistic policies of two generations ago. Unfortunately, now
that Hsai oi -An and the Republic were trading freely, or at |east
relatively freely, through the nerchants on entrepot worlds |ike
Burning Bright, both sides would suffer froma change in attitude.
And Burning Bright and her fellow entrepots would suffer nost of
al | .

"The All - Fat her knows perfectly well where his bread is
baked," Chauvelin said al oud, and hoped it was true.

"I hope so," Berengaria said, in unpleasant, unintended
echo. "What ever el se happens, Chauvelin, |'d be very sorry if you
were a casualty.”

"I don't intend to be," Chauvelin answered. Hi s nouth was
dry, and he smled to hide the sudden fear.

"(Good," Berengaria said. She sm | ed back, but the
expression did not touch the lines around her m smatched eyes. "It
woul d be very dull wthout you." She nodded, and turned away into
t he crowd.

Chauvel i n watched her go, turning her words over in his
mnd. It was not a good sign that Berengaria had heard runors of
power shifts between the factions in Hsaioi-An, and even | ess good
that she was expressing concern for his future. And | wonder, did
| hear a hint that she m ght offer sanctuary, if things get bad?_
There woul d be a price, of course -- _and probably a high one_ --
but it was an option to keep in mnd. At |east Ransone was, for
once, doing what he was told: that m ght buy enough tine to deal
with ji-Inbaoa. They said, on Burning Bright, that Storm brought a
change in luck -- he could renenber, dimy, his nother buying
| ottery chances on the first day of Storm hoping to bring noney
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i nto the household. | have to hope that's true_.

Ransone made his way through the nmaze of snaller roons off
the main hall. Chauvelin's household had thrown them open as well,
know ng the space woul d be needed. Ji-Inbaoa was hol ding court in
the | argest of these, and Ransone paused at the door for a brief
nonent, glancing in past the crowding guests. He had | ost Lioe
sonme while back, to a conversation with the novelist LaChacalle,
and hoped to find her -- _though probably not here . The Visiting
Speaker was popular with certain groups on Burning Bright, nost
not ably and nost obviously the ones who traded heavily w th Hsai oi -
An, and he was surrounded by their representatives, but Ransone
hardly thought that a Republican pilot would be likely to join
them The nenbers of ji-Inbaoa's own househol d stood watchfully at
t he Speaker's shoul der, and at the edges of the room Their
ri bbons, short strands of red that fell barely to their waists,
were vivid against the sea-green panels. It was an el egant
di spl ay, and one that deliberately overshadowed Chauvelin's |ess
formal presence.

He had | ooked too | ong. Across the room the Visiting
Speaker lifted his hand in acknow edgnent, and beckoned f or
Ransone to approach. It was not a request. Ransone hid a scow,
and started toward ji-Inbaoa. The crowd nade way for him a few
people murnuring his nanme. Overhead, false lightning flickered
t hr ough hol ographi ¢ cl ouds, and Ransone couldn't resist a quick
| ook to see how the installation was doi ng. He had nmade the inmage
canopy for Chauvelin a few years before; so far, he thought, it
seened to be holding up well.

" Tso-eh_, Ransone,"” the Visiting Speaker said, granting
the courtesy of a formal greeting. He continued in tradetalKk,
however, lifting his voice a little to be sure that the fringes of
the group could hear. Conversations faded at that signal, and
Ransone was suddenly aware of all eyes intent on him Ji-I|nbaoa
was nmaking this a matter of prestige, and for Chauvelin's sake --
~and ny pride, too_ -- he could not afford to make m st akes.

"I"'mtold you nade this display?" Ji-Inbaoa gestured to the
i mage in the done overhead, where hal f-hawk, half-human figures
now sw rled through the gaps in the clouds, riding the illusory
| i ght ni ng.

"That's right," Ransone answered, and forced hinself not to
mmc the hissing accent, the heavy enphasis on term nal
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si bil ant s.

"It's very striking," ji-lnbaoa said, wthout | ooking up.
"But when will you cone back to Hsaioi-An and show your talents
t here?"

Ransone pretended to glance up at the done, not really
seeing the roiling clouds, controlled his anger with an effort. Ji-
| mhaoa had threatened himw th prosecution if he returned to
Hsai oi - An; this was a particularly clunsy nmaneuver. He | ooked back
at the Visiting Speaker, said politely enough, "Probably when such
a generous comm ssion is offered ne. Do you think your _t'ueanao_
woul d be interested, Na Speaker?" He deliberately used the word
that neant nore than just famly or household unit, that carried

connotations of political rank and power as well, and saw fromthe
sudden convul sive clenching of ji-Inbaoa's hand that the
i nplications had struck hone. Chauvelin was still a nenber of the

tzu line; Ransone carried sone of the sanme prestige by virtue of
hi s patronage.
Ji -1 nbaoa mastered his annoyance instantly, though the

fingers of his free hand were still crooked slightly, and the red-
pai nted fingerclaws rapped gently against his thigh. "Perhaps we
shall," he said. "I amsure such a -- thing -- would pl ease ny

dependents. You would cone if we asked?"

Ransone bowed slightly, perfectly aware of where this gane
could lead if not precisely judged. He could not let hinself be
trapped into a conm ssion, even if it nmeant seem ng to back down.
“I'f the price were right, and the tine were convenient, and | were
commtted to no other business, yes, of course, Speaker." He

paused, then added, "And, of course, assumng that all issues of
freedom coul d be resol ved. Sone people take offense at i nmages when
none is intended; it seens -- safer -- to settle that ahead of

time, than risk displeasing anyone."

Ji -1 nbaoa showed teeth in an approxi mati on of a human
smle. The expression was delicately close to the bared teeth of
I nsult, but not quite; Ransone admred his control even as he bit
back anger. "I'm sure we could work out appropriate conpensation,”
the Visiting Speaker said, and | ooked away, lifting a hand to
beckon anot her guest. The wonman turned toward himat once, and ji -
| mhaoa took a few steps to neet her, bringing the group's
attention with him Ransone hesitated for a nonent |onger, tenpted
to protest this dismssal, but nmade hinself turn away.
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Li oe was standing just inside the doorway. "Wre you having
fun?" she asked, and Ransone made a face.

"How nmuch of that did you hear?" He touched her shoul der
lightly, easing her out into the nore dimy lit hallway. The walls
here were painted a deep red, the rich color of wne held up to a
| i ght. Gol den vines coiled along the ceiling just bel ow the hidden
| i ghts.

"Most of it, | think. | gather he doesn't |like you."

"Not nuch," Ransone agreed. Lioe kept |ooking at him one
thin eyebrow lifted in an expression that rem nded hi m suddenly of
Chauvel i n, and he touched her shoul der again, steering her toward
one of the side roons. It was little nore than an al cove, pillared
walls painted in a coppery brown, the pillars thensel ves painted
with nore delicate vines, the lighting concealed in thick clusters
of sea grapes that dangled fromthe heads of the pillars. Bench-
seats had been built into the side walls, and the space between
the central set of pillars on the rear wall had been turned into a
di spl ay recess. The shelves were filled with odd objects, and
Ransone was startled to recogni ze one of his own story eggs anopng
them

"All right," Lioe said, "why doesn't this Visiting Speaker

| i ke you?"

Ransone hesitated again, then grinmaced. "I'mnot trying to
put you off, | just don't know where to begin."

Li oe | aughed. "You neke friends easily, | see.”

Ransone sm | ed back. "All right. For one thing, he and
Chauvelin are fromopposite factions, and Chauvelin has been ny
patron for years. For another -- " He stopped, took a breath.
“When | was younger, | worked for a | ocal conpany, worked in
Hsai oi - An, on Jericho, and | got into trouble there. | offended
sone people as well as breaking a few | aws, but because | was only
_houta_ then they couldn't do anything about it -- the insults, |
nmean. They enforced the laws. Now that |I'm _m n-hao_, though, they
can take notice of those insults, and ji-Inbaoa -- aside from
bei ng personally stupid and therefore an irresistible target -- is
closely related to soneone with a serious grudge agai nst ne."

"That does explain a lot," Lioe said, after a nonent. She
cocked her head to one side, clearly reviewing his conversation
with the Visiting Speaker. "G ven all that, though, was it wse to
ant agoni ze hi n®"
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"Probably not," Ransone admtted. "But he really is
irresistible.”

Li oe shook her head, but she was smling. "I hope you and
your patron get along."

Ransone w nced, renenbering their earlier conversation.

"' msorry about earlier," he said. It was because Chauvelin's
been pushing ne, pushing ne back into the Gane when that's the
|last thing | want to waste ny tine with_-- But that was not

sonet hing he could say aloud. "Do you do your own backgrounds, for
t he Gane?"

Li oe nodded, obviously glad to accept the change of
subject. "Yes. | carry a recorder when | go planetside. A lot of
times | stunble into places that | can use later. Wen | can get
time on the club machines, | do sone mani pul ati ons, of course, but
nost of the tine | can't afford it. That's the good part about
this deal with Shadows. |'ve got all the tine | want, and the run
of their libraries.”

"For ten days," Ransone said. That wasn't nearly enough
time, not for any real work.

Li oe shrugged. "I have a contract with Kerestel."

Ransone stared at her with a certain frustration, wondering
how she could stand to work part-tine, only when there was tine
avai |l abl e on club machi nes, only when she wasn't piloting -- how
she could stand to stay confined, stuck inside the boundaries of
the Gane, where the ultimate rule was, _never change anythi ng?_ He
opened his nouth, searching for the right words, and saw her pick
up the story egg, hold its lens to her eye. He renenbered that one

well -- an early work, filled with flanmes and a figure nade of
flame that shifted fromnmale to femal e and back again with the
fire's dance -- and closed his nouth again, wondering what she
woul d say.

"I's this yours?" Lioe asked, after a nonent. She set the
egg carefully aside, as though she thought the nechani sm was
sonet hing delicate. Her voice was w thout enotion, w thout
i nfl ection, polite and unreadabl e.

"Yes," Ransone said, "it's one of mne."
"How do you do that?" Abruptly, Lioe's voice thawed into
ent husiasm "How do you pull it all together?"

"Do you nean nechanically, or how | structure the imges?"
Ransone asked.

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (131 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:10 AM]



"Yes -- both, | nmean." Lioe grinned again, |ooked slightly
enbarrassed. "Sorry, | don't nean to hassle you."

“No!" Ransone had spoken nore sharply than he had i ntended,
shook his head to erase the word. "No, you're not hassling ne. |
| i ke to tal k about ny work." _And anything to get her away from
the Gane_. "It's a lot like finding settings for Gane sessions,"
he said, and heard hinself painfully casual. "I spend a | ot of
time on the nets. |'ve got a pretty conplete tie-inin ny |oft,
and a good display structure. | pull clips off the nets, break
down the images, then rebuild theminto the | oops for the eggs."

"That nust take a |lot of storage,"” Lioe said.

"But only linear, that's cheap enough,"” Ransone answer ed.
"Look, it's easier to show you what | do than it is to tal k about
it. Whuld you like to go back to ny loft, |ook at the systen? |'ve
got sone things in progress, you could see how everything fits
together -- you could even play with the machines, if you'd Iike."

Li oe gave hima neasuring | ook, and Ransone felt hinself
flush. "No strings attached. This is not an unsubtle way of
getting you into bed."

Lioe smled. "I wasn't really worried about it." She |aid
the lightest of stresses on "worried."

"WIIl you do it, then?" Ransone asked, and did his best to
hi de his sudden el ation at her nod. Maybe, just naybe he coul d
show her what was so wong with the Gane, why it was a waste of
any decent talent -- she was good at the Gane, good enough t hat
she should have a try at sonething else, sonething that woul d | ast
beyond t he epheneral quasi-nmenory of the Gane nets. He shook those
t houghts away. Tine enough for that if she was interested, if she
cared about anything beyond the Gane. "I was wondering," he said
al oud, and Lioe glanced curiously at him "You' ve got a great
reputation on the Gane nets. Wiy haven't you gone into it full-
time, becone a club notable? You could nake a living at it,
easily."

Li oe | ooked at himfor a |ong nonent, obviously choosing
her words with care, and Ransone found hinself, irrationally,
hol ding his breath. "Two reasons," she said at |last. "One,

piloting's a better living. Two -- the second reason is, | can't
see making it ny life." She shrugged and | ooked away, enbarrassed.
“It's a gane. It's only as good as all its players.”

_Yes, and that's nost of what's wong with it _, Ransone
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t hought. But there's so nuch else out there, besides the Gane.
What the hell were your parents thinking of, to send you into
piloting?_ There was no answer to that, and he curbed his
ent husi asm sharply. "Let ne show you ny setup," he said, and
started out of the room

The second npbon was setting over Chauvelin's garden,
throw ng | ong shadows. Beyond the garden, fireworks flared in
silent splendor over the Inland Water, great sprays of colored
light that rivaled the noon. Dam an Chrestil stood in a darkened
enbrasure, one of the archways that | ooked out onto the upper
terrace, idly tugging the curtain aside to watch the departing
guests, filing by ones and twos along the path that led to the
street. H s eye was caught by a famliar figure: Ransone, and the

pilot was with him That was a good sign -- Ransone shoul d stay
preoccupied with the nets, with the Gane, with Lioe to distract
him-- and he smled briefly.

"So you see it's going well." Ji-lnbaoa slipped into the

enbrasure beside him gestured to one of his household, who bowed
and backed away.

Dam an |l et the heavy curtain fall back into place,
effectively cutting off any view fromthe garden. He was blind in
t he sudden darkness, heard ji-lnbaoa's claws chine against a
crystal glass, a faint, unnerving nusic. "So far," he said.

“Chauvel in has accepted that it is inportant, and Ransone
will do what he tells him" the Visiting Speaker went on. "I
shoul d think that conditions would be ideal."

Dam an's eyes were beginning to adjust to the di mess. He
could see ji-lnbaoa outlined against the faint light fromthe
hal | way; he shifted slightly, his shoul der brushing the curtains,
and a thin beam of noonlight cut across the space, draw ng faint
grey lights fromthe Visiting Speaker's skin. "Conditions will be

i deal ," Dam an said, "once | have the codes."

Ji - I nbaoa gestured unreadably, only the fact of the
novenent visible in shadow behind the noonlight. "It takes tine to
get those, tinme and a certain anount of privacy. | will have them
for you tonorrow, | amcertain of that."

| was expecting themtonight. Ransone won't be distracted
forever, and C-and-I is sniffing around on Deneter. | don't have
tinme to waste on this, | need to nove the cargo now .... Dam an
bit back his irritation, said, "I hope so, Na Speaker. The | onger
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| have to wait for them the
"Tonmorrow," ji-Ilnbaoa
his voice that warned Dam an
"All right," he said,
was such a good chance. |'m|
Ji -1 nbaoa nmade a hi ssi
“"Until tonorrow, then,
slipped out of the enbrasure
think to stop him

*Part Four*

nore risk to all of us."
said again, and there was a note in
not to push further.

but couldn't resist adding, "Tonight
ust sorry we mssed it."

ng sound, but sai d not hing.

“ Dam an said, cheerfully, and

before the Visiting Speaker could

Road,

*Day 1*
_Storm Ransone's Loft, O d Coast
_Newfields, Above Junction Pool _

Li oe woke slowy, blinking in the light that seeped in

through the filtered w ndows.
remenberi ng where she was,

The door to Ransone's bedroomwas still
and she could hear the | ast gasps as an

oninthe little kitchen,

automatic coffee nmaker conpleted its cycle.

She lay still for a nonent,

t hen cautiously pushed herself upright.

cl osed, but the light was

She gl anced si deways,

checking the tine, and nade a face as the nunbers fl ashed red

agai nst the stark white wall.
to a mdafternoon neeting at

Al nost noon, and she was comm tted
Shadows, review ng her scenario for a

group of club session | eaders.

She reached for

qui ckly, then went

her shirt and trousers,
tuni c incongruous at this hour of the norning,
into the kitchen al cove.

the | oose silky
and dressed
The cof fee maker was

obviously on a standard program the tiny pot held barely enough

for a single nug. She hesitated for an instant,
sone anyway. That enptied the pot,
little roomas conpul sively ordered as a ship's gall ey,

found the box of makings and
fol ded up the bed as wel |,
had kept it; she left

touched one of the secondary
up the system
before. It had been |like the
preparation, hunting through

collection of fil med scenes unti l

but coul d not
It sitting against the wall,
to the conputer setup that dom nated the worki ng space.

but poured herself
t he
she

and she searched cabi nets,
unti |
pot on to brew She
remenber where Ransone
and went back
She
keyboards lightly, but did not bring

set anot her

remenbering i nstead what she had done the ni ght

best parts of the Gane, the
the nets and libraries and her own
she found just the right inage --

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (134 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:10 AM]



_or the image that can be adjusted, mani pul ated, until it has

exactly the inpact you wanted, that will conjure upjust the right
responses fromyour players, and they can take that know edge and
run with it _.... Except, of course, that Ransone's work stopped

there, before the others, any others, entered the picture. He set
up the image, calculated the effect, but didn't stay to finish the
job. O else he assuned he had finished his job, that the effect
woul d be what he intended. She shook her head, not sure if she
even really believed in that sort of confidence -- _or is it
arrogance?_ -- and turned away fromthe conputers, touched the

wi ndow controls to clear the treated gl ass.

The city stretched out below her, a breathtaking view over
t he housetops toward the Inland Water. The sky above the city was
mlky white, sunlight filtered by clouds, but light still glinted
fromthe solar panels and on the nurky water of the Junction Pool
at her feet. It was busy, barges and |lighters of all sizes snugged
up to the nultiple docking points that |ined the Pool's edges. One
of the | argest ships, broad-beaned, its deck piled high with the
fam|liar scarred-silver shapes of drop capsules, was noored at the
foot of a cargo elevator. As she watched, fascinated -- pilots
rarely got to see where their cargoes ended up -- a crane swooped
down, delicately picked up two of the capsules, and added themto
the neat pile growng in the elevator's open car.

She finished the coffee before the crane operator finished
| oadi ng the el evator, and | ooked si deways agai n, checking the
tinme. Past noon, and it would take al nbost an hour to reach Shadows
-- nore, if she understood right, and the Storm cel ebrati ons had
al ready begun. She | ooked again toward Ransone's door, blinking
away the chrononeter's nunbers, wondering what she should do. It
seened rude just to leave, but it mght well be worse to wake him
O course, she could always | eave a note. She | ooked around,
searching for a notepad/printer or pen and paper, and the door to
t he bedroom opened.

"Good norning," Ransone said. He |ooked tired , Lioe

thought, nore tired than she woul d have expected . "I see you
found the coffee.”
"Yes, thanks," Lioe answered. "I made a second pot."

"Thank you," Ransone said, and stepped into the kitchen.
“I"'mglad you found the naki ngs, nost people | know drink tea." He
canme back out into the loft's main room nug of coffee in one
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hand, a polished spherical renote in the other. H's hand noved
easily over the steel-bright surface, and the display space in the
center of the roomflashed into life. Lioe | ooked away, vaguely
enbarrassed, fromthe | oop she had conpiled the night before.

"That's really quite good," Ransone said.

"Begi nner's work," Lioe said, nore roughly than she had
i ntended. In the display space, a netal -ski nned woman transf or ned
herself into a bird, the fingers elongating into feathers, hair
into the crest of a hawk, body nelting and shrinking into a
conpact and vicious form rose and turned and swooped on sonet hi ng
i nvi si ble, then | anded, body beginning to turn again into a
woman's even as she fell the last few neters, until the
sil verski nned woman sat again on a bench in the sun, inspecting
her |1ong, bony feet. Even in the light fromthe w ndow, the forns
were clear and vivid.

“"Certainly," Ransone said. "Everybody starts off with this
kind of thing. But it's got prom se. You could do sonething with
it."

Li oe | ooked suspiciously at him but he was staring at the
| mges, watching the loop run its course one nore tine. It wasn't
of ten one heard judgnent and prai se so neatly bal anced; there was
sonething in his tone that |et her believe his words. "Thanks,"
she said. She sounded stilted, even to herself, and added, "And
thanks for letting ne play with your equipnent. | really enjoyed
it."

Ransone touched the renote again, and gl yphs flashed in the
air around him From where she stood, Lioe could only see enough
to recogni ze the drop-to-storage sequence. "You should try it
again. |I'mserious, you have a knack."

"Thanks." Lioe | ooked at the chair, the wre gl oves
di scarded on the stand beside it, but made herself | ook away.
“I've got to be at Shadows, though. I'mcommtted to a training
group for their session | eaders.”

"For Ixion's Weel ?" Ransone asked, and Li oe nodded.

"They're paying ne," she said, and didn't know quite why
she felt so defensive.

Ransone grinned. "Well, that's a good reason, there. But
don't you ever get sick of the Ganme?"

"No," Lioe said, automatically, and then, because Ransone
had been honest with her, added, "It's not like | do it for a
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living."
"You coul d,"

Li oe made a face.

a steady incone, unlike

acknow edgi ng what he had sai d.
exactly,

wel |, not bored,
to resol ve anything."
Ransone nodded.
saw. "

Li oe sm | ed,
start of sonething. |
t oget her

what |
and

"I xi on' s \Weel

t hi nk Avel lar could pull
into one really big scenario,

Ransonme nur nmur ed.

"I suppose. But | like piloting, which is
Gam ng, and -- " She stopped abruptly,
"And, yes, | think I'd be bored --
but the Gane, the scenarios never seem
cones pretty close, from
didn't bother to deny it. "It could be the
t he whol e Gane
no

but I know damm wel |

one's going to want to play that."

She stopped then,
nore sl owy,

nodded agai n,

concentrated on Avell ar'
everything in,
it would be worth playing. And | xion's Weel

woul d pul |
Life ...
it up. Have you started
"No one wants to
drastically, anyway."
Ransone si ghed.
stopped playing. It's a
_It's the nature
suppose. But, listen, |

know ng how she sounded, but Ransone

his expression renote. "A scenario that
s bid for the throne -- you're right, that
woul dn't i1t? Rebellion, Psionics, Court
really sets
work on it?"

change the Gane," Lioe repeated. "Not that
"You're probably right, which is why I
pity, though.™

of the Gane_. Lioe said instead, "I

do have to leave, if I'mgoing to nmake

this neeting on tine. Thanks again.”

"My pleasure,”
the helipad is?"

III
can't afford helicabs."

"All right,"
yoursel f today?"
"Toni ght , "
mai n | atch. "Why?"
"I thought --
t hought |
ot her ni ght,
made ne want to play."
"Shal | |
"Why not ?"

Ransone sai d,
know where the tourist-trolley stops,"
Ransone sai d.
Li oe answered. She | ooked back,
Ransone paused,
m ght see if there were any places left.

it's been a long tine since |'ve seen a scenario that

hol d Harnsway for you?"
Ransone's sm | e changed, becane openly

automatically. "You know where

Li oe answered. "I
“"Are you runni ng any sessions
her hand on the
then gave a wy smle. "I
Like | said the

Li oe asked.
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m schievous. "I don't think that part was played to its
potential."

Lioe smled back, flattered and apprehensive at the sane
tinme. Anbidexter in the scenario, playing his own tenplate: it was
a thought to conjure with, and to strike terror into the souls of
| esser players. It was also a challenge, and she did not turn down
a challenge. "I'lIl do that. And thank you again for a fascinating
evening." She let herself out into the hallway, not quite hearing
his murnured reply.

Left to hinself, Ransone went back into the narrow kitchen,
runmmaged in the cold storage until he found a package that
prom sed to cook in three mnutes. He fitted it into the wall -
nount ed cooker, and nade hinself open the container once the tiner
sounded. The spicy pastry snelled good, but his appetite did not
return; he forced hinself to finish it anyway, standing at the
counter, and turned his attention back to the nmain room and the
enpty display space. Lioe's hat was sitting on the fol ded bed,
forgotten in her hurry. He sighed, and hoped he would renmenber to
return it that night.

The hawk-woman had been a good i nage, for soneone who'd
never worked with nore than the Gane's nore limted editors, and
Li oe had been quick to sense the difference in form between the
Gane i nmages and the inmage |loops that filled a story egg. It was
just too bad she was so caught up in the Gane ... He crossed to
the w ndows, staring down on the city. It would be Carnival
already in the Wet Districts, the streets and canals busy with
costuned figures. It would be Carnival on the nets as well, and
that mght be the best tinme to ook into just why Dam an Chrestil
want ed hi m back in the Gane.

He turned back to the display space, spun his chair into
place at its center, but hesitated, slipping on the wre-bound
gloves. It would be Carnival, all right, but that didn't nean that
his usual net projection wouldn't be recognized. He crossed to the
shel ves where he kept the shells of the unfinished eggs, searched
anong the clutter until he found the nmask he had bought two years
before, for a party he could no longer clearly renenber. It was a
plain white mask, of the three-quarters size that left only nouth
and chin free, a standard form eyebrows and cheekbones and nose
all coarsely nodeled fromthe dead white plastic. He contenpl at ed
it for a nonent -- it had al ways been an affectation of his not to
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mask, to walk the streets and nets at Carnival as hinself -- but
this was not the tine for that. He set the mask carefully on one
of the inmaging tables, and switched on the caneras. Lights flared,
crisscrossed, catching the mask in a web of stark white beans. He
turned back to the display space, and saw the mask's i nage
floating in the air above his chair, waiting to be renade.

He fingered the renote to dimthe w ndows, and the inage
grew correspondi ngly stronger as the conpeting daylight faded. He
set the renote aside, pulled on the remaining glove, and settled
hinmself in his chair. The servos whirred softly, tilting it and
himto the nost confortable position; the i mage noved with him
floating in the air within easy reach. He studied it for a nonent
| onger, then reached tentatively into another inmage bank to pull
out a series of other faces. He found one with a nouth he |iked,
bl eached that inage to match the mask's absolute | ack of col or,

t hen patched the two together, bringing the nmouth and chin from
the new i nage to cover the mssing parts of the original mask. He
studied the result for a nonent, then ran his hand over the
conpound i mage, deepeni ng the nodeling of nouth and chin so that

it matched the nmask. He cocked his head to one side, then drew the
corners of the nouth down into a parody of tragedy's mask. He
tilted the eyes down as well, filled the enpty holes wth absol ute
bl ack, and dunped the resulting inmage to main nmenory. |t was not

at all his usual style: no one on the nets should recognize it as
hi m

He reached into control space to change nodes, rewiting
his usual identification-and-projection package to display the
new y created nmask, and flipped the whole systemto Carnival node.
Now all identification inquiries would automatically be ignored --
this was the only tinme of year when that routine would not get one
dunped fromthe nets in short order -- and a secondary program
woul d defl ect any attenpt to trace the point of origin. He sml ed
then -- he was going to enjoy this after all -- and flipped
hi nrsel f out onto the nets.

The nets were crowded with ghostly shapes, a cheerful
anarchy overriding the narrowast lines and filling the unreal
echo of the city with |ight and sound and sheets of brilliant
color. Scenes like the loops of a story egg filled a nunber of
nodes: rather than sinply projecting an i mage, many of the naskers
had chosen to create a brief repeating scene, and |let that
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represent themto the world. Ransone let hinself drift for a
while, slipping fromone systemto the next wwth the ebb and fl ow
of the crowds. A few groups and systens still tried to keep to
busi ness-as-usual, pale geonetrics and strings of synbols
conpeting wth the gaudy | oop-displays of the revelers, but they
were easily overwhel ned. Sone of the Carnival displays were

el aborate, a sphere of scenery enclosing a character or two --
often Grand Types fromthe Gane -- so that Ransone had either to
bypass that particul ar node or nove through the ongoi ng scenari o.
Near the Gane nets, it was easier to go through than to try to
find a way around the mniature worlds; he let hinmself slide
through |ike a ghost, ignoring the spray of words and i nages t hat
greeted any stranger, idly tracking the Grand Types that appeared.
There were quite a few Avellars, as well as the inevitable Barons
and Ladies: _Lioe should be pleased , he thought, and turned his
attention toward the port systens.

| f Dam an Chrestil wanted him back in the Gane, it was all
but certain that the Gane was not really inportant, was only a
blind -- and certainly he'd found nothing during his tine on the
Gane nets to indicate otherwise -- which made it well worth his
time to see what was happening on the various nets that served the
port and the traders who depended on the port for their living. He
di nmed his own inage further, so that he saw his mask fl oating
ghostly through a Bower of Love that currently filled a transfer
node. It was a striking inmage, the death-white mask drifting
expressi onl ess, incurious, through the flower-draped tenple where
an i nprobably well-endowed nman and wonan were | ocked in vigorous
and detail ed sex, and he touched the capture sequence to record
the nonent. It would nmake an interesting story egg, soneday, but
he made hinself turn away once the capture was conplete and foll ow
the nmultiple channels into the port systens.

There were fewer Carnival inages here: nore off-worlders
used the port nets, and there weren't many Burning Brighters who
dealt with themwho could afford to give up a day's trade. Still,
an Avel | ar wal ked through a segnent of corridor, striding hard as
t hough it was work to keep up with the noving tiles; another G and
Type, the Viverina, braided tiny human skulls into her long hair.
Ransone frowned, trying to renenber the scenario that had spawned
the i mage, but couldn't place it. The Judge D recting presided
over a node that gave entrance to a nerchant bank. The serene face
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was semtransparent, and Ransone recogni zed famliar features
behi nd the cl oaking Carnival imge. He adjusted his own
projection, allowing his famliar on-line presence to show behi nd
the floating nmask, and slipped into the node.

The Judge Directing turned to face him the ster serenity
nmelting to a nore famliar grin, and codes flashed through the
di spl ay space, weaving a private link-in-realtine. "Ransone. |
didn't expect to see you nasking."

"Neither did I," Ransone answered, truthfully. Guyonet
Merede was a Ganer as well as a banker, and a forner patron who
owned several of his earlier story eggs. "But it seens to have
wor ked out well."

"It's a nice image," Merede said. He was ol der than he
| ooked behind the Judge's face: the projection's stony beauty
rem nded Ransone for an instant of Lioe's face in repose.

"Thanks," he said. "I wonder if you could do ne a favor,
@Quy. | need access to the raw feed fromthe port conputers -- the
unsorted line, the one that carries the general traffic." If

Dam an Chrestil wanted hi mon the Gane nets, it could only be to
keep himaway from sone other part of the greater system C B G e.
was an inport/export firm and that nost |ikely nmeant snuggli ng.
And the best way to track that down was to sift the day-to-day
chatter and hope that, despite the sheer volune, he could find
sone hint of an irregular shipnent, sonething that didn't match
the nore public records. _And if | can't find it, well, there are
ot her places to | ook, political ganes he could be playing, and |
won't have wasted nuch tinme. But |'mbetting it's a doctored
cargo_.

Merede was silent for an instant, his face gone very still,

and then he said, cautiously, "You know | can't do that, I|-Jay."
_You've done it before . Ransone said aloud, "I just need

to pull sonme nunbers for a piece |"'mworking on. It's a conm ssion

for the MS, and | need sone strings for background. | thought |'d

tie part of the loop to the trade bal ance."

It was an easy lie, and plausible, but to his surprise
Mer ede shook his head. "I'msorry, |I-Jay. If it weren't Carnival --
but we've had sone conplaints recently, people saying stuffs been
pul l ed out of the raw feed that shoul d' ve stayed confidential. |
just can't do it."

Ransone nodded. "I can see that. | guess | can rig what |
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need sone other way." He did his best to | ook thoughtful, glad of
the mask that screened his features. "Wio's been conpl ai ni ng,
anyway ?"

Mer ede gl anced down at sonet hing out of canmera range. "The
Fi ve Points Bank's nerchant division -- you know, the exchange-
rate people? -- and a couple of inporters, lonel Factor and C/'B
C e., and one of the private captains.”

_Who | just bet is connected to the Chrestil-Brisch, too_.
| onel Factor was closely tied to the Chrestil-Brisch -- 1onel
dealt in off-world spirits, and therefore, inevitably, was tied to
the Chrestil-Brisch distillery and their various whol esalers --
and Bettis Chrestil was head of the nerchant division's steering
group. "You think there's anything in it?" he said aloud, and
Mer ede shrugged.

"We haven't seen anything on our screens, and we tap pretty
carefully. | suppose it could be a very directed probe, but --
bet ween you and ne only, Ransone -- | think they're overreacting."

"I"I'l keep it quiet," Ransone said. "Thanks anyway." He
touched the key sequence that rel eased the private |Iinkage, and
| et hinself drift deeper into the port nets. He adjusted his
presence, nmaking the mask opaque again, so that his identity was
conpl etely hidden except to the nost determ ned probe, and shifted
the scale slightly. To a cursory scan, he should |look |like a
bounce-echo fromthe chaos on the public nets, a common enough
phenonenon at this tinme of year. Satisfied, he let hinself slide
further into the system |ooking for an interface of comerci al
and custons dat a.

It took himover an hour to find that node -- it shifted,
as did the codes that guarded it -- and another hour to prove to
himself that it was unusually well guarded. None of the usual
sources woul d provide a key, and that |eft Selasa Arduinidi, who
was one of the better security consultants in the business and, on
t he shadow nets, a reliable data fence. She had a nane as a
net wal ker, too, prided herself on know ng how to access any part
of the net, but when he finally tracked her down, she shook her
head i n di sgust.

"I'"ve been fighting wiwth that one for two days now, |-Jay.
| haven't cracked it yet. You'll have to get legit codes for that
one, I'mafraid."

"Nobody's telling -- or selling,

Ransonme answered. He
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stared at her icon floating in the air in front of him a huge-
eyed oW perched in a glowng tree branch that seened to grow
directly out of the lines of the net itself. "Wat's going on,
Sel asa?"

"I don't know," Arduinidi answered, but there was sonething
in her voice, a subtle admration that belied her words.
“Sonebody's up to sonething, that's for sure."” She broke the
connection before he could ask anything nore.

_Sonmebody |ike Dam an Chrestil_, Ransone thought, sourly.
The deeper he tried to probe, the nore likely it seened that the
Gane was just a blind, and that Dam an Chrestil was hiding
sonething. Fromthe way his own probes were being bl ocked, it
seened to have sonething to do wwth run cargoes. But if that's

all, why is ji-lnbaoa involved?_ Politics and snuggling: the two
did not often overlap, but when they did, it was a particularly
volatile mx. Wiichis what | will tell Chauvelin nyself , he

t hought, and began to extricate hinmself fromthe maze of the
port's nmultinet. It would be easy enough sinply to shut down his
system but then the automatics woul d take over the shutdown
procedures and |l eave a clear trail back to his loft. Better to do
things slowy, and nake sure he wasn't foll owed.

*Day 1*

_Storm The Hsai Anbassador's House, _
_in the Ghetto, Landing |Isle Above
~add Gty North_

Chauvelin sat in his office at the top of the anbassador's
resi dence, staring into the desktop displays without really seeing
the nultiple screens. The hazy sunlight poured in through the
slightly curved w ndows, dulling the displays; he hit the key that
brought the gl yphs and nunbers and the harsh strokes of hsai
dem script to their greatest brightness, but did not dimthe
wi ndow gl ass. He could see the first signs of the approaching
stormon the horizon beyond Plug |Island, a thicker bank of clouds
|ike fog or a distant landfall. The weather service still said
t hat bank was only an outrider, and the real stormbehind it would
not arrive for days, but Chauvelin could feel it waiting, a
broodi ng, distant presence. The street brokers had it at twenty-to-
one to hit within the next five days, though the pessim sts were
hedgi ng their bets by excluding | ower-category stornms. Chauvelin
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si ghed, and | eaned back in his chair. If nothing else, the storm
was al ready starting to interfere wwth the connection to the junp
transmtter orbiting the planet, the one that carried the

communi cations link with Hsaioi-An. On the one hand, the erratic
reception was a good excuse to keep ji-Inbaoa fromusing the house
transmtters w thout one of Chauvelin's own househol d present,
ostensibly to nonitor the nmachinery. On the other, he was under no
il1lusion that this would keep ji-Ilnbaoa fromfinding sone way to
contact his patrons in Hsaioi-An, nor would it prevent the
Visiting Speaker fromdealing with sonmeone on planet. And it
annoyed the Visiting Speaker. Chauvelin allowed hinself a quick,
private smle. That also had di sadvantages, but it did give hima
certain sense of satisfaction.

A chinme sounded in his desktop, a discreet, two-toned
noi se, and Chauvelin glanced down in sone surprise. He had |eft
I nstructions that he was not to be disturbed, and je-Sou'tsian was
usual Il y scrupul ous about obeying him He touched the icon, and the
tiny projector hidden in a disk of carved and | acquered i aon wood
lit, formng a cylindrical imge. JeSou'tsian bowed to himfrom
the center of that colum of |ight.

"I"'mvery sorry to interrupt you, Sia, but Na Ransone is
here, and says he needs urgently to speak with you."

Chauvelin lifted his eyebrows, but nodded. "All right, show
himinto -- no, bring himup here. Wthout any of the Visiting
Speaker's people seeing him if you can." |If Ransone had cone in
person, and not on the nets, it was bound to be sonething
| nportant.

"Yes, Sia," je-Sou'tsian said. "l'msorry, but |I'mnot sure
that sone of the Speaker's household didn't neet himas he cane
in." Her voice trailed off, and she gestured apol ogy.

"That's all right, it can't be hel ped,"” Chauvelin said.

"But bring himup here."

"At once, Sia," je-Sou'tsian said, and her inmage vani shed
fromthe cylinder. The enpty rod of light retreated into its base,
and a string of lights played across a secondary screen: the
steward and Ransone were on their way. Chauvelin ran his hands
across the shadowscreen, closing down sone prograns and putting
others to sleep, watched as the nultiple screens beneath the
deskt op copi ed his novenents. A few nonents |ater, the door slid
open, and je-Sou'tsian appeared in the arched openi ng.
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"Sia, Na Ransone is here."

"Thanks," Chauvelin said, and gestured for the other man to
conme in. Ransone did as he was told, settled hinself confortably
on the corner of the desk. Chauvelin smled slightly, but said
not hing: the seat would prove its own punishnent.

"What is it?" he asked, and Ransone smled back at him
"You' ve been suckered," he said bluntly -- and with
entirely too nuch enjoynent , Chauvelin thought. But that was his

own fear speaking, not his intellect.

" How so?"

"I did exactly what you wanted,"” Ransonme said. "l|'ve gone
back into the Gane, |'ve trawl ed the Gane nets, every one of them
at least twce, and there's nothing going on -- except Lioe's
scenari o, of course. But nothing, absolutely nothing, that
i nvol ves Dam an Chrestil. But when | went onto the port nets, into
the commercial systens, | found a |lot of blocks that didn't used

to be there."

"Such as?" Chauvelin kept his tone strictly neutral, buying
tinme. He had been half expecting sonething like this, sone new
revel ati on of wheels within wheels, but not fromthe port
district. He frowned slightly, readjusting his thoughts to add
noney and shipping to the already volatile political mx. It
didn't nake sense, not yet -- the Chrestil-Brisch were supposed to
favor the Republic, not Hsaioi-An -- but if Ransone was bei ng shut
out of the port conputers, then there had to be an economnic
noti ve.

"For one thing -- Ransone paused, |aughed shortly. "This
is at best unethical, by the way, if not actively illegal."

"I'''mnot surprised,” Chauvelin nurnured.

Ransone nodded again, conceding the point. "It's not
usually very hard to get sonmeone to give you an address and an
access code for the raw datafeed fromthe port conputers -- you
know, the ones that control the warehouse records for individual
firms, scheduling, all that sort of thing." He shrugged. "Too nany
peopl e know about it, and there are always pl ausible reasons to
want access. And of course, a lot of people owe ne favors."

"OF course."
"But today, when | tried to get those codes, first of al
no one was selling them-- and |'ve never seen that happen,

sonebody's put the fear of Retribution into the shadow wal kers
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like I've never seen -- and then no one | know woul d give ne
anyt hing. Now, that's happened before, especially after sonmeone's
scored a coup, but no one has, that |'ve heard, and | hear these
things." Ransone paused, all the hunor gone from his voice. "Wuat
| did find out was that sone conpani es conpl ai ned that information
had been copied fromthose feeds, and used agai nst them And when
| got nanes, they were all tied to Dam an Chrestil."

"Who were they?" Chauvelin asked.

"CB Ce. itself, lonel Factor -- they inport w nes and
spirits, and they've got ties to the Chrestil-Brisch distillery
busi ness -- and one of the FPB' s steering groups."”

"Let ne guess," Chauvelin said. "The nerchant division, the
one that Bettis Chrestil heads?"

"Got it in one." Ransone smled sourly. "But what exactly
it all neans is beyond ne."

_And ne_, Chauvelin thought. At least for the nonent . He
| ooked down at the enpty screens under the surface of the desktop,

debating whomto query -- _Eriki Haas, certainly, once we're in
phase and if the transmtter is reliable enough, just to see what
connections ji-lnbaoa has with Dam an Chrestil or B GCe_. The

chi me sounded agai n beneath the desktop. He frowned, nore deeply
this tinme, and touched the icon flashing in the shadowscreen. The
projector |lit, and je-Sou' tsian bowed fromw thin the cylinder of
| i ght.

"I apol ogi ze again for disturbing you, Sia, but the
Visiting Speaker is on his way to your office."

_That's all | need . Chauvelin said, "Al right, |aneis,
t hank you."
"Wonderful ," Ransone nmurnured, a crooked smle on his face.

"Quite." Chauvelin | eaned back in his chair, deliberately
cl osed the |ast of the sleeping files. There was not hing he could

do to stop ji-lnbaoa -- the Visiting Speaker was technically head
of the anbassadori al household during his visit, and no doors
could be shut to him-- but he did not have to welcone him The
shut down codes were still flickering across the screens when the
door slid back and ji-Inbaoa strode into the room

"So, Chauvelin," he said, "your agent's here. | want to

talk to him™"
"As you wish," Chauvelin said, spread his hands in a
del i berate gesture of innocence. "I didn't want to trouble you
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until | was sure it was worth your tine."

Ji-lnbaoa's fingers twitched -- _annoyance?_ Chauvelin
t hought, or fear?_ He did not nove, but felt hinself suddenly,
painfully tense, waiting for the Visiting Speaker's next nove.

"What have you found? Have you gone back to the Gane?"

Ransone hesitated, visibly choosing his words with care,
and Chauvelin wondered for a nonent if the other m ght have
| ear ned di scretion. He need not have worried, however. Ransone
said, "Yes, Na Speaker, |'ve been back to the Gane, and found very
little of interest."

"Then surely you haven't | ooked very hard, or very long,"
j1-1nmbaoa snapped. "Particularly since you have only been | ooking
for two days."

"I don't need any nore than that to tell you there's
not hi ng there,"” Ransone said.

Chauvelin said, "If Na Ransone says he's found nothing in
the Gane, then there's nothing to be found."
Ji -1 mbaoa gl anced back at him fingers still twitching with

unr eadabl e enotion. "Then why should Dam an Chrestil go to so nuch
trouble to get himback into those nets? It nust have to do with
the Gane."

"Na Ransone thinks it's a distraction,” Chauvelin said.
"That Dam an Chrestil's real interests lie el sewhere."

"Don't you think you're being overel aborate?" ji-Inbaoa
I nterrupted rudely.

"Perhaps the Visiting Speaker is being underel aborate,"
Ransone nmurnured. "After all, he isn't used to the conpl ex
di shonesties of our local politics.”

He had used the hsai word that |inked di shonesty and
forei gnness, so that the statenent hovered delicately between

conplinment and insult. Chauvelin said, "I think Na Ransone's
assessnent is plausible, Sia.”
"And | tell you it is unlikely," ji-Inbaoa said. "I tell

you, on ny nane and ny fathers', this nust be pursued, and pursued
t hrough the Gane."

Chauvelin kept his face inpassive wwth an effort, torn
bet ween anger and el ation. Ji-Inbaoa had made it a direct order,
one that Chauvelin could not directly disobey, but at the sane
tinme he'd made it equally clear that there was sonething inportant
at stake. "Very well, Sia," he said aloud. "Na Ransone will remain
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wth the Gane a little while |onger."
"Until he finds what Dam an Chrestil wants," ji-Inbaoa

sai d.

"So be it," Chauvelin said. Behind ji-Ilnbaoa's shoul der,
Ransone rolled his eyes.

"You nust do nore," ji-lnbaoa said, and turned to face the
| magi st .

"I do ny poor best," Ransone nurnured, and bowed, too
deeply for sincerity.

Ji -1 nbaoa ignored that, and gl anced back at Chauvelin. "I
expect to be kept inforned."”

"As you wi sh," Chauvelin said, and the Visiting Speaker
lifted a clawed hand to signal the door. It slid open obediently,
and ji-1nbaoa stal ked out, his ribbons flurrying behind him

Ransone said, even before the door had fully cl osed agai n,
"Pity everything else isn't so docile."

"You' d better have neant the door," Chauvelin said, wthout
heat .

"What el se?" Ransone darted him a suddenly m schi evous
gl ance, said, "Am| to keep on wth the Gane, then? O would you
rat her know about the |arger nets?"

"Both," Chauvelin said. "You heard him | need you to be
visible on the Gane nets, to be sure he knows you' re doi ng what he
ordered. "

"That won't be too difficult,” Ransone said.

"You' ve changed your tune." In spite of hinself, Chauvelin
felt a stab of jeal ousy, renenbering the way the other had | ooked
at the pilot, Lioe, the night before.

Ransone gave hima rueful smle. "She's good," he said.
“"And she's wasted in the Gane."

Chauvelin said, nore abruptly than he'd intended,
“"Whatever. But | do need you to be seen in the Gane."

“"I"'ve said I would," Ransone said. He pushed hinself off
the corner of the desk. "But, damm it, Dam an Chrestil is up to
sonething that has nothing at all to do with the Gane."

"I believe you," Chauvelin said. "lI'mdoing what | can to
find out what."

"That woul d nake sense,"” Ransone said. He lifted his hand
to open the door, paused with the gesture half conpleted. "Do you
want nme to keep on the port nets?"
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Chauvel in nodded. "If you can, yes, but the main thing's
the Gane. | think you're right, but ji-Inbaoa' s forced ny hand."

Ransone nodded abruptly. "I know, I'msorry. |'Il do what |
He finished his gesture, and the door slid open.

Chauvel i n watched him | eave, watched the door slide shut
again behind him _As long as you stay on the Gane nets, as |ong
as you're conspicuously doing what ji-Ilnbaoa wants, then |'ve got
alittle tinme_. He reached for the shadowscreen, recalling one of
the chrononeters, and checked the transm ssion pattern between
Burning Bright and nmai Hu' an. He had just m ssed a wi ndow. the two
pl anets woul d not be in phase for another twenty hours. _Not until
tonorrow, then_ , he thought, _and tonorrow afternoon at that . For
a nonent, he considered using the nore conplicated -- and
expensi ve -- energency channels, but rejected the thought al nost
at once. The Renenbrancer-Duke woul d never sanction the expense.
But tonorrow he would send a nessage to Eriki Haas, and find out
i f, and how, the je Tsinra-an were connected to the Chrestil -

Bri sch. He | eaned back in his chair, staring at the ocean and the
di stant cloud bank without really seeing them There were too many
possi bl e connections right now, but with any |luck Haas woul d be
able to narrow them down, and then ... He smled slowy. Then ji-

| mhaoa woul d have to regret the way he had behaved. _Maybe , he

t hought, maybe the old superstitions are right, and ny luck wll
change with Storm. He gl anced down at the shadowscreen again, and
touched icons to shift to another node. It was tine to start
aski ng questions of his own.

can.

*Day 1*
_Storm Shadows, Face Road, Dock Road

_District Belowthe Ad Dike_

Li oe blinked even in the filtered sunlight that filled the
i nner courtyard, set her workboard down besi de an unoccupi ed
dat anode, and turned her attention toward the food bars in the
corner. She fed one the last of her free cash, and chose a box of
thick rice and seacake fromthe cheaper half of the nenu. She
chose a bottle of nmediumpriced water as well, and carried the
food back to her table. It had been a | ong session, and a
rewar di ng one; the session | eaders had been excited by the
scenari o, eager to follow her suggestions, and genui nely
interested in preserving her intentions for the session. It was a
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new experience, being taken that seriously: _on the whole_, she
thought, | think I like it _.

She triggered the self-heating unit, waited the required
thirty seconds while the little charge cycled, and opened the box.
The steamthat rose fromthe mx of rice and onions and chunks of
pal mweed and the fl ower-shaped seacakes was thick and appeti zi ng,
snelling of salt broth and the snoky oil that preserved the fish.
There was a tiny dish of sweet nustard as well, but she had
| earned that it was far nore nustard than sweet and shoul d be
approached with caution. She spread a pinpoint of the condi nent
over the first of the seacakes, and tasted warily. It was spicy,
cutting the oil, but not so hot that it brought tears to her eyes.
She hadn't realized quite how hungry she had becone, caught up in
the intricacies of the Gane, and she ate with relish, pursuing the
| ast grains of rice around the bottom of the box. Both rice and
seacakes were ubiquitous on Burning Bright, the staple of

everyone's diet -- the rice grown in the tidal shallows, the
seacakes processed at sea fromthe bits and pieces |eft over after
the nore expensive fillets and chunks were set aside -- but she

had not been on planet | ong enough to get tired of the salt-and-
snmoke flavors.

She reached for the datacord then, plugged her workboard
i nto the unoccupi ed node, touched keys to activate the unit and
call up the night's schedule. Somewhat to her surprise, the
session hadn't filled yet, but then she renenbered that it was the
first night of Storm the first night of the Carnival. It wasn't

that surprising, after all, but it was a shane that she woul dn't
be maki ng as nuch noney fromthe session fees as she had hoped.
Unl ess, of course, she could fill the session herself ... She

tilted her head to one side, considering. She had reserved
Har nrsway for Ransone, as he'd asked, and Savi an and Bel edi n had

signed up to play Lord Faro and Belfortune again -- |1'd like a
second chance at him, Beledin had said, when she had net himin
the hall on her way to the session | eaders' neeting -- and a
couple of unfamliar nanmes filled other slots, but no one had
signed up for Jack Blue, or Mjja Lyall, or Avellar. Lioe frowned,
seeing that. She had expected the unfamliar nanes to fill last --
and neither Jack Blue nor Lyall was a well-known tenplate -- but

she woul d have assuned that Avellar would go quickly. An inexpert
Avel l ar would throw off the bal ance of the entire scenario; she
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needed soneone good in that spot, if the session was to work at
all.

"Quinn. |'ve been | ooking for you."

The voice was famliar, but Lioe couldn't quite place it.
She | ooked up, still frowning, and felt the frown dissolve as she
| ooked up at Roscha. "I1've been around," she said. "Are you

pl ayi ng toni ght?"

Roscha's wi de nouth wi dened further in a grin that showed
perfect teeth and hei ghtened the inpossible cheekbones. "I hope
so. | just got off work, and they told nme there were still places
| eft for tonight's session.”

Li oe | ooked down at the little screen, juggling choices.
Roscha was good, all right, but volatile; there had been nonents
in the first session when she'd anply justified Guerenei's
description of her as "difficult.” On the other hand, that
volatility mght nmake for a very interesting key character. "How
woul d you feel about playing Avellar?" she said slowy. "The other

real option is Jack Blue -- Lyall's open, too, but that doesn't
strike ne as your style.”

“Avel l ar." Roscha's voice caressed the nane. "Hell, yes,
|"d like to play him-- or her, if you'll let ne play the she-
cl one.™

Avel | ar, by Gane convention, was actually a four-person
cl one, the survivors of a larger clone that had been partially
destroyed sone years before, in the clone's childhood. It provided
an explanation for the character's Iimted telepathy; it also gave
pl ayers who didn't |ike crossing gender |ines further options.
Li oe shrugged. It nmade no difference in the context of the
scenario; she was just a little surprised that Roscha, of all
peopl e, would choose not to cross gender. "If you want, sure," she
said. "I don't have any problemw th that." She touched keys, and
wat ched the program add Roscha's nane to the |list of players.

"Geat." Roscha ran a hand through her hair, dislodging the
strip of indigo silk that confined it, and inpatiently rew apped
it, tossing the red curls out of her eyes. "I was wondering. | see
you' ve eaten, but you've got sone tine before the session starts.
Wul d you like to go down to the Water, and see the Beauties and
Beast s?"

Li oe frowned, knowi ng she'd heard the term before, and
Roscha said, "The Syndics' parade, | nean. It's well worth
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seeing. "
Li oe | ooked back down at the screen, at the two slots that

remai ned. Both of themwere inportant -- she prided herself on
never having witten a scenario that included unnecessary
characters -- and she hated to think she would have to run them

froma distance. On Callixte, of course, she had a |ist of people
she could call at short notice, fellow players and session | eaders
who were glad to fill in in exchange for a rebate on session fees,
but here she would have to rely on the club's resources. She
hesitated then, and touched keys on the workboard to find an

out goi ng communi cations channel. "1'd like that," she said, "but
there's one thing I have to do first."

"Sure," Roscha said easily, and seated herself in the chair
opposite, where the unfol ded screen bl ocked her view of the other
wonman' s hands on the keys and controls.

Li oe nodded her thanks, her attention already back on the
Gane. When Kichi Desjourdy had been Custons-and-Intelligence's
representative on Fal consreach, she'd been known to sit in on Gane
sessions on a fairly regular basis. Lioe herself had relied on her
as a player as well as an arbiter. _Maybe, just maybe , Lioe
t hought, she could help nme out now . Desjourdy was good; she'd be
an excel lent choice either for Jack Blue or Lyall. She touched the
final sequence, one of Desjourdy's private codestrings, letting
her know it wasn't business, and di spatched the package into the
comruni cati ons system

Carni val had not taken over ordinary conmmuni cations yet. A
few thin i mges, a nasked face, a dancing, six-arned figure,
drifted across her screen, while the connect codes blinked behind
them and then the screen lit fully, driving out the last of the
Carni val ghosts. Kichi Desjourdy | ooked out of the little screen,
the office wall behind her distorted by its Iimted projection.
_Desj ourdy herself | ooked nornmal enough , Lioe thought, but with
Desjourdy it was sonetines hard to tell . The Custons-and-
Intelligence representative had a round, rather ordinary face,
with only the silvery disks of two triple datasockets set into the
bone at the corner of each eye to set her apart from npbst net
wor kers. At the nonent, none of the sockets were in use, and Lioe,
who had seen Desjourdy bristling wwth cords, was oddly grateful.

"Quinn," Desjourdy said. "It's good to see you. |'ve been
hearing a |l ot of talk about you on the Gane nets." Her voice was
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clear and true, an el egant soprano, and Lioe was struck again by
the m smatch of voice and face.
"Thanks," she said. "That was sort of what | was calling

you about."

"Ch, yes?"

"I'"ve got a session going tonight," Lioe said, "and |I'm
short. | need a player | can rely on. Are you free?"

Desj ourdy | aughed. "I never know whether | should be

flattered or not when sonebody asks ne like this. Is this for
| xi on' s Weel ?"

"Yes."

Desjourdy's smle widened. "Well, that one | can't turn
down. Who is it, anyway?"

"There are two slots still open,” Lioe answered. "Jack
Blue, the telekinetic, |eader of the prison population, and Mjja
Lyall, who's a secret telepath and a nenber of the research staff

at the prison."”

"Put nme down for Jack Blue," Desjourdy answered pronptly.
"He -- is it he? -- sounds interesting. Can you flip ne a copy of
t he tenpl ate?"

"Sure." Lioe touched keys to call the file from storage and
duplicate it for transm ssion. "Are you ready?"

"Line's open and ready."

"Sending," Lioe said, and waited while icons forned and
shifted at the bottom of the screen.

"Al'l set," Desjourdy said, and in the sane instant the
| cons vani shed. "What tinme does the session start?"

Li oe glanced at her rem nders list. "At twenty hours."

"I'"'l'l be there," Desjourdy said. "And thanks, Quinn. |I owe
you for this."

“I think I owe you,"
connecti on.

"Who was that?" Roscha asked.

Li oe gl anced at her warily, wondering if she had heard a
possessive note in the other woman's voi ce, but Roscha's
expression was nerely curious. "A woman | know from Fal consreach,
a Ganer. | told you | was short a couple of people.” And |I'm
still short one player, for Lyall . She touched keys again to call
up the list, to add Desjourdy's nane, and was startled to see that
soneone had al ready signed up for Lyall. It was not a nane she

Li oe answered and cl osed down the
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knew, but at |east it solved the problem She added Desjourdy's
nanme to the list, and cl osed down the system

“"Are you still interested in going down to the Water?"
Roscha asked, and Lioe shrugged.

"Why not ?" She knew she sounded | ess than enthusiastic, and
added, "I would like to see the procession."

“Leave your board," Roscha said, pushing herself back from
the little table. Lioe glanced at her curiously, and Roscha made
an enbarrassed face. "If there's going to be any trouble, it'll be
toni ght, kids steam ng -- you know, a gang of themruns through
the crowd, grabs at whatever people're carrying? That doesn't
of ten happen down here, it's nore sonething they do up in Dry Cut,
or over on Honestead, but you don't want to take chances."

"Right," Lioe said, allowing the skepticismto col or her
voi ce, but she |eft her Ganeboard and nost of her credit and cash
wi th Guerenei.

The streets were already crowded, the sun |ow on the
hori zon, so that the buildings cast | ong shadows and only the open
pl azas were still bathed in anber |ight. Nearly everyone was
masked, faces obscured by strips or full stiffened ovals of beaded
| ace, or conpletely hidden by fantastic, beak-nosed hal f-nmasks
painted in every color of the rainbow A few, nmen and wonen in
seem ngly equal nunbers, sinply painted their faces, the aged-

i vory conpl exi on that was common on Burning Bright making a
perfect backdrop for the delicate sprays of color. Gold flowers
clinbed one woman's neck and cheek, appeared again at her bare
shoul der, a golden vine winding | anguidly down to her wist and a
hand that bl ooned |ike a bouquet, each knuckle sprouting a tiny,
perfect rose. Her clothes were otherw se ordinary, a sl eevel ess
vest and docker's trousers, and Lioe caught herself staring at the
brilliant contrast, w shing she had her recorder with her. In one
of the plazas, a trio of drumers in black, shapel ess robes and
grotesque nmasks |ike the skulls of birds beat a conpl ex al nost-
tune, the high-pitched hand drum weaving a stuttering, offbeat
counterpoint to the steadier, full-toned notes of the |arger

druns. Aslimman in black -- _in Avellar's black and gold , Lioe
realized, and felt a thrill of absolute delight run up her spine,
_Avellar's black and gold and Avellar's face for a mask_ -- paused

to listen, and then pushed the nask back on his head, reaching for
sonething inside his jacket. He pulled out a slimsilvered pipe,
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began i nprovising agai nst the beat of the drum The hand-drumrer
nodded to him beckoned himw th a novenent of head and chin, and
the group -- a quartet now, for as long as the spirit seized them -
- played on. A pair of wonen, their blank silver masks topped wth
fantastic turbans, flowers and | eaves dripping frombraided coils
of iridescent fabric, danced with themfor a nonent, then darted
away, the netal and gl ass that wei ghted the hens of their enornous
skirts flashing in the Iast of the sunlight.

"You shoul d mask," Roscha said. "I want to nmask."

Li oe hesitated, uncertain, and Roscha caught her arm

“Conme on, CGelsomna was tied up in the public cut not nore
than an hour ago. If we hurry, she mght still be there.”

"I don't know," Lioe said, but |let herself be towed through
the busy streets. Roscha paused at the first canal bridge, |ooking
right and | eft as though searching for a scent, then started |left
al ong the bank. This was a narrow wat erway, barely w de enough for
two gondas to ride side by side, and the enbanknent was equally
narrow, so that she had to step carefully to keep up with Roscha.

She dodged another Avellar -- a woman this tinme, but with the sane
fam|liar features shaping the hard-faced nmask, the corners of this
one's nmouth drawn down in a frown that was al nost tragedy -- and

nearly ran into a street vendor, his cart folded to its m nimum
wi dt h. She nmurnured an apol ogy, and saw Roscha beckoning fromthe
bend in the bank ahead of them

The streetlights were starting to cone on -- the sun nust
be down by now, Lioe realized, though it hardly seened to nake
much difference in the shadowed streets -- and their light fell

into the canal's dark water. A boat, a small barge with its mast
unst epped and laid frombowto stern, lay at the center of one
pool of light, and a woman | ooked up at themfromthe boat's | ow
deck. She was dressed as the Viverina, rich purple robe

enbroi dered with dragons, sleek black wig that fell alnost to her
knees, skulls with bright red eyes braided into that mass, and she
was | aughi ng at them from behi nd the painted mask. Dozens, a
hundred masks and piled cloth that nust be costunes filled every
avai | abl e centineter of the deck; masks hung fromthe horizontal

mast, crowded cheek to cheek along its length, and still others
dangl ed fromthe crossbar of the Viverina's spear.
"Gel som na," Roscha said. "Are you still selling?"
"Since you're here, | suppose so," the Viverina answered.
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She was ol der than Lioe had guessed at first, about sixty, but
straight as the spear she carried. "What wll it be, sonething
fromthe Gane?"

"Yes, if you have it," Roscha answered, and the wonman
beckoned to her.

“"Well, conme aboard, then." She |ooked up at Lioe, tilting
her head inside the painted mask. "And you too. Are you here for a
mask?"

"I don't know," Lioe began, and Roscha answered for her.

"Yes, probably." She dropped down onto the deck -- not a
| ong drop, not nmuch nore than a neter -- and the boat rocked under
her. Cel som na kept her bal ance effortlessly, and beckoned for
Lioe to follow Lioe hesitated, but | owered herself nore carefully
onto the unsteady planks. The boat rocked anyway, and she steadi ed
hersel f against the mast. It shifted under her hand, and the faces
danced, seenming alnost alive in the streetlight's glow

"These are beautiful," she said, and didn't quite realize
she' d spoken al oud until Gel som na bowed to her.

"Thank you. But then, | enjoy ny work."

“"Do you have any Avellars left, Na M na?" Roscha asked, and
Gel som na shook her head.

"No, child, not a one. There's sone off-worlder doing a
scenario with himat the heart of it; | sold ny |ast one before
noon. "

"Damm, " Roscha said, and then, belatedly renenbering her
manners, "Na Mna, this is a friend of mne, Quinn Lioe. She's the
one who wote that scenario."”

“I've heard a | ot about you," Gelsomna said. She tilted
her head to one side, studying Lioe from behind the mask. "Wat
were you | ooking for, do you know?"

"Thanks," Lioe said, and heard her own uncertainty in her
voice. "l didn't really have anything in mnd. |I've never been on
Burning Bright during Storm" She scanned the rows of masks in the
hopes of finding sonething, and, to her surprise, one face seened
to leap out at her fromthe row crowded on the mast. It was a full
mask, with a heavy, elaborately braided w g covering the back of
the head. One half of the face was plain, snooth, a bland
col l ection of planes and angl es, pleasing enough, but nothing out
of the ordinary; the other was deforned and distorted |ike the
carvings on a ritual nmask, the cheek eaten to the bone, the nouth
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drawn down by a scar |ike a sneer, the eye hidden by a painted
patch. And the rest of the scars were decorated, too, |layered wth
color so that they becane al nost an abstract painting of a face.

Li oe reached out to touch it, drawn and repelled at the sane tine,
and Gel som na nodded.

"That's fromone of LaChacalle's novels -- Helike, from
_The Wtch-Vizier . Do you know it?"

“"I"'mafraid | don't," Lioe answered, and didn't know if she
was glad or sorry. The new nane, the |ast nane on the session
|ist, had been LaChacalle. "Is LaChacalle a Ganer?"

Gel som na shrugged one shoul der. "She used to be. | haven't
seen her nmuch lately -- she quit about when Anbi dexter did. They
were old friends."

"She's playing tonight, I think," Lioe said. "O soneone
with that nane is, anyway."

"There's only one of her," Gelsom na said.

"What about Hazard?" Roscha asked, and Gel som na shook her

head.

“"No, but | do have Cor-d ar Sensnerce. | renenber you used
to play her.™

"Thanks," Roscha said, and Gelsomna turned to the |ines of
masks, running her staff idly along the rows until she found the
one she want ed.

"There you are. It's twenty real . O we can nake a
trade."

Roscha st opped, her hand on the purse inside her belt.
"What trade?"

"You needn't sound so suspi ci ous,
going to watch the parade?"

"W were, yes," Roscha answered, and despite Gel som na's
words still sounded wary. Lioe grinned, and then wondered if she
shoul d be nore cauti ous.

“I'd rather watch it fromthe Water, nyself, wth all the
stock aboard," Cel som na went on, "and | wouldn't m nd having sone
younger bodies to help ne get this cow down to the canal nouth.
"Il trade you each a mask, and bring you back to your club -- is
it Shadows you're playing at? as close as | can get, then --
before the session starts.”

Roscha rel axed visibly. "That would nake life easier."”

Li oe shrugged. "Can we get back in tinme?"

Gel som na said. "Are you

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (157 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:11 AM]



"When is the session?" Gelsom na asked.

"Twentieth hour," Roscha said, and | ooked at Lioe. "It
shouldn't be a problem The parade starts at dark -- seventeenth
hour . "

Li oe gl anced si deways, checking the tine, and shrugged
again, wwlling to let herself be overruled. "If you' re sure, why
not? It should be worth seeing.”

"I't always is," CGelsom na answered. "There's nothing quite
| i ke our Carnival, not anywhere in human space.”

O anywhere at all _, Lioe thought. Under Gelsomna's
I nstructions, she and Roscha stowed nost of the masks and costunes
that cluttered the decking in the storage cells that ran al ong the
gunwal es, but left the ones that lined the mast. Then Roscha freed
the nooring lines while Gel som na took her place in the steering
wel | . Lioe, know ng nothing of boats, crouched beside the nast and
waited to be told what to do. The notor coughed and caught,
settled alnost instantly to a steady purr. Roscha shoved themfree
of the enbanknment, and the barge swung out into the channel,
headi ng toward the Inland Water.

The peopl e on the banks were noving toward the Water, too,
knots and groups of themin bright matching costunes, a few who
wal ked al one, famlies with strings of children going hand in hand
under an elder's watchful eye. There were nore boats on the canal,
too, sone snaller than Lioe had seen before, little nore than a
shell with a racketing notor slung over the stern, and, of course,
the inevitable nob of gondas. A Lockwardens' patrol boat noved
silently through the crowd, its flashing |ight sendi ng bl ue
shadows across the water and along its own black hull. The
civilian craft all carried bright lights at stern and bow -- the
littlest shells had handlights rigged to the notors -- and even as
Li oe noticed that, |lights bl ossoned al ong the sides of CGel somna's
barge. They were directed outward, shielded fromthe boat's
occupants, but Lioe could see their brilliance reflected in the
water. It was a beautiful effect, the shape of the barge outlined
in light, but she guessed it was as nuch precaution as decoration.
There would be a ot of traffic on the canals tonight: it was a
good tine to be visible.

Horns sounded as they cane up on the wi de feeder channel
that carried local traffic down to the Water, and Lioe junped as
Gel som na sounded their own horn in answer. The barge swung over,
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stately, Roscha standing ready in the bow, boatpole in hand to
fend off any unwary craft, and then Gel som na had tucked them
neatly into the line of traffic. The canal was jammed w th barges
and gondas, and here and there a bigger comercial boat -- heavy
barges and seiners in about equal nunbers -- | ooned above the
crowd, their sides dripping with strings of chaser |ights. A heavy
barge swayed past, set CGelsomna's boat rocking in its wake, the
strings of lights dipping into the water as it heel ed over
slightly to avoid a passing gonda. Its open deck was crowded w th
people of all ages, frombabies in flotation suits to old nen and
wonen in support chairs. Famlies of the regular crews?_ Lioe
wondered, but it was too noisy to ask.

Blatti ng one-note trunpets sounded fromthe wal kways t hat

| ined the shore -- children, nostly, carrying the brightly col ored
horns that were a full neter long, taller than sone of the
chil dren who sounded them -- and were answered by another clutch

of children on the heavy barge's deck. O her boats took up the
sound, and Lioe covered her ears, wncing, until the boats had
passed and the shore children had admtted defeat. People called
to each other, their words drowned in the general din, and a nman

dressed all in bells danced on a bollard, the clanging all but
| naudi bl e as CGel som na's barge slipped past only a few neters from
the wall. A disk of |Iight swept across the crowd, and Lioe | ooked

up to see the famliar shape of a hovering security drone scanning
the crowmd. The Lockwardens' insignia was picked out in |lights on
Its stubby wings. A cheer, ironic but not hostile, rose fromthe
crowd as the light touched them

Farther up the canal, there were whoops, and then a spl ash,
the sound distinct and chilling even in the uproar. Lioe turned
her head sharply, even though it had been too |loud to have been a
child, saw Roscha's body a tense shadow agai nst the shore lights.
Then, as suddenly, she saw her relax as two drones flung their
| ights onto the source of the sound. Caught in that double disk of
| ight, a dripping boy haul ed hinself back onto a fingerling dock,
shaking water fromthe ruined feathers that decorated his mask. He
shook his fist at another boy, but a third grabbed his shoul ders,
and hustled himaway. One of the drones followed the group for a
noment | onger, then turned away, taking the light with it. As the
bright circle swng briefly aimess along the buil dings that
fronted the canal, it hit a doorway where a nan and a wonman were
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| ocked in blind enbrace, her skirt rucked up to her waist, and

fl ashed away again. Lioe blinked, not sure if she'd seen the woman
reachi ng not for her partner but for his wallet, but there was
not hi ng she could do about it if she had.

The feeder w dened suddenly as it opened onto the Water.
Gondas were clustered in flotillas along either bank, filled and
overfilled with nmasked and costuned figures, standing shapes
bal anced precariously against the chop where the two currents net.
The Water itself was black and enpty, except for a few speeders
that carried the blue lights of the Lockwardens; another
Lockwar dens' speeder, throttled back so far that it barely nade
headway agai nst the chop, noved along the Iine of gondas, a tall
man calling instructions fromthe pilot's well.

"Whi ch way?" CGelsomna called fromher place in the stern,
and Li oe saw Roscha | ook right and | eft before she answered.

"I't | ooks clearer down toward the Warden's Channel ."

"Right." The boat swung |l eft as Cel som na answered, pulling
out around the nob of smaller boats, and Lioe felt rather than
heard the beat of the engi ne strengthen as they picked up speed.

“"Do you see a buoy?" Gel som na call ed.

"No, not yet -- wait." Roscha | eaned precariously out over
the bow, one hand clinging tight to the mast. "Wait, yes, past
that seiner there's a free point."

CGel som na did not answer, but Lioe felt the boat surge
again, as though she'd opened a throttle. The barge passed two

nore ships -- another barge filled wth people costuned fromthe
Gane, several Avellars anong them and then a seiner, its nets
spread to let a horde of children clinb to a better view -- and

then started to slow. They were alnost on top of it before Lioe
saw the nooring point. Roscha had had it in view |long before,
however, and caught it easily with the boatpole's hooked end.
Gel som na saw t he novenent, the swoop and jerk of the pol e against
the shore lights, and reversed the engines. The barge slid neatly
up to the orange-pai nted buoy, comng to an al nost perfect stop
against its scarred sides. Roscha | ooped a cable into place,
tugged twice to snug it hone. Flares bl ossoned in the distance,
toward the entrance to the channel.

"They're com ng," Roscha called, and Gel som na pull ed
herself up out of the steering well, cane to sit on the unstepped
mast. Lioe seated herself beside the ol der wonan, careful of the
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masks and the barge's unpredictable roll, and Roscha joined thema
nonent |ater, tucking the boatpole neatly under their feet. A

| ar ger Lockwar dens' boat, a slimneedle of a ship twice as |ong as
a gonda, slid past down the center of the channel, a tail of spray
gl eam ng behind it.

"I'n that conpartnent there," Gelsomna said, "you'll find a
bottle of raki."

Roscha grinned, and rummaged in the shall ow space until she
had found the bottle and three snmall, unmatching cups. She poured
a cup for each of them and cane back to sit beside Lioe.

"Heal th," she said, and the three touched cups.

They did not have to wait |ong for the parade to appear.

Li oe si pped cautiously at the bitter drink -- it tasted of anise,
a flavor she didn't like -- and | ooked south again just as anot her
flare bl ossoned in the darkness over the Warden's Channel. A trio
of speeders, all with Lockwardens' |ights and marki ngs, swept into
view, and anot her group of three followed nore slowy, peeling off
to take up stations just inside the line of spectators.

"*Soon now," Gel som na said, and Roscha said, "Momy..." She
caught a five-year-old' s whine so perfectly that Lioe |aughed
al oud.

"Five nore mnutes," Gelsom na said.

Li oe | ooked south again, still smling, toward the |ight at
t he point of Mainwarden |sland, and saw a dark shape eclipse the
| ight. _The parade?_ she thought, and Roscha whooped besi de her.

"There they are!"

Gel som na funbled in the folds of her costunme, and produced
a slimset of night glasses. She laid her staff aside and used
both hands to work the focusing buttons. Lioe narrowed her eyes at
the dark platform wondering how anyone woul d be able to see
anything on that distant deck. And then a giant figure unfol ded
itself fromthe barge, a woman in a full skirt and | ow cut bodice,
a giantess with a crown of blue-white stars, and nore stars draped
and scattered across her dress. She stood for a nonent, a sketch
in |ight and shadows, and then spotlights canme on, revealing her
full glories. There was a gasp fromthe crowds on the banks and on
the boats to either side, and then shrill applause. It had to be
sone kind of puppet, Lioe knew, an enornous automaton that swept
i nto an astoni shingly graceful curtsy as the sound of the cheers
reached it, but the illusion was nearly perfect. The face was
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serenely beautiful, elegantly proportioned; as Lioe watched, the
features shifted, rearranging thenselves into a gentle smle.

"Oh, they're not going to like that," CGelsomna said. "Half
the cromd will mss the lighting."

"No, | ook," Roscha answered, pointing as the spotlights
faded again, |leaving the giantess weathed in her own |[ights. "Oh,
very nice."

Cel som na nodded, funbling again with her gl asses.

"I't must be, what, ten neters tall," Lioe said, and Roscha
nodded.

"Between ten and twelve. Wiose is it, Na Mna?"

"Who pays for themall?" Lioe asked.

"Cvic groups,"” CGelsom na answered, not taking her gl asses
fromher eyes. "That's Estens there -- one of the Five Points
Fam | ies, Na Lioe. They, the Five Points Famlies, | nean, and the

Merchant | nvestors Syndicate, the Five Points Bank, cartels like
Yardmasters and Fi shers Co-op, and the Lockwardens, of course,
each one sponsors a barge. Once a group's bought the framework,
it's just a matter of dressing it each year."

"It's a way of proving your inportance," Roscha said.

Gel som na went on as though she hadn't spoken, |owering the
gl asses into her lap. "I used to dress for Yardmasters, a |ong
time ago, and then for the MS. Before it got so political."

Li oe nodded, not really understandi ng, and a second barge
swept into view. This one carried a nmassively nuscled mal e shape,
naked except for a blue-and-gold | oincloth and heavy gol den
bracelets running fromits wists alnost to its elbows. Its head
was the head of a bull, the horns tipped with gold as well, and
its body glittered in the spotlight, as though its skin were
sheathed in sone kind of faintly nottled coating, a gold
i ridescence like tiny scales. It threw back its head as the
crowd's noi se reached it, nassive nouth opening in a silent roar,
and beat the air with its fists.

"Five Points Bank?" Roscha said, and Gel som na nodded.

"More noney than sense. But that's always been their
problem ™

"I't | ooks," Roscha said slowy, frowning, "you know, it
| ooks al nost hsaia, with that skin. | wonder if they neant it?"

"I doubt it," Gelsomna said. "I heard talk about this.
They hired Marrin Artisans to cone up with a new way to nake the

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (162 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:11 AM]



sheat hi ng, out of sequensas -- rejects and scrap, mnd you, but

still. You can imgine what that cost." She stared at the figure
for a long nonent, and added, grudgingly, "Still, it does | ook
pretty good from here."

"It still |ooks hsaia to ne," Roscha said. "And the FPB

does a | ot of business with Hsaioi-An."

"And that," Gelsomna said, "is what's wong with the
parade these days. Renenber the year the Five Points Fam lies each
did one of the Four Judges? That started it, once their candi date
got elected that year. Everything's got a political angle, sone
ki nd of nessage -- even when you don't nean it to, sonebody's
going to see it. The old days were a |lot better.”

Roscha | ooked away, her expression at once enbarrassed and
mulish in the dimlight, and Lioe said hastily, "Wo's that
com ng?"

Cel som na adj usted her gl asses again, focusing on the third
barge that was just comng into viewits deck still enpty of its
puppet. "M S."

_Merchant Investors' Syndicate , Lioe translated, and
| eaned forward a little. On the distant deck, a dark figure lifted
its head, rose forward as though to its knees, and hung there for
a nonent, an indistinct shadow against the thin bank of |ight that
was the far bank of the Water. Lioe caught her breath, heard a
shocked murnmur fromthe people filling the seiner to her right,
and the sane questioning noises fromthe crowd on the bank behind
her. Gelsomna smled faintly, said nothing. Then the figure
straightened fully, and the lights cane on, revealing a shape in a
ni pwai sted coat and the bl ood-red shoul der-cape-and-hood of
Captain Rider. She was a famliar tenplate in the Gane, one of the
heroi ¢ al nost-pirates who defended the Scattered Wrl ds agai nst
the I nperium and Lioe waited eagerly for her to | ower her hood.

The puppet lifted both hands -- light glinted fromthe ring,
Captain Rider's seal, worn on its right forefinger, and Lioe
smled at the careful detail -- and slipped the hood back. There

was sonething not quite right about the face, though, sonething
unfam liar, added or taken away fromthe tenplate. Lioe frowned,
puzzl ed, and realized that the puppet's eyes didn't match, one
bl ue, one brown. Behind her, the crowd cheered.

"Holy shit," Roscha said, "that's Berengaria."

“"More politics," Gelsomna said, but did not sound
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particularly displeased this tine.

"The governor?" Lioe said.

Roscha nodded, grinning, and raised her voice to carry over
the cheers and shrill whistles fromthe crowd. "She's one of
theirs, the MS s, | nmean. And they're proud of her."

"She's favored them enough, you nean," Cel som na said.

_For all she hates politics_, Lioe thought, _she knows a
| ot about what's going on . Still, it was a clever nove,
associ ati ng Governor Berengaria -- who fromall accounts supported
Burning Bright's freedomfrom both the netagovernnents, and | eaned
to the Republic, her friends said, only because they were | ess of
a threat than the Hsaioi-An -- with Captain Rider, protector of
the Scattered Wrlds. _Not subtle, admttedly, but clever_.

"And Rider's not what you'd call a Beauty," Gel som na went
on, her voice rising, querulous.

"She's surely not a Beast,'
| nt ervened agai n.

"What is the rule?”

"There isn't really a rule,” Cel som na said, grudgingly.
“"Not witten down, anyway. But the tradition is to alternate the
pageant barges, a Beauty and a Beast, and the figures are usually
taken from nythol ogy. Not fromthe Gane."

"The Gane's a kind of nythology," Lioe said mldly,
overridi ng sonething Roscha started to say, and after a nonent the
j ohn-boat pilot subsided.

"Oh, | know," Cel som na answered. "It's just -- oh, very
God, | hate getting old. You always end up sounding |ike your own
not her . "

Li oe grinned and saw Roscha relax even further. "Wo
desi gns the puppets?" she asked at random hoping to turn the
conversation even further, and saw a fourth barge pull into view

"Who' s that?" Roscha demanded.

Cel som na wor ked her gl asses, shook her head. "Can't tell

Roscha answer ed, and Lioe

yet."

On the distant deck, a figure unfolded, barely rising out
of a crouch before the spotlights struck it. A dancing satyr
| eered back at the crowd, goat-|egged, rude horns jutting fromits
forehead and inplied beneath its gilded fig leaf; it was crowned
wi th oak and ivy, golden acorns -- _they nust be the size of
nelons , Lioe realized, too big to span in ny cupped hands_ --
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and carried a double flute. The cheers were | ess than
ent husi astic, to her surprise, and she | ooked at Roscha.

"It's been done before," Roscha said, and Cel som na shook
her head.

"It's Soresin, too. | expected better, after what | heard
they spent this year."

Then, quite suddenly, the satyr began to nove. As though it
had heard the comments, it thunbed its nose to each bank in turn,
still grinning, then lifted its flute to its thick lips. It began
to play, and, seconds |ater, the sound reached the watching crowd,
a thin, seductive nelody that carried the urge to dance and weep
i n the sane qui ck, mnor-keyed strain. A nonent |ater, the puppet
began to dance to its own piping, the novenents tined so perfectly
that for a I ong nonent Lioe forgot the barge, forgot that it was a
puppet, and saw only the ghost of an abandoned god danci ng agai nst
t he horizon.

"Now that's nore like it," Gelsom na said, and her words
were nearly drowned by the cheering fromthe shore. On the seiner
next to them sone of the people were dancing, sketching the sane
qui ck steps to the satyr's nusic. Lioe glanced toward them saw a
young man clasp a woman's hands and swi ng her in a sweeping
circle. She | eaned back, eyes closed, bright skirt flying, her
| ong hair tunbling | oose froma Carnival crown of braids, brushing
t he decks. She cane upright |aughi ng, and Lioe | ooked away from
the wld abandon in her face.

“"I'f that doesn't take all the awards," Roscha began, and
her voice trailed off into nothing.

Cel som na nodded, but her expression was |ess certain.
"Everything for puppetry, certainly."”

The barge that foll owed Soresin's dancing satyr carried
anot her femal e puppet, this one tall and very slim dressed in a
short, one-shoul dered tunic and carrying a spear nearly as tall as
the puppet itself. Light flared fromthe fingers of her free hand;
she touched the spear's point, and fire ran up and down the shaft.
It was inpressive, but after the dancing satyr anything woul d have
been an anticli max.

The next barge carried a stooped and cl oaked figure, red
lights glowng |ike eyes fromthe shadows within its hood --
“Inmbriac," Gelsomna said, "one of the Five Points Fam|lies" --
that received no nore than polite applause, and the next was a
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crowned nman, very handsone, sponsored by a fishing cooperative
call ed Tcheirin Sibs. The next barge slid into view, its puppet

al ready outlined against the lights of the distant shore, a

st ooped and crooked figure, one shoul der higher than the rest. The
| i ghts cane on, revealing the twi sted body, the sneering scow of
one of the Gane's grand villains, the Baron's henchman Ettanin
Hasse. The puppet stood for a long nonent, only its head noving as
it looked fromside to side, nouth still twi sted in contenptuous
amusenent, and then, quite slowy, it lifted a mask to its face.
The mask was perfect, ordinary, a man's face w thout deformty;
the puppet set it into place, and straightened fully, the crooked
shoul der and tw sted body easing away. There was a nurnur,
approvi ng and uneasy all at once, before the applause. The puppet

| onered the mask again, and sank back into its first character.

"That," Gel som na said, "was Chrestil-Brisch."

"That takes guts," Roscha said. "Considering that's what
nost people think of them anyway."

Li oe gl anced at her, and Roscha shrugged. "They've got a
reputation for being, well, chancy. You're never really sure where
you stand with them-- or so they say."

Li oe | ooked back toward the Iine of barges to watch the
next group of puppets mne their reactions against the starl ess
sky. There were only three nore -- a female shape with a fan, from
a popul ar video series; sonething wwth the head and shoul ders of a
dragon, beautiful but inconprehensible; and, |ast and best,
nei t her Beauty nor Beast, a shape that seened to be made of gl ass
and mrrors, each curve of its body turned to facets and angl es.

It barely noved -- "too fragile to nove nuch," Celsomna said --
but it threw back the spotlights in a stormof white fire. It was
all too nmuch, and Lioe found herself strangely glad when the | ast
of themslid past. Cel som na sighed, and notioned for Roscha to
rel ease the nooring.

They made their way back to Shadows by the quickest route,
up the Crooked River to the turnoff below the AOd D ke, then back
t hrough the naze of canals to the Liander canal just south of
Shadows. The streets were quieter here -- nost people were stil
on the Water, or in the streets and plazas along its banks -- and
Li oe was not sure if she was relieved or worried to see a security
drone sail past overhead.

"1 appreciate your help,

Gel somna said. "It's nice to see
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the parade froma decent viewpoint." She had pushed the Viverina's
mask back onto her forehead to see while she steered, but the wg
was still in place, the skulls clattering agai nst each ot her.

"Thank you," Lioe said. "I didn't -- | don't know what |
was expecting, but that was just incredible."”

Gelsomna smled. "And | owe you nmasks, too. Roscha, do you
want Cor-C ar ?"

"Yes, and thank you," Roscha answered, and reached with
unerring speed for the rich brown-skinned mask.

"And you, Na Lioe?" Gelsom na asked.

Li oe shook her head. "I can't decide. They're all gorgeous,
and | don't know who | want to be."

"Well, you're not |eaving enpty-handed,"” Gel som na
declared. "We had a bargain."” She turned slowy, |eaning on the
Viverina's stick, running her gaze along the masks still hangi ng
fromthe unstepped nmast. They | ooked back at her, their colors
nmellowed in the anber light fromthe enbanknent. She sm | ed then,
and reached out wth her staff. "Take that one."

“I'f you're sure, Na Gelsom na," Lioe began, and the wonan
nodded.

"Take it. | insist.”

"Thank you," Lioe said, helplessly, and | oosened the mask
fromthe clips that held it. It was nmade of stiffened | ace,
roughly forned to the shape of a human face, with a single six-
mllinmeter stone of clear faceted gl ass set above the nouth |ike a
beauty mark. The web of |ace, black and faintly netallic, | ooked
al nost transparent in the light. "Thanks," she said again, and | et
Roscha pull her up onto the enbanknent. She | ooked back once, to
see Gelsomna -- the Viverina again, her mask pulled down into
pl ace and staff in hand -- standing beside the row of nasks that
| ooked al nbst alive in the anber |ight.

"We've got sone tine," Roscha said. "Do you want to stop
for coffee, or sonething?"

Li oe | ooked sideways, found a patch of grey stone that
woul d | et her see the chrononeter's nunbers. In alittle nore than
an hour she would have to start the night's session, and she shook
her head decisively. "No. | want to get back to Shadows." She was
awar e suddenly that Roscha was frowni ng, added a bel ated, "Thanks
anyway. "

Roscha shrugged one shoul der. "Suit yourself."
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"Sonme other tinme," Lioe said, and got no answer. They kept
wal ki ng t hrough the patches of |ight and shadow that filled the
streets, pools of light puddling in the intersections, shadow
creeping back at the mddle of the bl ocks, where the streetlights
did not overlap. D stant nusic wound through the darkness, fits
and snatches that she could al nbst weave into a tune. She tilted

her head to one side to listen -- she didn't even quite recognize
the instrunents, except for the heavy bass and the thin whine of
metal strings froma violo -- and started when Roscha's hand
brushed her own.

"Hey, I'msorry," Roscha said, in an affronted voice and

Li oe shook her head.

"I"'msorry, you just startled ne. That's all."

There was a nonent of silence, and then Roscha | ooked away.
“I"'msorry," she said again, in an entirely different tone.

“It"'s all right," Lioe said, and did not nove away when
Roscha reached for her hand again. They wal ked on hand i n hand,
their footsteps echoing on the paving, and then Roscha pull ed away

again. Lioe bit back annoyance -- she didn't need this, not before
a session -- but said nothing. Watever's wong with her, she'll
have to get over it on her own; | don't have the tine to nursenaid

her . Then, in spite of herself, she gave a rueful smle. Wy are
nmy one-ni ght stands always nore conplicated than they should be?

*Eveni ng, Day 1*

_Storm The Chrestil-Brisch_
_Pal azze, Five Points_

Dam an Chrestil stood on the w de bal cony that ran al ong

the base of the palazze's roof, watching the fireworks that
bl ooned over the Wet Districts and the Inland Water. Each bur st
drew a murmur of appreciation fromthe other guests, watching from
t he open doorways farther down the roof, but he enjoyed the annual
di splay too nmuch to share it. The bursts of red and gold flared
| i ke flowers, drowning the stars and the starlike lights of the
di stant buil dings. He would rather have been watching fromthe
Water itself, where the sky rained golden fire with each
expl osion, but Chrestillio had asked -- _and we all agreed, in
sone perverse fit of conpliance_ -- that they all attend the
famly's party as a show of solidarity. Custons-and-Intelligence
was still asking questions about the Deneter shipnent, and it was
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| nportant that they | ook as though they trusted each other, and
weren't worrying about anything. The fireworks sl ackened, the
breat hi ng space before the finale, and Dam an gl anced over his
shoul der toward the guests who |ined the bal cony. About half of
them were masked, all fromthe Five Points Famlies: the Ad City
did not mask, preferred nore refined pastines, but the real power
had never needed refinenent. Dam an sml|ed at the thought, nodded
to a thin woman -- _she was sonething in the bank , he thought --
who lifted her glass to him and | ooked away.

The finale caught themall by surprise, and there was a
collective gasp as the first burst flowered into an enornous spray
of red that turned to gold and then fell in streanmers of |ight
toward the distant Water. Another shell burst into a flare of
purple brightening to pink, and then another, and another, so that
the balls of light hung for a nonent on a trail of gold fire like
flowers on a stem Even as they fell, dissolving into a shower of
sparks, four nore shells flew up, trailing thin lines of flane,
expl oded into flat sheets of light. Fromthe Water, Dam an knew,
it would be as though the world were frozen for an instant by that
crack of light, and he sighed for what he was m ssing.

In his pocket, the house renote buzzed softly, a tingling
vi bration against his thigh. He swore under his breath, and
reached for it, cupping his fingers over the control points. The
nessage vi brated agai nst his hand: _urgent nessage, cone at once_.
He swore again, but the code was his highest priority. He gl anced
over his shoul der again, saw no one watching, and turned the
renote to touch the control conbination that rel eased the gate to
the outside stair. It was in shadow, and everyone's attention
woul d be on the finale for at least half an hour. He | ooked again
toward the Water -- red and green halos flared around a gol den
center -- and made hinself turn away.

The staircase spiraled down the outside of the pal azze,
with only a single entrance before the ground level. He tw sted
the renote again to release that | ock, and let hinself in past
| npassi ve human security to the third floor's secondary hall. The
corridor connected with his own roons; he made his way there, the
| ights growing brighter at his approach, dinm ng as he noved away,
| et hinself into the suite. Lights were blinking on the
comruni cati ons consol e, but he paused |ong enough to clear the
wi ndows conpletely before he crossed to the control board and
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entered the security codes. The little screen sprang to life, but
Dam an ignored it, tilted the boxy display so that he could see at
| east sonme of the fireworks through the wi ndow beyond it.

In the screen, ji-Ilnbaoa glared at him claws tapping
sonmewhere out of sight. "Your plans are starting to unravel," he
sai d, w thout preanble.

Dam an Chrestil lifted an eyebrow at him-- _how did | cone
tojoin forces with hin?_-- said aloud, "Wren't you able to get

t he codes?"

Ji -1 nbaoa waved away that question. "They are com ng. There
has been sone trouble with the transmtter; |'ve had to go through
the commercial links. But that is not the issue.”

"Forgive ne, Na Speaker, but | thought precisely that was
the cause of this delay," Dam an said.

"The codes are on their way," ji-Ilnbaoa said again. "Do you
doubt ne?"

Dam an bit back his anger, waved a hand in apol ogy. "No. |
don't doubt they'll get here." Eventually_ .

"I accept the apol ogy."

It was only a formal phrase, effectively neaningl ess, but
Dam an felt his hackles rise. He controlled his tenper with an
effort, and said, "Then, Na Speaker, what's happened to upset
you?"

“"Ransone," ji-lnbaoa said. "He has concluded that the Gane
is a blind, and he is encouragi ng Chauvelin to | ook el sewhere.™

Dam an frowned at the screen, a cold knot formng in the
pit of his stomach. If that was true, if Ransone was back on the
port nets, and wth Custons-and-Intelligence still asking
guestions about the shipnment from Deneter, it would be only too
easy to track down what was really going on. Easy for Ransone,
anyway . He took a deep breath, trying to banish fear, and ji -
| tbaoa went on.

"I have taken steps to forestall him but | don't know how
long it will last."

"Good, " Dam an said, and then considered. "Wat did you

do?"

"The only thing I could do," ji-Inbaoa answered. "l have
made it a matter of honor and prestige that Ransone continue with
the Gane -- | have wagered ny nane and ny fathers' that there wll
be sonething there for himto find. | trust that it's so."
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Do | care about your fathers' nanes?_Dam an ran his hand
through his hair, tried to consider things calmy. "There are
things for himto worry about, yes," he said, "and | can arrange
for himto find sone nore political material." _I think. If Cella
can get time_. "But under these circunstances, Na Speaker -- |et
me put it plainly, if you don't get ne those codes, tonight or
tonorrow, this deal will fall through. At a high cost to both of
us, noney and prestige alike."

"Let ne rem nd you," ji-Inbaoa said, his hands suddenly as
still as Dam an had ever seen them "that you have significantly
nore to lose than |."

"I"ve done all that | prom sed,”" Dam an answered, and |eft
the rest unsaid.

"I"I'l get you the codes,"” ji-Ilnbaoa said. "But you wll
have to keep Ransone busier." He cut the connection before Dam an
coul d reply.

Dam an swore at the blank screen, slapped the controls with
nore force than was really necessary. But ji-Ilnbaoa was |ord and
mast er of Hi ghhopes, and if the jericho-human col ony there was
going to trade with Burning Bright without the interference of the
brokers backed by the tzu Tsinra-an, they had to work through ji-
| mbhaoa. And ji-Ilnbaoa had to get his share of the profits. The
systemshut itself off, and he stood for a nonent staring at the
sky beyond the | ong w ndows. The |ast shells nade a curtain of
fire, sheets of gold and red that frayed to | ong streaners agai nst
the invisible stars, but he barely sawit, lost in cal culations.
| f Ransone wasn't distracted by the Gane, his own security was
probably i nadequate: he paid well, enployed the best experts, but
Ransone was a superb netwal ker in his own right, and he knew t oo
many people within the systens. |If he couldn't crack the security
wal | hinself, he would know someone who could give or sell himthe
keys. Dam an tapped his fingers against the case, winced at the

echo of ji-Inbaoa's gesture. He'd increase security -- it's a
good thing |I thought to organize a bl ockade of the port feed
al ready, but I'll have to do sonething nore. And | can't transfer
the lachesi to the transshi pnent group w thout those codes .
Still, it would be better if Ransone stayed in the Gane.

The door chine sounded then, and the renote buzzed gently
against his thigh. He frowed -- _no one should know I'm here_ --

and touched the code that threw the security feed onto the snall
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di splay. Cella was waiting in the hall, denmure in a sheer
overdress. Dam an's frown deepened, and he touched the controls
that rel eased the | ock.
"They're starting to wonder where you are," Cella said,
wi t hout preanbl e.
"Damm them " Dam an said, and then, "Wich them anyway?"
"Your siblings, nostly," Cella answered, and Dam an nade a

face.

"I"d better go up, then."

"I do need to talk to you," Cella said.

Dam an Chrestil | ooked at her. "I hope it's good news. |'ve
not been having a pl easant evening."

Cella smled wyly. "I"mafraid not."

Dam an si ghed. "Well ?"

"I suppose it's good and bad, at that. | stopped in at
Shadows before | cane here. Lioe -- Ransone's pilot -- is running
a session tonight, and I wanted to | ook over the play list. The
good news is that Anbi dexter hinself is back in the Gane -- he's
even playing Harnsway -- but the bad news is that Kichi

Desjourdy's also part of the session. And as best | can di scover,
it was Lioe herself who asked her to play."

Dam an' s hand cl osed convul sively on the pocket renote, and
there was a squeal of protest fromthe nechanism He released it
hastily, and Cella went on.

"Desjourdy is known as a Ganer, but | thought you ought to
know. "

“"Dam, " Dam an said softly, as nuch to hinself as to Cell a,
and he stared into space for a |long nonent, trying to order his
t houghts. The sky beyond the wi ndows was very bl ack, the fireworks
over: _no inspiration there_, he thought, and turned his eyes

away. "This Lioe," he began, "is she still seeing Roscha, or was
it a one-night affair?"
Cella shrugged. "I don't know. Roscha was slated to play

Avel | ar, but Lioe seens very taken with Ransone. And he wth her,
for that matter."

"So." Dam an shoved his hands into his pockets again,
running his fingers over the renote's snoothly indented surface as
though it were a talisman. _If | can get Roscha to watch Lioe --
Roscha's done that kind of job before, she can certainly handle it
-- then | can be sure to find out if she contacts Desjourdy
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again_. He touched the renote's control points again, and the

i mage in the display screens shifted, becane a nmeno board. He

| eaned over the keyboard, typed a quick nessage into the

whar fingers' conputers -- CONTACT JAFI ERA ROSCHA 2 STORM AM SEND

HER TO MY OFFI CE AS SOON AS SHE ARRIVES -- and set it | oose on the
main systens. And if all else fails, she can deal with Lioe, and

| can get Ransone out of the way . "Can you get a transcript of
this session for ne?"
Cella blinked, startled. "Yes, of course. It'l|l be on al

the Gane nets by three this norning if not before. Wy?"

"I just want to see how t hey behave,"” Dam an sai d vaguely.
I want to see if Roscha thinks she's conpeting with Ransone, and
| want to see how good she is at it. Because if she has any grudge
against him | can nmake good use of it _. "Dunp it to ny private
system as soon as you can get a copy, please."

"I'"l'l do that," Cella said.

Dam an Chrestil smled crookedly. "Then let's rejoin the

*I nterlude*
_Gane/ var Rebel . 2. 04/ _
_subPsi. 1.22/ver22.1/ses4. 24 _

They crouched in the uncertain shelter of the cargo bay,
hearing the clatter of boots recede al ong the wal kways to either
side. The overhangi ng shelves, piled high with crates, gave sone
cover, but they all knew that if the baron's guards cane back out
onto the center catwalk it would take a mracle to keep from bei ng
seen. Gl an Africal/ ALEMO TOVSEY frowned over the power pack of
their only heavy laser, working nethodically to nate a sal vaged
bl aster cell into the nonstandard housing. Jack Bl ue/ Kl CHI
DESJOURDY spraw ed gaspi ng agai nst the nearest stack of crates,
hand agai nst his chest as though it pained him Mjja
Lyal | / LACHACALLE crouched at his side, one hand on his wist, as
t hough sonehow knowi ng his pulse rate could help. Blue's great
bul k had di spl aced the | ower crates slightly, and Gallio
Hazar d/ HALLY VENTURA edged out of its line of fall, his pistol
drawn and ready. He knelt cautiously in the shelter of a second
stack of crates, laid a fresh clip on the floor beside him and
settled to wait. Lord Faro/ PETER SAVI AN and | belin
Bel f ort une/ KAZI O BELEDI N crouched as always a little apart from
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the rest, Faro a little ahead of the wild-eyed Bel fortune, as
t hough he could protect him

"We're still waiting for this contact,"” Desir of
Har nsway/ AMBI DEXTER said. "Well, Avellar? Wat happened this
ti me?"

"How can | know?" Avel |l ar/ JAFI ERA ROSCHA answer ed.
“Sonet hi ng's gone wong, obviously." She smled suddenly. "I say
we press on, Desir, unless you want to go back."

Har nreway | ooked away, nade a face of disgust. Avellar's
grin faded, and she went to kneel on the warped flooring beside
Jack Blue. "Howis it?"

"Not so good." Blue's voice was thin and wheezi ng, and,
behi nd his back, Lyall shook her head. She reached into her nuch-
depleted kit, canme out wwth a sliminjector, but hesitated, and
did not lay it against the telekinetic's arm

"I'f you weren't so damm fat, you wouldn't be in this bad
shape, " Harnsway snapped. "Christ, what a waste."

Blue frowned, his eyes losing their focus for a nonent. A
cracked piece of the floor tiling snapped | oose and flung itself
at Harnsway's face. He ducked away fromit, but too late, and the
tile's sharp edge drew a thin |line of blood al ong one cheekbone.
Avel | ar snatched the tile out of the air before it could strike
anyt hi ng el se.

"A waste to bring nme," Blue said, m mcking Harnmsway's
preci se voice. "You didn't bring ne, little man -- "

"Shut up,"” Avellar said, and was obeyed. "Save your
strength," she added, and | ooked at Harmsway. "The ship's right
there, Desir, just waiting for us. Go right ahead.™

Har nsway | ooked longingly at the cargo door, only forty
nmeters away across the wdth of the warehouse. It was even open,
the ship's hatch gleamng in the loading lights, and he coul d feel
that the |last barrier was sealed only with a pal mlock, the kind
of thing he could open in his sleep ... if he could reach it. H's
| i ps thinned, and he | ooked away.

“Avel lar." Lyall's voice was suddenly sharp with fear, and
Avel | ar swung to face her.

"I think -- " Lyall began, then shook her head. "No, |I'm
sure. They've brought in one of the hunters.™

Har nsway swore, and Hazard | ooked back over his shoul der at
themall.
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Africa did not |ook up fromhis work, his hands still busy
with the |aser. "Hunter?"

"Anot her telepath," Blue said. "The kind that specializes
in hunting down his own kind."

"How cl ose?" Harnsway demanded, and Lyall shook her head
agai n.

"I can't tell. He-she-it's shielded."

"Al'l right," Avellar said. "No one use anyt hing,

t el eki nesis, tel epathy, electrokinesis, anything at all, unless
there's no other choice."” There were nmurnurs of agreenent fromthe
ot hers, and she | ooked at Africa. "Gl an?"

The technician shrugged, his hands never slow ng on the
bal ky connection. "I don't know Even if | get it hooked up, |
can't make any guarantees.”

Avel l ar grimaced, and for the first tine | ooked at
Bel fortune. "Bel."

Faro shifted his position slightly, putting hinself between
Avel | ar and Bel fortune. "Let him be."

“"Bel ," Avellar said again.

“I can't do it," Belfortune said flatly, without lifting
his eyes fromthe fl oor.

"Oh, that's a lie," Harnmsway said, soft and deadly, "a lie
and you know it, Belfortune. That's what bought the Baron's favor,
bought you a | over and al nost anythi ng you wanted, just as |ong as
you | earned to use your power. Tell ne, is it true the Baron |iked
to watch while you killed then?"

"Jesus, Desir," Hazard said, and was ignored.

Bel fortune | ooked up slowy, net Harnmsway's glare for the
first time unflinching. "Yes. It's true."

"Then you can stop the hunter," Avellar said.

“I't won't do any good," Belfortune said. "Were else could

we be, but in one of the cargo bays? Al it'll do is buy you
tinme."

"That' ||l be enough,"” Avellar said.

"But if it isn't -- " Lyall began, and cl osed her nouth
over what she woul d have said.

Avel | ar answered her anyway. "If it's not enough, then we
fight."

"Brilliant," Harnmsway jeered. "How clever of you, Royal."

“Shut up, Desir," Hazard said. "Avellar. Belfortune's
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right, nmuch as | hate to admt it."

Avel | ar nodded. "W need a diversion, | agree. But to nmke
it work, we have to get rid of the hunter." She | ooked back at
Bel fortune. "Well? WIIl you do it?"

Bel fortune closed his eyes for a nonent, pain etched deep
in his face, then nodded. "Ch, yes. Wuat's one nore?" Lord Faro
reached out to touch his shoul der.

"Then we'll need to distract the rest of the searchers,”
Avel | ar sai d.

"No, really?" Harnsway nurnured.

"Yes, and you're just the man to do it," Avellar answered.
She smled briefly, daring him "This bay is right next to the
mai n conput er nexus, Desir. Think what you can do with that."

Har nsway sai d, "But why should I, Royal? G ve ne one
reason, after everything you tried to do."

There was a little silence, and then Avellar |ooked at him

her face absolutely without enpotion. "I told you then. I'mtelling
you now. | need you, need your talent, to nake up for what | | ost
when ny sibs -- ny twins, the rest of the clone, the rest of ne --
were killed. I can't take the throne w thout you."

"To hell with you," Harnmsway said, and there was an odd,
gloating note in his voice.

"I need you," Avellar said again. "I canme here for you,
didn't 1?1 did what you couldn't do, | broke you out of the
Baron's prison because | need you. Isn't that enough?"

"Maybe if you went down on your knees," Harnmsway said, "but
not before.”

"For God's sake," Hazard said. He pushed hinself to his
feet, grabbed Harnsway roughly by the shoul der, and swng himto
face the others. "If you don't do it, Desir, we're going to die."

Harnmsway |ifted an eyebrow at him "I'msurprised at you --

"I want out of here," Hazard said. "W can sort out the
rest of it once we're free, but right now, getting off planet is a
hell of a lot nore inportant than Avellar or the goddamm throne."

"I won't work with her again," Harnsway said.

"So what ?" That was Jack Blue, hoisting hinself to his

feet. "It won't be as good, Avellar, but maybe |I can do sonet hi ng
if this shit won't."
Avel | ar nodded her thanks, still watching Harmsway, who
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smled bitterly.

"All right. I'lIl doit -- if only to spare your talents,
Jack. "

"Too kind," Blue said, and achi eved a passable imtation of
Har nsway' s sneer.

"There's only one thing," Faro said. "How cl ose do you need
to be to a -- a subject, Bel?"

"I don't really know," Belfortune said. "A few neters,

probably closer." He |ooked at Lyall. "Any ideas, Doctor?"
Lyal | shook her head. "I wasn't involved in that part of
the project. | would think within two neters.”

Bel fortune | aughed softly to hinself. "Do you know who it
I s? Which hunter?"

"No," Lyall answered. "I told you, it's shielded."
"You'll need support,” Avellar said.
Bel fortune shook his head, and Faro said, "I'll go with

him One's enough.”

Avel | ar nodded. "Good | uck, then, both of you."

Lyall said, "The hunter's com ng cl oser. Mving al ong the
east wall, toward the entrance there."

"Careful ," Africa said. "You don't want to tip himoff."

Lyal | shook her head, and Blue said inpatiently, "She's not
strong enough. Nobody can hear her, not unless they're right on
top of her.”

"Let's go, Bel," Faro said gently, and Bel fortune nodded.
Faro reached down and pulled the other man to his feet.

"Take an extra power pack," Hazard said, and handed his
| ast spare to Faro.

"Thanks," Faro said, and he and Bel fortune stepped out into
the corridor. They turned left at the first cross corridor,
headi ng east, toward the entrance and the searching hunter.

Avel | ar | ooked at the others. "Dr. Lyall, tell nme when the
hunter's dead."

Lyall w nced, but nodded.

"And the rest of us?" Harnsway demanded.

"W wait," Avellar answered, grimy. "Be ready to act when
Lyall gives the word."

*Ganme/ var Rebel . 2. 04/ subPsi . 1. 22/ ver 22. 1/ ses4. 25*

Faro and Bel fortune noved warily through the corridors,
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ready to duck under the shelter of the cargo racks at the first
sign of patrolling guards. To their surprise, however, the racks
and catwal ks were enpty, and they reached the eastern wall w thout
| nci dent .

"What now, Bel ?" Faro began, stopped abruptly at the | ook
on Bel fortune's face.

Bel fortune was staring into the m ddle distance, pale eyes
vague, unfixed, pupils dilating. He ran a hand delicately al ong
the bare netal skin of the cargo bay's exterior wall, a gesture
unnervingly like a caress, and began to walk, slowy, a faint
smle curving his lips. Faro, who had seen this before, this
st al ki ng hunger, shivered convul sively, but kept his place at
Bel fortune's shoul der, gun drawn and ready, the spare power pack
ready to hand.

"Cone to ne," Belfortune whispered. "Cone here, you, | feel
you wal king there, cone to ne now...." The words trailed off into
a hissing murnmur, rising and falling with his slow breath. He
could feel the hunter's presence, a vague warnth beyond the cold
wal |, allowed his own hunger to rise to match that warnth, played
out his desire as a fishernan plays a line, a thread of appetite
di sgui sed as curiosity. He could feel the hunter's presence nore
clearly now, and recogni zed the man, had considered hima friend,
but his unl eashed hunger accepted that know edge only as a way to
make the bait nore attractive. He | eaned against the thin netal of
the wall, flattening hinself against the cool surface as though he
could feel the hunter's body against his own, and let the tendril
of thought unfold. He felt the hunter take the bait, felt himturn
his attention toward the faint, stray presence, the oddity that
must be investigated, and kept tight control of his own power,
| etting the hunter's own curiosity draw himnearer. Belfortune
could al nost see the slight frown, the famliar lines of his face;
he pressed hinself harder against the wall, wlling the hunter
closer. And then, at |ast, he was cl ose enough. Belfortune sml ed,
| et hinself go at last, and felt the hunter's whol e body jerk
convul sively as he realized he was no |longer free. Belfortune felt
hi m struggl e and tightened his grip, felt the sudden terrified
rel ease as the hunter's shields failed, and tasted the hunter's
power, his strength and his cunning and the delicate flavor of his
m nd. He drained him not bothering to savor it -- there was no
time for such niceties, and it had been too |long since the |ast
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one, anyway -- and saw/ felt, in the [ast nonment of double vision,
the hunter's body slunmping to the ground just on the other side of
the wall. He slid down the wall with it, sucking the |ast dregs of
|ife, and crouched there for a nonent, breathing hard.

Faro | ooked away, swallowing bile, unwilling to watch the
sated hunger turn to disgust in Belfortune's eyes. "Tell themit's
done, " he said, and a whispering voice said, fromthe end of the
corridor, "Tell who what, Faro?"

Faro spun, gun |l eveled, even as he knew it was usel ess, and
felt as much as heard the snap of a |laser bolt. He ducked
i nstinctively, but the shot had been neant as a warning only.

"Hol d your fire," the voice said. It cane fromthe cl osed
cabin of an airsled that bl ocked the corridor behind them
Soldiers -- soldiers in the black uniforns of Baron Vortex's elite
troops -- flanked it, their lasers |owered and ready. Bel fortune
shook his head, trying to drive away the cloying satisfaction,
made a snal |, pained noise of despair. The voice went on, as
t hough no one had spoken. "Faro, you're not a fool. | think we can
cone to sone agreenent.”

Faro hesitated, the nuzzle of his gun wavering slightly --
to fire was suicide, his and Belfortune's, but the speaker was
Baron Vortex, and the Baron coul d never be trusted.

"I find you useful,” the voice went on, "just useful enough
to salvage fromthis ness. Put down your gun, and I'l|l let you
live."

Faro dredged a | augh from sonewhere. "To what end?"

"I told you, | find you useful,” the voice said. "You can
return to your previous enploynent."

"Not much better off than the prisoners,"” Faro nuttered,
said nore |oudly, "What about Bel ?"

"Ah." There was a note |ike anmusenent in the Baron's voi ce.
“"For him there is a price."

"Wel | ?" Faro said.

"I asked you before, tell who what," the voice said. "But |
think I know that. Were are they, Faro? Wiere are Avellar and the
rest ?"

"Faro," Belfortune said, and the word was anbi guous appeal .

Faro gl anced down at him at the renewed sanity in the pale
eyes, saw himstart to pull hinself to his feet, clinging to the
wal | of the cargo bay, |ooked back at the Baron's airsled and the
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flanking soldiers. He let the gun fall to his side.

"Your | ands and your |over," the voice whispered. "You can
still have themboth. |Is Avellar's rebellion worth that nuch to
you?"

"I don't know for sure," Faro said. "She -- they were back
toward the mddl e of the bay, heading for a ship."”

He paused, hoping that woul d be enough, a | arge enough
betrayal, saw the nearest soldier raise his |aser, and waited for
the Baron to pronounce the sentence.

"Put down your gun, Faro," the Baron said at |last, and Faro
| aid the pistol on the floor tiles, kicked it toward the |Iine of
soldiers. Two of themcane forward, slinging their rifles, and
Faro let themdrag himforward, stood quite still as they ran
their hands roughly over his body, then | ocked his wists together
behi nd his back. Another pair dragged Belfortune to his feet, and
did the sane to him

Flame fl ared overhead, bursting fromthe shattering |ight
fixtures, and raw electricity leaped like lightning fromthe power
nodes. One of the soldiers fired reflexively at the snapping
currents, and screaned as the |aser's power pack exploded in a
sheet of flane.

"Har msway, " Bel fortune said, and the pale eyes were
suddenly alive agai n.

"Get themout of here,” the Baron ordered. "The rest of
you, cone with ne."

*Ganme/ var Rebel . 2. O4/ subPsi . 1. 22/ ver 22. 1/ ses4. 26*

"The hunter's dead," Lyall said, and in spite of her best
efforts the disgust showed in her voice.

Avel | ar nodded, hiding the sane repulsion. "Then let's get
on with it." She | ooked at Harnmsway. "It's your show now, Desir."

Har nsway nodded, allowed hinself a smle of pure pleasure.
"So we need a diversion," he said aloud. "And the conputer center
Is right behind these walls." He turned in a full circle, scanning
the racks until he found a power node, and went to crouch beside
it, laying one long-fingered hand gently over the input jack.
There was a faint crackling, and then he had matched the current
precisely. He closed his eyes, and |l et his consci ousness wander
out into the bay's power grid. There was a faint humm ng, and a
haze of blue light, all but invisible, fornmed around his hand. He
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could feel the pattern of the electrical systenms, and of the
conputers and other instrunents that fed off it, could al nbst see
their regularity like lines against his eyes. He felt his way into
the grid, nmerging hinself with the flow of power until he was all
but invisible, a faint surge of current that was still within the
tol erances of the port conputers. He found the access port, and
teased it open, then slipped cautiously into the alien space

wi thin the network.

He had the electron's view, current flashing on or off, and
he hung for a nonent, disoriented, trying to match that inmge with
what he knew nust be hidden in the conputers. The lights blinked
on and off, too fast to follow even in his heightened state, tuned
perfectly to the flow of the currents; he stared a little | onger,
still trying to analyze the workings, and heard, very distant,
Lyall's cry.

"My God, it's the Baron. He's found them"

At the sane nonent, soneone touched his shoul der, and he
opened his eyes to see Hazard bendi ng over him

“"Desir. Blow the system we've got trouble.™

Har nreway was al ready noving wthin the distant system
calling power from various nodes. Throughout the buil ding,
termnals flickered and di ed; across the conpl ex, screens wavered,
t he sudden drain triggering backup power supplies. Harnsway kept
pul ling, drawi ng power to hinself, letting the m nuscul e energies
collect and build, feeding on thensel ves.

"Hurry, Desir," a voice said -- Avellar's voice, he
t hought, but he could not be sure.

The process could not be hurried, not if he was to do it
right. He blocked all thoughts of the Baron, all fear,
concentrating on the energy around him tracing an escape route in
his mnd. He felt it cross the threshold at last, and released it,
| et the surge blast through every circuit in the system and | et
t he sanme wave of power carry himback into the grid that fed the
cargo bay. He felt overloaded systens crash, felt the surging
power flare at every node, and in a heartbeat redirected that
power, away fromthe |ocal nodes into everything electrical near
the eastern entrance. He opened his eyes, and heard the flat, hard
crack of explosions fromthe far side of the bay.

"The port conputers are down," he said. "They shouldn't be
able to stop lift-off."
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"And it should give them sonething else to worry about,"
Avel l ar said. Fire sirens whooped in the next building,
underscoring her words. "Let's go."

They made their way qui ckly through the |ast corridors,
dodgi ng between the hal f-full cargo racks. At each exposed power
node, Harnsway paused to send anot her wave of power through the
buil ding's systens. He could feel the network overl oadi ng under
hi s mani pul ati ons, knew that he was literally burning out their
def enses as he used them but the expl osions behind them seened to
mean that it was worKking.

There were still two guards at the door that gave access to
the ship's hatch, both staring nervously toward the sounds of
Har nsway' s attack. They were sheltered by the hatchway, not an
easy shot at all, and Avellar paused in the shelter of the final
stacks of crates, considering themcautiously. After a nonent, she
beckoned to Hazard. He frowned, but slipped forward to join her.

"You' re our best shot," Avellar said, her voice an al nost
soundl ess whi sper. "Can you do it?"

Hazard shook his head. "They're too well covered. Wy the
hell didn't they run for the fighting?"

"Be glad they didn't just close the access door," Avellar
said with a grin, and eased back into the shelter of the crates.

“"You're going to have to do sonething quick," Harnsway
said. He was sweating, breathing hard, as though he'd been lifting

heavy weights. "I'mdraining the grid, and the wiring isn't going
to take this abuse nuch | onger."
"The Baron's still back by the door," Lyall said. Her eyes

were cl osed, and Jack Bl ue steadi ed her, guiding her with a hand
on her shoul der. "But you've only delayed him"

"I can draw the guards out," Blue said. "Leave it to ne."

Avel | ar considered himfor a nonent -- a fat man, still
wheezing a little, but no |l onger |eaning on the others -- and
nodded. "If you can get them out into gunshot, we can take them"

Hazard nodded, snapped the power pack out of his pistol,
checked the power renmining, and snapped it in again. "l've got
about a dozen shots left. That should be enough.”

"I't ought to be," Harnsway said, and nmanaged a grin.

“"I't"ll have to be," Avellar said. She | ooked at Blue. "Do

Bl ue closed his eyes, frowning slightly, and a nonent | ater
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they all heard sonething stir in the corridor to their right. It
was a faint noise, as though soneone trying to be careful had
brushed agai nst an inperfectly bal anced crate, but one of the
guards heard it and | ooked up warily. Blue's frown deepened, and
there was a quick patter of footsteps, as though soneone had
darted across a corridor into cover. The guard peered out of the
doorway, put up his faceplate to listen nore cl osely.

"They're buying it," Africa said, and |leveled his pistol.

Hazard laid a restraining hand on his arm "Wt for the
ot her one."

Africa nodded, |owered the pistol again.

Bl ue was sweating lightly now, his forehead furrowed in
concentration. In the corridor, there was another stirring, and
then the distinctive click of a power pack snapping hone into a
pistol butt. The guard cocked his head to one side, |istening,
then pulled his faceplate slowy down again. Avellar held her
breath, her own pistol ready at her side. There were no nore
noi ses fromthe corridor, a silence that seenmed sonmehow om nous,
nore dangerous than the sounds had been. The guard held up his
hand, and beckoned to his partner. The second guard cane up to the
edge of the hatch, but stopped just inside the heavy frane. Africa

swore under his breath: the hatchway still blocked his shot.
"Cone on," Hazard nuttered. "Cone on, now. "
The guards stood still for a nonent | onger, obviously

conferring via the helnet links. Then the first guard started
toward the sound of the footsteps, and the second man noved out of
t he hatchway to cover him

“Now " Avel | ar sai d.

The others fired al nost as she spoke. The first guard fell
wi t hout a sound, sprawling on the warped floor tiles, but the
second guard fired back blindly, dodged back toward the access
door. Africa and Hazard fired at the sane nonent, and the guard
went down.

"Did he get out a warning?" Hazard denmanded, | ooking at
Lyal | .

"It doesn't matter," Avellar said, inpatiently. "Let's go."
She started across the open space w t hout | ooking back.

Hazard gl anced over his shoul der, saw Harnmsway reaching
across to steady Jack Blue, and smled in spite of hinself. They
crowded into the narrow space between the doorway and the ship's
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hatch, and Africa fiddled with the controls to bring the door down
behi nd them Avellar nodded her approval, and | aid her hand

agai nst the sensor panel that controll ed access to the freighter's
cargo lock. There was a soft click, and then a high-pitched tone.

"Royal Avellar," she said, and waited. A heartbeat |ater,
the cargo | ock creaked open. Fam liar people, famliar faces, were
wai ting inside the |lock, and Avellar relaxed for the first tine
since they had left the prison conpl ex.

"Thank God you made it," a well-renenbered voice said, and
Avel | ar si ghed.

"Danile." She smled then, careful not to | ook back at the
others, particularly Harnmsway. She had risked everything to get
hi m back, and she had at |east freed himfromthe Baron's prison.
The rest -- his return to her rebellion, his proper place at her
side -- would cone, in tine. He owed her that, and he woul d
eventual |y pay.

"We have to hurry," Danile went on, "so everybody, get
i nboard now." The hatch sealed itself as he spoke, closing off
their view of the cargo bay. "It's chaos back there, there's
not hing they can do to stop us. But we have to go now. "

There was a ragged nmurnmur of agreenent, and the group began
to nove farther into the ship, followng Danile and Avellar.
Underfoot, the ship's main power plant trenbled, building toward
bl ast-of f and freedomfrom | xion's Weel.

*Part Five*

*Day 2%
_Storm Roscha's boat, Public Canal #419,
_Dock Road District_

Li oe woke to the noise of distant traffic and the easy
noti on of the boat against the sluggish current. She turned her
head away fromthe bars of sunlight that crept in through the gaps
in the shutters, lay still for a nonent, renenbering where she
was. She was neanly glad that Roscha was nowhere in sight. Not
that it hadn't been fun -- and after Roscha's performance in the
session, especially; it was one of the best character readings
Li oe had seen -- but in the cold |ight of norning, she found
hersel f wondering exactly why she'd done it. She shook the thought
away -- it was a little late for regrets, and anyway, it _had_
been fun -- and crawl ed out of the | ow bunk. The bat hroom was
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tiny, and snelled of aggressive cleaning; she washed quickly, the
wat er tasting flatly of chem cals, and found her cl othes hangi ng
on the bul khead beside the low stairs that led up onto the deck.
She pulled on shirt and trousers and the | oose vest, slung the
mask that Gel som na had given her around her neck, and pushed open
t he doubl e doors. She had | eft her hat sonewhere, she realized,

ei ther at Shadows or at Ransone's |oft, and she nmade a nental note
to look for it later.

The sunlight on the deck had an odd cast to it, a sickly,
uncertain tone, and Lioe glanced toward the sky. It was al npost
white, hazed with clouds as it had been for the past two days, but
when she | ooked south, toward the nouth of the Inland Wter,
darker cl ouds showed between the housetops. An erratic little w nd
was blowing fitfully, sending bits of trash skittering along the
enbanknent above the boat, and Lioe felt the hairs rising on the
back of her neck.

"Oh, there you are," Roscha said. She made her way forward,

steppi ng easily over the solar panels set into the decking. "I was
just comng to wake you. It looks like that storms going to hit
us after all, and |I've got a call fromthe wharfinger to report at

once to the main dock."

"That's too bad," Lioe said.

"I don't see why | couldn't make it to Roche' Anbroi se for
t he puppet shows,"” Roscha went on. "That is, if you still want to
go."

One of the local artists' cooperatives was giving its
annual free show that afternoon. It was supposed to be a
spectacul ar event, a conbination of athletics, mne, and robotics,
and Lioe had said she would like to see it. "I don't want you to
go to any trouble," she began, and Roscha frowned.

"Look, if you don't want to go, no problem" Her tone
i npl i ed the opposite.

“It'"s not that," Lioe said, inpatiently. "Yes, | want to
see the show, but you've got this call --

"I't shouldn't be anything serious," Roscha said, and gave a

fleeting grin. "I haven't done anything. They probably just need
hel p securing the barges. | should be able to make the show. "

"Fine," Lioe said. _If you don't, | can enjoy it by
nyself . "Were do you want to neet?"

"They do the show in Betani Square, right off the Hartzer
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Canal ," Roscha answered. "Wy don't we just neet there,
m daft ernoon? By the fountain."

"Fine," Lioe said again. The sunlight faded, and she
gl anced up, to see a thicker strand of cloud turning the sun to a
di sk of bronze. "How bad is this stormgoing to be?"

Roscha shrugged. "Not bad, |1'd say. The street brokers are
saying a category two at nost. That's not anything to worry
about . "

By whose standards?_ Lioe wondered, squinting again at the
sky. The sun was back, but the clouds | ooked darker than before.
Still, Roscha was the native; if she said it wasn't that bad, it
shouldn't be. "I'lIl see you at the fountain in Betani Square at
fifteenth hour," she said al oud, and reached for the rope | adder
that led up to the enbanknent.

Roscha nodded. "WII| you help ne cast off?"

"Sure." Lioe clinbed easily up onto the broad stones,
unhooked the | adder, and let it drop. Roscha caught it as it fell,
folded it neatly into a well on the deck.

"Ready for the cables?" Lioe asked, and Roscha nodded
again.

“"I'"ve al ready sw tched over."

Li oe unhooked t he doubl e- headed cables fromthe power nodes
at the base of the bollard. Roscha caught those as well, guiding
them back into their housings, and took her place in the steering
wel |l . Lioe released the bow and stern |ines, tossed themonto the
deck, and stood watchi ng while Roscha shoved the boat away from
t he enbanknment, and fed power to the engi ne. She was out of
earshot before Lioe realized she hadn't asked how to get to
Roche' Anbroi se. She | aughed, and started back toward Shadows,
where food and her mail would be waiting.

The streets were still busy with costuned figures, despite
the i npending storm A cloaked trio was visible in the wi ndow of a
restaurant, masks set aside to let themeat; a bedraggled pair --
mal e and femal e? no, two wonen -- were obviously on their way hone
after a long night of revelry, the skirts of their strai ght gowns
hi ked up to make wal ki ng easier, their feathers drooping. Yet
anot her indistinct shape wapped in a cloak lay sound asl eep under
a bench in one of the little parks, nmask tucked under its head for
a pillow Ohers were just starting the day -- another Avellar, a
striding Baron Vortex, an odd shape like an egg with trousers that
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everyone el se seened to recogni ze -- and Lioe was suddenly gl ad of
Gel somna's mask. It made her feel less alien, anong the bright
maskers, nore as though she bel onged on Burning Bright. _And |
want to belong here , she realized suddenly. |I'd like to be a
part of this_. She shook the thought away as inpractical, left her
mask hangi ng around her neck where it couldn't tenpt her, and kept
wal ki ng.

As she cane up on the Underface helipad, she saw the |ights
flashing to warn of an incomng flight, and then recogni zed the
figure sitting on the bench at the edge of the pad. At |east |
can ask him about ny hat . "Good norning, Ransone," she call ed,
and the man on the bench lifted a hand in answer. He did not
speak, and Lioe wondered if she'd offended him He | ooked up as
she approached, nmet her eyes fully, and she was shocked by his
pal e face and the brown shadows |ike ugly bruises under his eyes.

"Jesus, you |look awful," she said, and bit her tongue as he
managed a wy grin.

"Tactful ."

There was sonething wong with Ransone's voice; even the
one word cane thin and breathl ess, as though he had been running.
“"Are you all right?" she began, and realized in the sane instant
what it had to be. Wite-sickness was nobst comon in Hsai oi - An,
anong j ericho-hunmans, but it was not unknown in the nonaligned
worl ds, or in the Republic. And this was white-sickness, no
gquestion about it: like all pilots, she'd had enough basi c nedi cal
training to recogni ze the synptons.

Ransone read that recognition in her face, and his grin

skewed even nore. "I have what | need at hone," he said, and Lioe
had to |l ean closer to catch the strangled words. "The doctors
changed the nedication; I"'mnot as stable as | used to be. So |

got caught short again."”
Li oe nodded, wordlessly, hearing the voice of the school's

medi cal trainer droning in her mnd. _\Wite-sickness -- pneunmatic
hi st opat hy, al so known as |ung-rot or_ uhanjao, _drown-yourself,
in Hsaioi-An -- is classified as a dangerous condition | ess

because it is fatal, which it is, than because it is contagi ous
until treated. Once proper treatnent is begun, the danger of

I nfection is over, but the danage to the victimis irreversible.
Most planets require a certificate of treatnent before custons
wll admt an infected person; pilots are advised to adopt the
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sane precaution_. There had been nore -- details of how death
occurred, how and why sinple organ transplants inevitably fail ed,
t he nmechani sns by which the disease altered the |ung tissue,
slowy dissolving it into a thick white nucus, so that the patient
drowned in body fluids even as the |ungs thensel ves stopped

wor king -- but she did her best to push that aside. "Do you want
ne to cone with you?" she said cautiously, and did her best to
keep her voice nornal.

Ransone | ooked for a nonent as though he woul d refuse, but
then nade a face. "Yes," he said, and then, with an effort, "Thank
you. "

“"No problem" Lioe said, and seated herself on the bench
beside him But it was a problem it was a hell of a problem and
she found herself filled with an irrational fury. How could he be
sick -- how dare he? -- just when she'd found_ -- She stopped
abruptly, closed off that |ine of thought. Found what? You barely
know him except through the Gane. Just because he showed you the
| mgi ng system he uses doesn't nean that he'd want to teach you --
or that you could learn, or even that you want to_.

The sound of rotors overhead was a wel cone relief, and she
squinted up into the hazy clouds. The helicab dropped easily
toward the pad, bal ancing the weight of the nmachi ne agai nst the
lift of the rotors and the gas in the envel ope. The two pods were
fully inflated, one to each side of the passenger conpartnent, so
that the cab | ooked rather like a rodent, both cheeks filled with
scavenged food. The unseen pilot brought it down carefully,
setting it precisely in the center of the bright-blue guidelines,
and the passenger door opened. Lioe stood, uncertain whether to
of fer her hand, and Ransone pushed hinself to his feet. He clinbed
into the cab, and Lioe followed him pulling the door closed
behi nd t hem

"You're going to Warehouse?" the pilot said, and Ransone
nodded.

"That's right," Lioe said aloud, and wasn't sure she'd done
the right thing until she saw Ransone's fleeting smle.

The helicab rose slowy, rotors whining, and the whole
machi ne shivered suddenly in a gust of wnd. The pilot corrected
it instantly, adjusting power and |ift, glanced apol ogetically
over his shoul der.

"Sorry, people. It's going to be a rough ride."
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"*Sall right," Ransone nur nured.

"The stornP" Lioe asked, as nmuch to distract the pilot as
anyt hi ng, and was not surprised when he nodded. The brai ded wres
that connected himto the cab bobbed agai nst his neck.

"Yeah. The dispatcher's saying we'll probably have to shut
down this afternoon.™

Li oe | eaned back in her seat. Through the transparent door
panel she could see the Dock Road District spread out beneath her,
bui | di ngs clustered around tiny spots of green that were the open
pl azas, and crowdi ng shoul der to shoul der al ong the banks of the
nyriad canals. "I think this is the first tinme |'ve seen this in
daylight," she said, in sone surprise, and saw Ransone smle
again.

As they rose above the cliff edge, approaching Newfiel ds
and the Warehouse helipad, the w nd caught them jolting the cab
si deways before the pilot caught it. Lioe braced hersel f against
the safety webbing, watching the nuscles of the pilot's arns tense
and relax as his hands noved inside the sheaths of the on-1line
controls. H's lips were noving, too, and she guessed he was
talking to his dispatcher, warning other pilots about the w nds.
He took the approach to Warehouse very carefully, and Lioe was
grateful for it: the helicab shuddered and bounced, but finally
dropped the last neter or so onto the hard paving. The credit
reader unfolded fromthe cab wall, beeping for paynent.

Ransone reached for his card, but Lioe got there first.
"Pay ne back," she said, and ran her own card through the slot.
She managed not to wnce at the total -- about tw ce what she had
expected -- and hit the key that confirnmed the paynent. The pil ot
opened t he passenger door, and they clinbed out onto the pad. The
helicab started to |ift as they crossed the |ow barrier, and Lioe
flinched as grit stung her face and bare arns. Ransone turned away
fromit, one hand cupped over his nouth and nose, did not nove
until the cab had lifted out of range.

"Do you want a vel ocab?" Lioe asked, tentatively, nore to
make sure he was all right than to get an answer to her question,
and was relieved when he shook his head.

"No. It's not far to the loft." He sounded a little better,
and Lioe let herself relax.

The streets were all but enpty of pedestrians here, and
only a few heavy carriers runbled past, stirring the drifted dirt

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (189 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:12 AM]



and sand. A fickle wind was blowing, a warmw nd that carried an
occasional hint of a chill at its heart. Lioe shivered at its
touch, glanced again to the sky, but saw only the sane hazy

cl ouds, the sun a hot white disk behind them It felt |like the
afternoon winds on Callixte, the summer wi nd that brought the big
stornms down onto the plains, and she found herself wal king warily,
as though too quick a novenent would trigger |urking thunder.
Ransone gl anced curiously at her, then | ooked away.

They turned the |last corner onto a street shadowed by the
bui l dings to either side, and Ransone | ed her past a tangle of
denki - bi kes, their security fields hunm ng at an annoyi ng pitch,
to the access stair that ran along the side of the building.

"Isn'"t there a lift?" Lioe asked involuntarily, but Ransone
di dn't seem of f ended.

"There is, but it's in use." He nodded to the nain doorway,
where a red flag drooped, noving only sluggishly in the breeze.

"Oh." Lioe followed himup the stairway, past the Carnival
debris, broken bottles, a cluster of stained and ragged ribbons at
t he base of the stairs, another bottle on the | anding; the
crunpl ed papers and stained foils froma packet of Oblivion |ay on
the | andi ng outsi de Ransone's door. He stepped over them w t hout
| ooki ng, and Lioe did her best to follow his exanple.

The loft was pretty nuch as it had been when she'd left it,
not hi ng changed except the pile of clothes on the floor outside
t he bedroom door. Her hat was sitting on the folded bed. Was it
only yesterday that | left it?_she thought, said al oud, "Can I
get you anyt hi ng?"

Ransone was al ready heading for the tiny bedroom said over
hi s shoul der, "Coffee?"

"Right." Lioe went into the kitchen. She filled the nmachi ne
and set it running, cane back out into the main roomjust as
Ransone energed fromthe bedroom H's eyes |ooked slightly
unfocused, and there were two spots of red on his cheeks that
spread as she watched, as though he were bl ushi ng deeply.

"I appreciate your comng back with ne," Ransone said. H's
voi ce already sounded better, |less choked. "I wasn't sure |I'd be
able to talk the pilot out of taking nme to a clinic.”

"Shoul d you have gone to a clinic?" Lioe asked. "Should you
go to a clinic?"

Ransone grinned. "No, | told you, | had what | needed here.
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They couldn't've given nme anything different."

Li oe nodded, watching him "Are you all right?" she said
slowy, and Ransone | ooked away.

“"For the nonent." He sighed, turned back to face her. "As
you probably already figured out, | have white-sickness -- it's
under treatnent, so you don't need to worry -- but |I've had it for
a while, and the system s slipping out of equilibrium™

_Wiich translates as, you're starting to die . Lioe said,
"' msorry," and cringed at the inadequacy of the words.

Ransone went on as if he hadn't heard, his tone so nmatter-
of -fact that she winced at the unvoiced pain. "I have five to
seven years, or so they tell ne, so it's not an energency."”

_Except that you can't be nuch nore than forty, and you
ought to live another forty years . Lioe said again, "I'msorry."

"So am|." There was a little pause, and then Ransone
achieved a kind of smle. "Do you want sone coffee?"

"Sure, thanks," Lioe said, glad of the change of subject,
and Ransone di sappeared into the kitchen. He returned a nonent
|ater with two steam ng nugs. Lioe took hers with a nmurnur of
t hanks, sipped cautiously at the bitter |iquid.

"There's sonething |I've been wanting to ask you," Ransone
said, and his voice was carefully casual, so that Lioe glanced
back at himwarily. "Especially since |ast night's session.”

"Oh?" Lioe paused, and then shrugged. "Go ahead, | guess."

"What the hell were your parents thinking of, to let you
becone a pilot?"

Li oe blinked, conpletely taken aback by the question. It

was not at all what she'd been expecting -- _though what | was
expecting | don't know -- _and she didn't quite know how to
answer. She opened her nouth, stopped, closed it again. "l was

good at it," she said at last, and heard the annoyance in her
Voi ce.

Ransone spread his hands, alnost spilling his coffee. "I
didn't nean to pry. It's just that you've got an artistic sense, a
talent for the Gane, and for imaging. |'msurprised you didn't get
a chance to pursue it -- |I'msurprised nobody picked up onit."

"No, it's all right," Lioe said. _And after what you've
told me, I"'mnot sure | have the right not to answer . She ordered
her thoughts with an effort. "I was raised by Foster Services, on

Callixte. They steered ne toward the union certificate program
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and when | won one of the scholarships -- well, you know how hard
they are to get. | wanted to take it, at least to prove | was as
smart as the docents had al ways said."

Ransone nodded. "Your parents died?"

Li oe shrugged. "I don't know. | don't renenber nuch about
it -- | pretty nmuch don't renenber anything before the Service
creche -- but what they told ne was, a couple of people found ne
I n an abandoned house near the port district, Mnt'eranza, it's
called. | was undernourished, but otherw se unhurt, and about six
years old, as best the nedical people could tell. So |I ended up

Wi th Foster Services."
"And the Gane," Ransone said. "Your scenario's good, near
brilliant, in fact."

"Thanks." Lioe grinned. "I'd still like to take this
situation a little further, though, pull it all together. Can you
| magi ne what that would do to the Gane?"

Ransone nodded, his tone quite serious. "It would be
enornous fun while it |lasted, though, wouldn't it?"

“I'"'mnot eager to be |lynched afterwards," Lioe said.
“"Besides, |I'd have to set it up now, change this scenario a

little."

"Do it," Ransone said. Lioe |ooked at him startled, and he
said again, "Do it. And let ne play Avellar.™

"Not Har nsway?"

Ransone shook his head. "Avellar."

_God_, Lioe thought, that would be a brilliant bit of
casting, and if anybody could pull it off, give nme the setup |
need for Avellar's Rebellion_ -- She smled, realizing that she

had al ready given the scenario a title. "Wen | run it again," she
said, slowy, "you can have Avellar, if you want him But |'m not
sure about making the changes.™

“I'f you won't," Ransone said, "I wll."
She lifted an eyebrow at him not sure she believed him
and his smle wdened. "I'lIl do it, you know," he said.

"I believe you," Lioe answered.

"You needn't sound quite so worried," Ransone said. He
paused, | ooked back toward the wi ndows. The clouds had thickened a
little since they had cone in, turning the sky the color of mlk,
and the shadows had vani shed. Lioe noved to join him staring down
into the Junction Pool. It was even nore crowded than it had been,

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (192 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:12 AM]



seem ngly hundreds of barges tied up two deep at the piers, and
smal l er craft darted |ike beetles anong them She wondered briefly
I f Roscha were somewhere anong them

"There was sonething else | wanted to ask you," Ransone
said. "How did you happen to pick Harnsway for the scenario? D d
Cella Mnter -- or anyone -- nention himto you?"

Li oe blinked again, startled, and shook her head. "No. |'d
wor ked up the scenario before | got here. W didn't expect to
spend any tine on planet; we lost calibration in one of the sail
projectors en route fromDeneter, and had to lay over to reset it.
|'"d kind of forgotten that they were | ocal Types when | showed the
scenari o." Ransone nodded, still |ooking out the wi ndow, and Lioe
frowned. _My turn to ask questions, | think_. "Wy? Wo's --

Cella, did you say?"

"Cella Mnter." Ransone paused. "You nmay have seen her at
Chauvelin's party the other night, a tiny wonman, absolutely a
perfect beauty. She's Dam an Chrestil's m stress, when he isn't
chasi ng sonet hing el se. ™

Li oe paused, trying to renenber, could vaguely recall a
tiny woman wi th copper-col ored braids woven into sleek, jet-black
hai r. She had been startlingly beautiful, seen fromacross the
room and nore than a little intimdating. "So who's Dam an
Chrestil? Any connection to CB G e.?"

There was a little silence, and Ransone | ooked at her. "He
is_ CB Ce. Decidamo Chrestil-Brisch is his full nane, he's
head of B GCGe. Dd you, your ship, bring in a cargo for hinP"

"It was a CB Ce. cargo, yes," Lioe said. "Wy?"

"Because Dam an Chrestil has been trying to keep ne out of
the port nets for two days now, " Ransone said, anger and gl ee
m xed in equal neasures in his voice. "And maybe, just maybe, you
can help nme figure out why."

"I don't quite see the connection,
cut in.

"What were you carrying?"

"I don't want to be overly delicate about this," Lioe said,
“but why do you want to know? We're supposed to keep our nouths
shut about what we carry. General union rules.™

Ransone nodded. "Sorry." He took a deep breath, gestured,
spilling coffee, and set the nug aside, scowing. "Look, it's like
this. Chauvelin's ny patron. W've known each other for years -- "

Li oe began, and Ransone
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"I remenber," Lioe said. She could still see the little
roomin Chauvelin's nonunental residence, |ight gleam ng off the
story egg, the first one she'd seen. _Chauvelin is your patron,
and Chauvelin's rival the Visiting Speaker hates you, quite
personal ly_.

"I'"ve done various kinds of work for him" Ransonme went on,
and there was a distinct note of pride in his voice. "I'mgood on
the nets, very good, and | occasionally do sone research for him

"The charge is usually comon netwal ki ng," Lioe nurnured,

and renmenbered, too late, that Ransone had been in jail. To her
surprise, he | aughed.
"True. Anyway, |'ve been -- walking the nets for him

| atel y, because the damm Visiting Speaker got it into his head
that Dam an Chrestil was up to sonmething in the Gane. Wen
checked it out, sure, he wanted ne back in the Gane, back

i nvol ved, but there wasn't anything really happening. It was all
just a blind. So | started wondering what Dam an Chrestil really
want ed, and | haven't been able to get into the port nets at all.
So you see why I'd really |like to know what you were carrying."

Li oe shrugged. "Red-carpet, according to the manifest. En
route to a distillery here. W had a couple of bungee-gars on
board. "

"I's that normal ?"

“"Depends,"” Lioe said. "I wouldn't think red-carpet was
quite that valuable, but it's close enough, | guess.”

"Who was t he shi pper?"

Li oe frowned, pulling nanes fromher nental files. "A
conpany called TMN, | think. They weren't nuch."”

"I bet it's snmuggling," Ransone nuttered, as nmuch to
himself as to her. "There's no other reason to keep ne out of the
port nets, except that he hasn't rechristened the cargo yet. Damm
it, if I could just get in!"

Li oe eyed himwarily. It seened overel aborate to her, a | ot
nore conplicated than sinple snuggling would need to be -- _and
|' ve seen enough smuggling conbines at work to know that sinple's
the way to go_. "So why should the Visiting Speaker be worried
about it?" she asked al oud.

"I wish | knew," Ransone answered. He stopped suddenly,
eyes wild. "But I do know, | just had it backward. Ji-Inbaoa
doesn't want to know what Dam an Chrestil's up to, he already
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knows that because he's involved in it. Wat he wants is ne out of
the way, ne and Chauvelin, so that he can gain favor wth whatever
it is they' re smuggling.”

"That sounds a little conplicated," Lioe said when it
becane cl ear that sone answer was expected of her.

"But that's it," Ransone said. "I'msure of it. Ji-lnbaoa's
a je Tsinraan, and they need to consolidate their position with
the Al -Father. Chauvelin's a tzu Tsinra-an, he'd stop himon
principle, regardless of what the cargo is. And Dam an Chrestil's
an anbitious little bastard; he's got lots of friends in the
Republic, but not many in Hsaioi-An. But if the je Tsinra-an owed
hima favor, that would give hi msone substance over the border,
and that kind of connection there translates to power here, on
Burning Bright. It nakes good sense.”

"If you say so," Lioe said, and didn't bother to hide her
own uncertainty.

"Trust me," Ransone said. "Look, this has to be what's

going on -- Christ, won't Chauvelin be pleased, it's the perfect
excuse to get rid of ji-Ilnbaoa -- but | have to talk to sone
peopl e. "

" Net wal ki ng?"

Ransone shook his head. "I've tried that already. But there
are sone people up at the port who still owe ne favors, and |

think it's tine | called themin."
"How are you feeling?" Lioe asked, pointedly. Ransone
| ooked bl ank for a nonent, then |aughed.

"Fine. Look, | need to do this now, before it's too |ate,
but | wanted to know, were you serious about this scenario?"

Lioe hesitated for an instant -- it would nean the end of
the Gane as she knew it -- but then nodded firmy. "I'd like to
work it out."

“"Do you want to use ny systens?" Ransone asked. "It's a

little nore private than Shadows woul d be, and |'ve got nost of
the library disks you'd need. W could talk about it when | got
back, you could show ne what you need to have happen to set up the
new scenario. "

Li oe thought for a nonent. It would be easier, working here
-- nore privacy, fewer interruptions from players and woul d- be
session | eaders who had questions about |xion's Weel -- but she'd
al ready made plans for the day. "lI'm supposed to neet Roscha.
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We're going to see a puppet show in Betani Square."

"So work here anyway; if |I'mnot back by the tine you have
to | eave, cone back when you've finished. | can give you a key,
just in case |I'mnot back by then -- though God knows | should be -
- but if I"'mnot, let yourself in and make free with the systens."
Ransone grinned. "You should know where things are by now "

"All right," Lioe said. "W'Ill do this."

"Great." Ransone runmmaged in a drawer wi thout result, then
stood scanning his shelves before he cane up with a flat bl ack
rectangl e about the size of a dice box. He handed it to her, and
Lioe took it cautiously, feeling for the al nost invisible
| ndent ati ons.

"Upper left is for the stairs," Ransone said, "upper right
is the main entrance, center is the |oft door, lower right calls
the lift -- when it's free."

Li oe nodded.

"Then I'moff," Ransone said. "I probably won't be back
before you have to leave, but I'll see you after the show, al
right?"

“I1'"l'l be here," Lioe said, and shook her head slowy as the

mai n door sl apped shut behind him _How do | get into these
situations?_ she wondered, then grinned. Maybe Burni ng Bright was
the honme of the Gane precisely because its own politics were as
baroque as those of the inmaginary Inperium Let's see if | can
cone up with sonething as conplex for Avellar . She found the room
renote, and touched its gl eam ng surface, darkening the w ndows
and bringing up the display space. She pulled on the w re-bound
gl oves and settled herself in the massive chair, wiggling a
little as the cushions shifted beneath her, accommbdati ng her
wei ght. She reached into control space, touching virtual icons,
and found a copy of her scenario waiting in storage. She defined a
space, called it into those new confines, and sat for a nonent,
staring at the tree of synbols. Then she touched the first icon,
and began to worKk.

*Day 2%

_Storm C/B GCe. Ofices, Isard' s Wuarf, _
__Channel 9, Junction Pool 4_

Dam an Chrestil stood at the back of the plotting shed at

the end of Isard' s Wiarf, watching the display table. A nodel of
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Burning Bright's oceans, spread to scale on a virtual gl obe,

fl oated above the tabletop; the shapes that represented OB Ce.'s
various ships ghosted through the mrrorlike surface, the codes
that represented their cargoes and destinations flickering to life
at a gesture fromsone one of the attendants. The coil ed shapes of
the bl ossom ng storns, a grand processi on of them sweeping up the
trade winds fromthe shall ows bel ow the equator, marched over the
surface, interdicting great sweeps of sea. Myst of the conpany's
ships were already in port, or within a day's journey, but a few
were still well out to sea, and the wharfingers studied them
carefully, murnmuring to each other. They and their assistants each
carried a snaller plotting tablet and a delicate, gold-tipped
wand. As they gestured at the nodel, circling it |like acolytes to
adj ust synbols and tines and weat her forecasts in search of the
nost econom cal arrangenent, they rem nded Dam an of sone
nysterious and primtive cult. Behind him the wndows rattled in
the rising wind, and one of the assistants glanced nervously
toward the cloud-white sky. On the nodel, a tight spiral of cloud
was poi sed south and east of the entrance to the Inland Water.

"Have they nmde any guesses as to when the stormbarriers
wi Il go up?" Dam an asked, and the senior wharfinger, Rosaurin,
shook her head.

"They' re hedging."

"So what else is new?" Dam an nmurnmured. He glared at the
nodel as though it could provide answers on its own, then shook
his head. "I think we're cutting it too close with the short - haul
boats. Have themride it out south of the stormtrack." He
gestured with his own control wand, highlighted a grid mark on the
nodel .

Rosaurin nodded slowy. "I'd rather get them hone, but
you're right, we can't risk it. Not when they can't give ne an
estimate of when they'll raise the barriers.™

Dam an nodded back. The triple line of barriers lay at the
bottom of the channel, were raised as the storm approached. They
woul d hol d back the worst of the storm surge, and protect the
city, but once they were in place, no ships could enter the
channel . They had all agreed, hinself, the wharfingers, and the
short-haul captains, that it was worth taking one nore trip to the
sei ning grounds before Stormset in. Now the captains, at |east,
woul d have to live with the consequences. Still, they were
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experienced people, wth good crews, and the boats were solid,
wel | equi pped. _They should be all right , he thought, and turned
his m nd away.

"Na Dam an?"

He turned, to find one of the younger dockers in the
doorway, a thin young man with cl ose-cut bl ond hair that al nost
di sappeared against his scalp. "Well?"

"You wanted to be told," the docker said warily. "Roscha's
called in. She'll be in the channel in about ten m nutes."

"Right," Dam an said, and couldn't keep the satisfaction
fromhis voice. "Can you take care of the rest of this, Rosaurin?"

The wharfinger nodded. "I'll put together a final plot for
your approval."

"Do that," Dam an said, and left the shed.

Because of the approaching storm there were perhaps tw ce
as many ships tied up to the nooring points as usual, and the dock
was littered with Iines and spare gear. Dam an stepped carefully
through the clutter, and let hinself into the outer office. The
secretary pillar was, for once, clear of nessages. He sm | ed
rather bitterly -- _this once, | would have |iked to have
sonething waiting, preferably fromji-Inbaoa_-- and went on into
the inner room seated hinself behind his desk. The workscreen |it
obedi ently, sensing his presence, but he ignored the flickering
pronpts, debating whether or not he should call the Visiting
Speaker hinself. _Not just now_, he thought, and touched keys to
call up his security files. The check files were all in place --
_or not quite all . He frowned, studying the origination codes
that the security prograns had preserved for him _Ransone, al npost
certainly, and that neans |I'll have to do sonething about him O
about ji-lnbaoa . He put that thought aside with regret -- he'd
gone too far to back out now -- and the secretary chined
di screetly.

"Na Dam an, Roscha is here."

Dam an touched the shadowscreen to hide the security
prograns. "Send her in."

Roscha appeared in the doorway al nost at once, her perfect
figure obscured by a | oose jacket knotted at her waist. "You
wanted to see ne, Na Dam an?"

"Yes." Dam an paused for an instant, assessing how best to
approach the question. "I hear you've been sleeping with this new
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not abl e, Lioe."

Roscha bl inked -- whatever el se she had on her conscience,
she hadn't expected this -- and said, cautiously, "W've seen each
other a couple of tines, and | played in a couple of her sessions.
| only net her three days ago."

"You played a session with her |last night,"” Dam an went on.

Roscha nodded.

"The C-and-1 rep was part of that Gane, too, am | right?"

"Yes," Roscha said again, and waited.

"I gather they knew each other, Lioe and Desjourdy?"

"Yes." Roscha drew the word out to two syllables, frowning
now. "Look, Na Dam an -- "

"Are they just old friends, fellow Ganers, what?" Dam an
interrupted her. "Or has Lioe worked for her?"

"Jesus." For the first tinme, Roscha | ooked worried. "I
don't think so, Na Dam an. | was there when she -- when Quinn
invited Na Desjourdy to play this session. Quinn said she was
short a player, and all they tal ked about was the Gane.
Desjourdy's on the Ganme nets a lot, she's a rated arbiter."

“"And she works for Custons-and-Intelligence,"” Dam an said,
but nore gently. He paused, studied her fromunder his | ashes.
“"I'ma little worried, Roscha. This Lioe's been hangi ng around
wi th Ransone, too, and Ransone's no friend of mne." He saw from
the quick, involuntary grinmce that Roscha had noticed that
attraction, too, and was |ess than confortable with it. "Lioe and
Desj ourdy, Lioe and Ransone -- it just doesn't add up well."

"I guess not," Roscha said, slowy.

Dam an hid his sudden pleasure. _It's working, she's
starting to think just the way | want her to, to think that maybe
Lioe is a Cand-1 agent . "So what I'masking is, did you notice
anything after the session? Any conversations, anything that m ght
mean she was passing information to Desjourdy?"

Roscha shook her head. "No. They just tal ked about the

session afterwards, and then -- then Lioe cane back to the boat
with ne. | dropped her off this norning when | got your nessage."
She stopped suddenly. "Boss, | ran into Tam a N kolind on the

docks coming in. She said she saw Lioe going off wth Ransone this
norni ng, taking a helicab out of Underface."

"Damm. " Dam an scowl ed, realizing he'd spoken al oud. That
was the [ast unfortunate coincidence -- in fact, it was too
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perfect to be a coincidence. One way or another, the two of them
Li oe and Ransone, had too many pieces of the puzzle to be all owed
to go to either Chauvelin or Desjourdy. In fact, that's probably
the only thing I've got going for nme right now they'll have to
deci de which one to alert first . He touched the shadowscreen to
di stract hinsel f, maki ng neani ngl ess patterns on its surface.
1"l have to get themout of circulation, one way or another, and
it's too late for niceties. Lioe's not inportant enough; security
can find ne plenty of "friends" who can dunp her in a canal, and
no one wll think twice about it, but Ransone ... Ransone's
another matter. But | can deal with that later . "Wre you

pl anning to see Lioe again?" he asked.

"Yes. W were going to the puppet shows, over on
Roche' Anbroi se. | was planning to neet her there."

Dam an took a deep breath, put on his npbst sincere face. "I
need you to do sonething for ne," he said. "I need -- | want you
to break your date. | know |l've no right to ask you to do it, but
| need to keep an eye on her. And | don't want to get you into any
trouble.” That was true enough, even if the trouble was bigger
t han Roscha woul d think. "But | want sone people of mne to watch
her, and the puppet showis a good place for themto find her. Can
you -- wll you do this?"

"Ransone and Desjourdy," Roscha said. She smled, wthout
hurmor. "Hells, | told her | mght not be able to nake it. All
right, Na Daman. | told her we'd neet by the fountain, there in
Bet ani Square. She's been wearing one of CGelsomna's | ace nasks. |
t hought you shoul d know. "

"Thanks, Roscha," Dam an said. _Thank you nore than | ever
intend to tell you . Instinct kept himfromoffering to pay her
fines after all. "I want you to stay here, at the docks -- there's
enough work, God knows -- but | want you visible the rest of the
day. | don't want you out of call until" -- he paused, calculating
-- "until after mdnight."

Roscha frowned, hesitating over her next question. "You're
not -- she won't be hurt?"

Dam an managed a tolerant smle. "This isn't the Gane,
Roscha. No, | just don't want you to be vulnerable if she -- or
Desjourdy, really -- gets pissy about ny keeping an eye on her.
Because ny security is going to be pretty obtrusive this tinme. You
don't need any extra hassle."
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"Thanks, Na Dam an," Roscha said, |ow voiced, and Dam an
nodded.

"Get on back out there, and try to stay visible for the
next eight or nine hours."”

Roscha nodded, visibly reassured, and backed out of the
little office. Left to hinself, Dam an stared for few nonents
| onger at the enpty screens glowing in the desktop, then touched
keys to summon his security files. _Lioe and Ransone_... On
bal ance, it wasn't very likely that Lioe was actually an agent for
Republ i can Custons-and-Intelligence; she was too active a Ganer,
and too busy a pilot, too, according to the records he'd obtained
fromthe Pilots' Union, to be enployed by C-and-I as well. But she
did know Desjourdy rather well, by everyone's reckoning, and she
had gone honme this norning with Ransone. It wasn't a risk he could
afford to take.

He had nore options in dealing with her than with Ransone.
The i magi st woul d have to be handled with care, because he hinself
couldn't afford to antagoni ze Chauvelin -- _not yet, anyway, but
if ji-lnmbaoa does even half of what he's promsed ... He made
hi msel f concentrate on the i nmedi ate problem Ransonme woul d have
to be taken out of circulation tenporarily, but couldn't be
killed, or even too badly damaged: that neant ki dnapping, and then
t he question of where to keep him Dam an ran his fingers over the
shadowscreen, slaving it tenporarily to the household systens in
Fi ve Points. The pal azze was cl osing down for the storm topping
up the batteries, worknen ordered to bring the shutters in over
the massive wi ndows; the summer house, out in the Barrier Hlls
behind the Five Points, was shut down conpletely, all systens on
st andby, doors and wi ndows seal ed agai nst the storm Dam an
considered it for a nonent, then nodded. The house was reasonably
wel | sheltered, tucked into the side of a hill well above the
wat er, and clear of the stand of trees that topped the ridge. It
had stood through worse storns: _an ideal place to keep Ransone_,
he thought. And Lioe, too, | suppose. If nothing else, once the
stormstarts, they'll be stuck there until it passes . He nodded
to hinself, and touched the shadowscreen, detaching hinself from
t he house systens and recalling his security prograns. He culled a
picture of Ransone -- a publicity photo, a recent one, that showed
all the lines in the imagist's thin face -- fromthe nain systens,
and then used his B Ce. ID nunbers to gain access to the union
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files. It was a little galling to think that Ransonme could
probably get the sane information w thout codes, either netwal king
or through one of his friends, but at |east he could get Lioe's
phot o. He dunped both of the inmages into a mnidisk, the kind that
woul d fit either a pocket systemor an inplanted reader, and after
a nonent's thought added the security codes that would unl ock the
summer house. He tucked theminto his pocket, and went | ooking for
Almarin lvie.

He found the security chief in his office, a big man who
dwarfed his desk and the constantly changing displays on the walls
behi nd him The tiny space was dark, lit mainly by the bl ue-toned
flicker of the displays, but Ivie touched controls as the door
opened, focusing a faint halo of warner |ight on the space before
t he door.

“"Na Dam an," he said, and rose hastily to his feet. "Wiat's

up?"

Dam an waved for himto be seated again, found the guest's
chair, and spun it into position opposite the desk. "I need you to
do sonething for ne."

"What ever," Ivie said, with a sincerity that Dam an al ways
found slightly unsettling. He killed that uncertainty -- this was
the tinme to appreciate his subordi nates' fervor -- put the thought
aside and slid the mnidisk across the desk. lvie caught it
easily, the button of plastic disappearing in his thick fingers,
and said, "For nme?"

Dam an nodded, and waited while Ivie slipped the disk into
t he reader tucked at the base of his left wist spur. "l need
t hese people taken out of circulation for a while," he said. "The
woman -- her nane's Lioe, Quinn Lioe -- | don't really care how
you do it as long as we're not connected with it in any way.
Ransone has to be handled with care: | don't want himkilled, or
damaged too badly, but | want himout of circulation for at | east
t he next hal f-week. The summer house is enpty, and |'ve given you
the system codes. Can you do it?"

| vi e | ooked al nost offended for an instant, but the
expressi on passed across his flat face alnbst as fast as it had
appeared. H's heavy hands noved over a shadowscreen with
surprising delicacy, and he said, "It |ooks as though Ransone is
up in Newfields now, talking to people. | don't find the woman. At
| east not at first look." H's fingers danced over another set of
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controls, and he went on, "I've got a trace going through the Gane
nets -- she's the Ganer, right?"

_Does everyone know her reputation?_ Dam an wonder ed,
irritably. "That's right."

"I'"ve got sonme people in Newfields now, and |I'll put them
on him" lvie went on, fingers still working. "I'Il send themto
the summer house once they've secured him" He stopped then,
| ooked inpassively at Daman. "I'd like a little nore gui dance
with Lioe, Na Dam an."

Dam an si ghed. He had been hoping to avoid this decision,
had hoped, even know ng better, that Ivie would make it for him

“I'f you can secure her without killing her, 1'd prefer it.
Murder's nessy, even at Carnival. But if you can't get her to cone
quietly, 1'd rather have her dead."

| vie nodded calmy. "Al right."

"There's one other thing that may hel p you,"” Dam an sai d.
"One of ny people was supposed to neet Lioe at the puppet show in
Bet ani Square, over on Roche' Anbroi se. They were to neet at the
fountain, half an hour before the show "

| vi e nodded again. "Good. That is a help. If we don't get
her before that, we'll get her there.”

"I leave it in your capable hands,"” Dam an Chrestil said.

*Day 2%
_Storm The Hsai Anbassador's House, _

_in the Ghetto, Landing |Isle Above

~Add Gty North_

Chauvelin waited in the transm ssion room | eaning over the
technician's shoulder to study the hissing screens. The
technician, jericho-human, small and square-built, | ooked back at
hi m reproachful | y.

“I"' mdoing the best | can, Sia."

Chauvel i n nodded, gestured an apology. "I'll |eave you to
it, then." He stepped backward, but couldn't bring hinself to
| eave the little room stood instead still staring at the static

t hat coursed across the screens. It was awkward enough at the best
of tinmes, contacting the Renenbrancer-Duke's househol d on

mai HU' an, given the tinme corrections between the two pl anets;
during Storm when the first link of the |ong connection, the
transm ssi on between the planet and the relay satellite, was
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notoriously unreliable, it was all but inpossible. But | really

don't have nuch choice. Watever ji-Inbaoa is up to, it has roots
i n Hsai oi - An_.

"Got it," the technician said, and hastily corrected
hinmself. "Sia, |'ve established the |ink. The Speaker Haas wi |l be

on-line directly."

"How stable is the connection?" Chauvelin asked.

The technician shrugged. "About what you'd expect this tine
of year, Sia. But | can patch it through to the reception room
That won't neke any difference."

Chauvel i n nodded. "Do that, then. And thank you."

The technician ducked his head in acknow edgnent, not
nmoving fromhis position in front of the nultiple control boards.
Chauvel i n nodded back, and went on past himinto the reception
room There had not been tine to nake the formal preparations, but
then, this was not a formal call. Nonetheless, he laid the thin
cushi ons, bl ack-on-bl ack enbroi dery, the geonetric patterns
di ctated by a thousand years of tradition, in front of the | ow
tabl e, and poured two cups of the harsh snoww ne. The warning
chi me sounded as he set the cups on the table, and he knelt on the
cushions, settling hinself so that he faced the massive screen.
The grey static faded as the |ast of the check characters crossed
its surface, and Eriki Haas tzu Tsinra-an | ooked out at him She
knelt on identical cushions in front of an identical table; only
the cups that held the wine were different, marked with the n-
jao_ characters of her nane. The fan that marked her rank was
folded in her hand, and Chauvelin w shed for a brief instant that
he had changed into hsai dress for this neeting. But it was too
| ate for those regrets, and he bowed his head politely.

"Tal je-Chauvelin," Haas said, acknow edgi ng his presence,
and Chauvelin | ooked up.

"Sia Speaker. It's good of you to speak with ne on such
short notice."

Haas gestured quickly, the fluttering of the fingers that
meant a hsaii wished to be infornmal. "I accept that things have
gotten conplicated. Let's dispense with cerenony."

Chauvelin all owed hinself a soundless sigh of relief, and
went on in tradetal k. "Conplicated is a good word. | need your
help, Sia -- | need information."

“"If I can get it, of course," Haas said. "What can | do?"
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"I want to know what kind of connections there are between
ji1-1nmbaoa and Dam an Chrestil -- Decidam o Chresti-Brisch, head of
the inport/export conpany CB Ge.," Chauvelin said bluntly. "O
any connections between the je Tsinra-an and CB G e.,
particularly if any of B Ce.'"s clients are also _houta_
dependents of the je Tsinra-an."

Haas paused, one hand busy with the notepad fastened to her
belt, out of sight beneath the | oose, semformal coat. "This could
be difficult to do discreetly, Tal. Wat does it matter?"

"I don't care about discretion,"” Chauvelin began, and bit
back the rest of his words. He said, nore carefully, "There isn't
time for discretion. |I have reason to think that the Visiting
Speaker and Dam an Chrestil are working together here on Burning
Bright, not as enemes, and | think that their real connection is
sonething in Hsaioi-An. The last thing ny lord would want is to
see Dam an Chrestil elected governor of Burning Bright."

"Do you think that's |ikely?" Haas asked, but her hand was
busy again, transferring notes to the household conputers.

“I wouldn't bother you if I didn't," Chauvelin said, and
Haas waved her free hand in apol ogy.

"I"'msorry, Tal. It's just -- the je Tsinra-an have been
maki ng real inroads at court in the last week, and ny lord is
eager not to antagonize them"™

"My lord' s existence annoys them" Chauvelin said dryly. "I
don't think he would care to do nuch about it."

Haas grinned in spite of herself. "I know " She | ooked down
at the tabl etop, and Chauvelin guessed that there was a screen
concealed in its surface. "I'll see what | can find out for you.

C/B GCe. does a |ot of business on the jericho-human worl ds, and
on Jericho itself, for that matter."

“Whi ch worl ds?" Chauvel i n asked.

"I know," Haas said, wth a touch of inpatience, "over half

of themare client-bound to the je Tsinra-an. ['Il find out." She
| ooked down again, ran her hand over a control bar hidden in the
table's carved edge. "I'mglad you called ne, Tal. This could be

sonet hing inportant."
_Certainly it's inportant to ne_, Chauvelin thought. He

said, "I'd appreciate an answer as soon as possible."
“I'"l'l do what | can," Haas answered. "Between your weat her
and ny ignorant staff -- well, I'lIl do ny best."
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_No one of lesser rank than yours is allowed to bl anme her
staff for failures_ . Chauvelin bowed again, nore deeply. "Thank
you for your help, Sia Speaker.™

"Thanks for the information, Tal," Haas answered, and
signal ed for her systemto break contact.

Chauvel in touched his own renote to cl ose down his end of
the transm ssion, | eaned back on his heels to watch the characters
cascade across the screen. If there was a connection between the
je Tsinra-an and the Chrestil-Brisch -- nore specifically, between
ji1-1nmbaoa and Dam an Chrestil -- and if he could prove it, then it
shoul d be possible to parry ji-Inbaoa's threats. And if the
connection went deep enough, it mght be sufficient to discredit
the entire je Tsinra-an. That was probably too nmuch to hope for,
he knew, and he sighed as he pushed hinself up off the | ow
cushions. _A nice thought, but not to be counted on_.

A chi me sounded gently fromthe speaker set into the wall
besi de the door, the red pinlight flicking on as well, and
Chauvelin touched the renote again to establish the connecti on.
"Yes?"

"I beg your pardon, Sia," je-Sou'tsian said, "but there's
sonet hi ng that needs your urgent attention."

Chauvelin lifted his eyebrows at the blank space, but
answered the tone as nuch as the words. "I'Il be in the breakfast
roomin three mnutes."

"Thank you, Sia," je-Sou'tsian answered, and the pinlight
faded. Chauvelin sighed -- | wonder what new disaster |'ll have
to deal with_-- and let hinself out of the reception room

Je-Sou' tsian was ahead of himin the breakfast room the
curtains half-drawn across the | ong w ndows. Beyond them beyond
her shoul der, Chauvelin could see the distant wall of cloud, a
little higher on the horizon now, dark against the mlk-white sky.
The garden | ooked subdued in the dimed light, only the stone
faces in the paths still reflecting the m niml sunlight.

"Your pardon, Sia," je-Sou'tsian said again, and Chauvelin
dragged his eyes away fromthe approaching storm

“It'"s all right," he said. "What's happened?"

"The Visiting Speaker has not cone hone today." There was a
tension in the set of je-Sou'tsian's hands and arns that nade
Chauvelin frown even nore deeply.

“It'"s later than he usually stays away, certainly, but is
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it inportant?”

"Sia, | don't think his household knows for certain where
he's gone. At |east none of the ones left here. And they are
worried, if only because they don't know what's happeni ng."

_Have | left things too | ate?_ Chauvelin suppressed the
st abbi ng fear, said, "So what happened, do you know?"

Je-Sou'tsian nade a qui ck gesture, one-handed, the
equi val ent of a shrug. "As best | can tell -- and |I'mreading
between the lines for much of this, Sia -- the Visiting Speaker
| eft the house last night just after dark, saying he wanted to
experience the Carnival. H's househol d expected hi mback sonetine
this norning, but he hasn't arrived, and they haven't had word
fromhim By mdday, his chief of household was worried enough to
ask me if | had heard anything."

"Who does he have with hinP" Chauvelin asked.

"That's what worries ne," je-Sou' tsian answered. "Only two
people, ji-Mao' ana and that jericho-human, Magill."

_The Speaker's secretary and his head-of -security_.
Chauvel in sighed. "And that's all you know?" It was unfair, he
knew, and je-Sou'tsian gave hima brief, reproachful glance.

"Sia, I've only just found this out. The chief of household
only just spoke to ne. And naturally | was reluctant to pursue
t hings any further w thout know ng what you wanted ne to do."

Chauvel in gestured an apology. "lI'msorry, laneis, you were
right." He paused for a nonent, fingers tapping nervously agai nst
his thigh. "Still, it's Carnival. Things happen during Carnival. |

t hi nk you shoul d nmake di screet inquiries, laneis, just to nake
sure nothing's happened to him Check his usual haunts, and the
Lockwardens. No need to inquire at the clinics and hospitals yet,
they'd' ve notified ne if a stray hsaia was brought in."

"The Lockwardens?" je-Sou'tsian said.

Chauvel i n nodded. "Ask -- with discretion, mnd you -- if
t here have been any conplaints or queries. | just want themto be
aware that we are looking for him" _And that way, if |'ve
m scal cul ated, if he's not working with Dam an Chrestil, 1'll have
been seen to do ny duty in protecting him.

"Very well, Sia, I'Il get onit at once." Je-Sou'tsian

bowed agai n, and backed toward the door.
"Thank you, laneis,"” Chauvelin said. "You ve done well."
There was no formal way to respond, but he saw from the sudden
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novenent of her hands, quickly suppressed, that she had heard, and
was pl eased.

Chauvel in made his way back through the corridors and
coiling stairs to his office at the top of the house. The I|ight
that streaned in through the curved wi ndows was as mlky as the
cl ouds, heavy with the prom se of the conmng storm He ignhored it,
| ocki ng the door behind him touched the shadowscreen to bring up
hi s communi cati ons system even before he'd seated hinself at the
desk, resolutely turning his back on the clouds to the south. A
screen lit beneath the desktop; he touched the shadowscreen agai n,
calling the codes that would connect himw th Ransone's |oft, and
waited for the screen to clear. If anyone could track ji-Inbaoa,
it would be Ransone.

The screen stayed bl ank, the call codes scrolling
repeatedly across the base of the screen. Chauvelin et them
cycle, waiting, long after he was sure Ransone woul d not answer.
O all the tinmes for Ransone to be away fromhis loft_...
Chauvelin killed that thought, burying his fear with it, and tied
his systeminto the Gane nets. Half a dozen Harnsways were
pl ayi ng, but none of them was Ransone. Chauvelin swore again,
freed hinself fromthe Gane, and touched keys to set up a new
program The conmuni cations system woul d access Ransone's | oft

every half hour -- he hesitated, then changed the nunbers, naking
it every quarter hour -- until sonmeone answered. And that is all
| can do. |'ve done everything; now | have to wait_. It was not a

pl easant thought, and, after a nonent, he flipped part of his
system back to the Gane nets. If nothing else, he could distract
hi mself in their baroque conventi ons.

*Day 2*

_Storm Ad Field Adm nistration Building, _
_Newfields, on the Landing Isle by Dry Cut _

Ransone waited in the narrow reception room |lit by the

| ong wi ndows that ran like stripes fromfloor to ceiling and by
the thin blue glow of the secretary system Beyond the w ndows he
could see the cliff face, and the cold grey-green sea beneath it,
the strands of foam bright against its choppy surface; he shivered
once, and turned his back on the hypnotic waters. The office was
on the north side of the building, away from the approaching
storm as he'd cone in, a horde of workers had been draw ng

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (208 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:12 AM]



shutters across the southern windows. It was not like Arduinidi to
make himwait. It just proves how hot | am-- if | weren't,

Sel asa woul dn't nmake ne wait here like this, while she decides if
she can afford to see ne. O _, he realized suddenly, _while she
finds out if I've been seen, comng here . That was not a pl easant
t hought, and he reached into his pocket to touch the databl ock
that nestled there. It was not a good habit to get into and he
took his hand away, fingers tingling. _Maybe, just nmaybe |

shoul d've quit after |I talked to the factors at Bonduri WArehouse,
they told nme enough to be able to tell Chauvelin what's going on_ -
- He put the thought aside as unprofitable. He was here; it was
too late to turn back.

The secretary chirped discreetly on its pedestal, the blue
| i ght strengthening slightly. The affected nechani cal voice said,
"N Arduinidi wll see you now "

In the sane instant the inner door slid open, a soft chine
drawi ng his attention. Ransone rose to his feet, and stepped
t hrough the doorway into Arduinidi's office. It was as if he had
stepped from Storminto H gh Summer, and he stood blinking for a
nonent, disoriented. Light, the hot sunlight of full sunmer,
poured through the windows, falling froma clear and brassy sky; a
faint breeze stirred, bringing wth it the snell of the sunmerweed
that choked the cliffs in warm weather and the acrid undertone of
the port. Very distantly, he could hear the slow slap of the waves
against the cliff face and the screech of netal fromthe port. It

was an illusion, of course -- hol oimges inside the false franes
of the w ndows, carefully controlled ventilation and a scent
m xer, subtle sound effects -- but even know ng that, Ransone

found hinself relaxing in the sumer warnth.

"I't's very good," he said, and Arduinidi smled at himfrom
behi nd her desk. She was a big woman, tall and broad-shoul dered,
short hair further restrained by a band of netal disks. A single
wre fell fromit, running down her forehead to the socket at the
corner of her left eye; her earrings were in the shape of an ow,
her on-line icon.

"Thanks," she answered, but her tone was |ess than
ent husi astic. "You're a very chancy itemright now, did you know
t hat ?"

Ransone managed a smle, did his best to hide the sudden
chill that ran up his spine. "I'd kind of gathered that, yes."
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Ardui nidi glanced down at her desktop. "You were followed
here, and there's talk just comng in about a disturbance at the
Bonduri WArehouse -- sonebody beat up a factor, it |ooks |ike.
That wasn't you, was it?"

Ransone shook his head. "Not ny style." Not ny style at
all. It sounds |ike sonmeone's getting desperate .

"But I'll bet it had something to do with you," Arduinidi
sai d.

Ransone hesitated, but there was little point in lying to
her. Arduinidi was not only one of the better network security
consul tants on planet, she was al so one of the nore reliable data
fences, and a superb netwal ker in her own right. Nothing happened
on the nets that she didn't know about. "Sonething," he said
aloud. "More to do with Dam an Chrestil."

"I told you before,” Arduinidi said. "I don't know anyt hi ng
about it."

_Meaning he's put the fear of Retribution into all of you_,
Ransone t hought. "Selasa," he said, and managed to nmake his tone
faintly teasing. Arduinidi lifted an eyebrow, but said nothing. "I
know you," Ransone went on. "You're worse than | am about a
bl ocked access. It wouldn't be like you not to get into the port

feeds, especially after soneone warned you off. | want that data."
Arduinidi |ooked at him "I'mnot that stupid," she said.

“"You may do this for fun, I-Jay, but half ny business cones from

ny reputation. Even if | had the information -- if -- | wouldn't

sell it. And doubly not to you."

"I know what it is," Ransone said, "what it has to be. If |
tell you what you found, wll you give ne a yes or no?"

Ardui ni di shook her head. "No dice. How would you know
whet her to believe ne, anyway?"

"Because, as you say, your reputation is your business."
Ransone | ooked at her, weighing his next words. His only choices
were noney or a threat, and he woul d never have enough noney to
make it worth her while. "I'm prepared to nmake sure that your
| egitimate clients find out about your second job, Selasa. If it
cones to that."

"You' re fucking crazy," Arduinidi said.

Ransone shook his head. "I want that data."
"You push it, and | won't deal with you," Arduinidi said
flatly. "I'"ll nmake damm sure you don't wal k ny nets again, nake
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sure no one buys fromyou, nmake sure no one deals with you at all.
Do you really want to risk it?"

_Stalemate , Ransone thought, because she can do it _. He
hid his despair, said, "Can you afford to risk word getting out
that you're the best data fence on planet?"

Ardui nidi sat silent, nothing noving on a face gone
suddenly |i ke stone.

"I"'mwilling to settle for a yes or no," Ransone said
again. "That's all | need, Selasa. That's all Chauvelin needs."

"Hah." Arduinidi's nouth tw sted, as though she'd tasted
sonet hing sour. "I shoul d've guessed he'd be behind this." She

sighed. "All right. What is it you think you know?"

Ransone took a deep breath, felt congestion drag at the
bottom of his lungs. _Not now , he thought, and knew he should
have expected it. He put that fear aside, knowi ng he could wait a
little longer to breathe the Mst, said, "Daman Chrestil is
smuggl i ng sonething -- Gblivion, | think -- into Hsaioi-An, to
receivers on Jericho and Hi ghhopes, and he's doing it for ji-
| mhaoa and the rest of the je Tsinra-an, who have the receivers
for clients."

Ardui ni di paused for a nonent, then, reluctantly, nodded.
"Yes. So far as the smuggling goes, that is. | don't deal in hsai
politics." She gave a short, hunorless bark of laughter. "And it's
| achesi, not Oblivion."

"What's the difference?" Ransone sai d.

Ardui ni di shook her head. "Lachesi is -- nostly -- |egal,
it's just the spite |laws that keep the Republic fromexporting it
to Hsaioi-An. blivion is restricted. So Dam an Chrestil stays on
the good side of general opinion, if not the law." There was a
sneaki ng note of admration in her voice.

"I see," Ransone said, and heard the sane note in his own
voice. And it would work, too: a ot of the Republican nerchants
have been | obbying for years to dissolve the spite | aws, and
woul dn't feel too bad seeing them broken . "Thanks," he said, and
heard the congestion tightening his voice. "There's just one nore
thing -- " He pointed to the datanode, eyebrows lifted in
guestion, and was not surprised when Ardui nidi shook her head.

"Not fromny nodes. |'ve done a lot nore than | like, 1I-
Jay, don't push it."

Ransone nodded, gave her a rueful smle. "It was worth a
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try.
"I hope you think so tonorrow, " Arduinidi said. Ransone

| ooked sharply at her, and she gave him her sweetest smle. "I'm
pi ssed at you, Ransone. Renenber that."

"I expect I'lIl be in no danger of forgetting," Ransone
said, and Arduini di nodded.

“I"d be careful, if | were you."

"Thanks a lot," Ransone said. Behind him the door slid
open; he turned and left the office, aware of her eyes on his back
the whole while. He paused for a second in the outer office,
glancing wistfully at the secretary pillar, but red lights gl owed
all around the base of the data drives, warning himfromtrying to
make contact. He nade a face, even though he'd expected it, and
t he outer door swung open, ushering himout of the office.

He made his way back through the hallways toward the nain
stairs -- not the elevator today, not if Dam an Chrestil's people
were feeling desperate enough to risk attacking a warehouse factor
in broad daylight; there was too nuch chance of being caught in a
cl osed space, with no roomleft to run. Wich really brings up
t he next question_, he thought. Wat do | do now?_ The main thing
now was to get the information, his own reconstruction of Dam an
Chrestil's plan, to Chauvelin; once that was done, Chauvelin could
be counted on to deal with Dam an Chrestil. It sounded sinple
enough, and he paused in a corner to chord the |ast bit of
i nformation, Arduinidi's confirmation, into his databl ock. The
little machine chirped softly, confirmng the record, and he
smled wyly. However, contacting Chauvelin could prove difficult.

He took the side stairs down to the second floor, paused on
the balcony to |ook down into the building' s open | obby. As he'd
feared, a pair of nen in docker's clothes were standing by the
mai n entrance; a wonman whom he recogni zed as belonging to CB Cie.
war ehouse security was standi ng beside the main information ki osk,
one hand cupped | oosely over the controls. He frowned, narrowed
his eyes, but couldn't see if she was using a tap. _All the nore
reason to hurry , he thought, and turned left, wal king al ong the
short end of the building, staying close to the wall where he was
| ess likely to be seen fromthe | obby floor. There were no public
termnals here, and a quick scan of the directories showed no
nanmes he knew. That |left the general mail system wth its kiosks
on every floor at each corner of the building. He | engthened his

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (212 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:12 AM]



stride, found the nearest kiosk, luckily unoccupied. It was set
into a small al cove, partly screened by a scul pture of panels of
sequensa-covered fabric, and he began to hope that he m ght have
time to contact Chauvelin after all.

He gl anced over his shoul der, saw no one except a secretary
at the far end of the corridor, and quickly fed cash slips into
the system This was no tinme to use his noney cards: it would be
| i ke shouting his presence to everyone who m ght be watching. He
had just enough; the systemlit and wi ndowed, and he slid the
dat abl ock out of his pocket. The jacks and cords were standard,
and he plugged the thin wire into the mail system s receivers. It

wasn't perfect -- for one thing, he had far |ess control over who
woul d ultimately receive the information than he would if he were
able to use the regqular networks -- but it would have to do. He

touched the codes that would connect himwth the anbassador's
house, and the system flashed back at him CONNECTI ON NOT
POSSI BLE, PLEASE TRY AGAI N.

"Fuck it." Ransone stared for a fraction of a second at the
little screen, hit the codes again. The screen went bl ank, and
then the sane nessage flickered into view He'd been suckered: the
woman at the main kiosk wasn't bothering to tap the mail system
| nstead, she was interrupting it, blocking any transm ssion that
he tried to make, and she was bound to be tracing his | ocation at
the sane tine. He stared at the screen, feeling the seconds slip
away. It was too late to get away, his own m stake had seen to
that; the only thing he could hope for was to dunp the information
sonewhere where Chauvelin could find it. Maybe his home systens,

i f he couldn't reach Chauvelin hinself in tine. He killed that
sense of panic, forcing hinmself to think clearly, dredged the

ener gency codes out of his nenory. He had bartered for them al nost
two weeks ago, eons on the nets, but they were Lockwardens' codes,
and the Lockwardens were notoriously conservative. He typed them

I n, making hinself work carefully: he would only get one chance,

i f that. The screen went blank again, then lit, presented himwth
an open channel. He suppressed a cheer, and hit the codes that
woul d dunp the entire contents of the datablock to a hol di ng node,
one of a thousand secure datastores that |aced the nets. The bl ock
whi ned softly to itself, the seconds ticking past, and then the
screen cleared. He started to type a nmilcode, allow ng the
datastore itself to transfer the information to Chauvelin, but
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heard footsteps on the stone floor behind him _Too late . He
touched a second series of illegal codes, saw the screen fill with
trash, effectively destroying his trail. Lights flickered across

t he dat abl ock, warning himthat its contents had been pernmanently
erased. He sighed, and heard a woman's voi ce behind him

"Na Ransone. "

He turned slowy, not wanting to provoke anything, and
found hinself facing a wiry woman -- not the one who had been
wor ki ng at the kiosk in the | obby. She had a pal ngun out and
ready, half hidden by her hand and body, invisible to anyone
working in the offices along the corridor. A nuch bigger man stood
just behind and to her left, screening her still further fromthe
offices. He wore a bul ky coat that could hide a dozen weapons.
Ransone | ooked to his own left in spite of hinself, in spite of
know ng better, and saw another pair -- dockers, this tinme --
novi ng toward him along the cross corridor.

"Someone wants to talk to you," the woman went on, her
voi ce | ow and even.

"Soneone |ike Dam an Chrestil ?" Ransone asked, but she
didn't flinch.

"Soneone." She beckoned to himw th her free hand, the

pal nrgun still |eveled. "Someone who prefers to keep this tidy. If
you'll step this way."

Ransone hesitated, but there was no real choice. |'mtoo
old -- and not sick enough yet -- for a suicide |leap, and | was

never good at fighting . He spread his hands, show ng enpty pal ns,
and stepped carefully away fromthe nail ki osk.

"Search him" the wonan said to one of the dockers, and
Ransone submtted to the rough and efficient search. She stepped
past himthen, unplugged the databl ock, and stood studying the
ki osk screen for a nonent. Ransone saw her frown over the hash of
random characters and touch a few keycodes before she shook her
head and pocketed the datablock. At |east she wasn't able to
trace the destination codes , he thought, and felt a flicker of
hope revive.

“Not hi ng here," the docker said, and she nodded.

"I hope you'll cone quietly, Na Ransone."

"I mnot stupid,"” Ransone answered. _This is how the gane
i s played; you cut your |osses and hope for your connections to
save you. Please God, Chauvelin will try to contact ne, wll sort
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t hrough the net stores when he can't_ -- He pushed that thought
asi de, pushing away panic with it. But this had happened before;
he' d done his best, and sacrificed hinself, and ended up
abandoned. _That was Bettis Chrestil, twenty years ago. Chauvelin
is different. | can rely on him | have to rely on him. The fear
was a taste of netal in his throat.

"Walk with him" the woman said to the big man, who nodded
unsm | ing and took Ransone's arm Ransone felt the nuzzle of a
pal ngun touch his side briefly, felt the plastic warm agai nst the
i nside of his elbow The big man had a grip like iron; there was
no hope of pulling free. Al | can do nowis wait_, Ransone
t hought, and let themwalk himslowy dow the stairs and across
the | obby. No one | ooked twice at them and a part of Ransone's
mnd had to admre their efficiency.

"I hope Dam an Chrestil pays you what you're worth," he
said, experinentally, and the big man's hand cl osed painfully on
his arm grinding the palngun into his el bow

"Do stay quiet," the woman sai d, conversationally, and
turned her head to nurmur sonething into a hand-held comunit. As
t hey passed through the nmain doors, a heavy passenger carrier, its
rear pod sealed tight, wi ndows darkened, pulled up in front of
them The door of the sealed conpartnent sighed open, and the
woman said, "In there, please.”

There was no point in a struggle, and no chance even if
he'd wanted to. The big man | eaned into him putting himoff
bal ance, and as Ransone stunbl ed, the woman tripped himneatly, so
that he practically fell into the darkened pod. He righted hinself
i nstantly, steadying hinself with both hands agai nst the padded
seats, but the big man pushed in after him pal ngun now di spl ayed,
forcing hi mback against the pod's wall. The door closed behind
the big nman al nost as soon as he'd cleared the frame, and the
carrier slid away fromthe curb.

Ransone | eaned back agai nst the cushions, know ng better
than to nove too quickly. The big man settled hinself opposite
him noving with the rocking of the carrier, sat confortably, wth
the pal ngun resting on his knee. Ransone eyed it for a nonent, but
knew better than to think of attack. He could hear the rasp of his
breat hi ng even over the purr of the carrier's notor, felt the
famliar pain tugging at his lungs. "Hey," he said, and his voice
cracked even on the single word. He nade a face, hating the
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weakness, hating to have to ask, said again, "Hey. | need to take
sone nedicine. It's in ny pocket."

The big man | ooked at himfor a |long nonent, his face
utterly w thout expression. "All right," he said at last. "Wich
pocket ?"

"Jacket. Left-hand side."

"Go ahead.™

Ransone reached for the cylinder of Mst, making hinself
nove at half the speed he wanted, slid the squat cylinder fromhis
pocket, and started to hold it up even with the big man's eyes.
The man | eaned forward instantly, caught Ransone's wist before he
could finish the novenent.

"Don't make trouble.™

Ransone shook his head, did his best to suppress the cough
that threatened to choke him The big man eyed himwarily, then
rel eased him | eaned back agai nst his cushion. Ransone unfol ded
the mask, set it against his nouth and nose, and touched the
trigger. The cold m st enfolded him drove away even the fear for
a brief second; he | eaned back, eyes closed, and let the drug fill
his lungs. He'd betrayed anot her weakness, he knew, sonething that
they could use against him and for a nonent the fear rose with
the thick mucus to choke him He nade hinself breathe slowy,
until the worst of the fear passed and he was left with the
| ethargy of the drug. He let hinself fall into it, repeating his
thoughts like a mantra. He would wait: there was nothing el se he
could do, and the situation m ght change. And in the neantine, he
woul d wai t.

*Day 2%
_Storm Betani Square, Roche' Anbroi se_

Li oe nade her way through the fringes of the crowd that
filled one end of Betani Square, pressed as close as possible to
the stage where the puppeteers would be performng. It was |ess
crowded by the fountain, but not by nuch; a dozen or nore children
i n varying degrees of costune were playing on the edges of the
t hree-1 obed basin, and several nore were splashing in the shallow

wat er, parents -- or at |east parental -1ooking figures -- watching
fromthe sidelines. There was no sign of Roscha. Lioe scow ed --
| knew she wouldn't be able to get away_-- but wal ked around the

fountain's edge until she was certain the other woman had not
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arrived. She | ooked sideways, poising the chrononeter's nunbers
agai nst one of the bands of darker stone that crisscrossed the
square's paving, dividing it into dianonds. There were still a few
m nutes until the show was supposed to start. She sighed, and
resigned herself to wait.

A line of bollards marked the square's legal limts, twenty
or thirty of the | ow nushroom shapes running along a |line of dark
pavi ng that seened to mark the top of the short flight of stairs
that | ed dowmn to the canal. A handful of people were sitting
there, nostly in ones and twos, sone staring toward the distant
stage, nore | ooking out toward the water or toward the snaller
canal that fornmed part of the square's southern edge. Lioe glanced
around again, and seated herself on the bollard nearest the
fountain. She could see well enough, could see all the likely
approaches, fromthe waterbus stops on the canals or fromthe
nearest helipad, and at |east she could be relatively confortable.
_Besides, | don't think she's com ng_.

Li oe tugged her jacket closed against the wind. It wasn't
cold, but it had picked up even in the half hour since she'd |eft
Ransone's |oft, was blow ng steadily now, fromthe south and east.
The air snelled odd, of salt and thunder, and the children's
shouts fell flat in the heavy air. She gl anced over her shoul der
toward the nmouth of the Inland Water, saw only the housetops on
the far side of the canal. The | ast forecast she had seen had
predicted the stormwould strike around m dni ght, and she | ooked
around again for a street broker. To her surprise -- the brokers
had seenmed to be everywhere for a while -- there were none of the
bright red-and-white unbrellas in sight.

Musi ¢ sounded from under the stage, distorted by distance
and wnd and the thick air. Lioe rose to her feet wwth the others,
and saw the first of the puppets nove out onto the platform It
was a massive construct, maybe two and a half neters tall, and
nearly as broad; fans unfurled fromwhat should have been the
shoul ders, and a crest of bronze feathers rose fromthe stylized
head. More of the feathers appeared bel ow the fans, and w ngs
parted to reveal several small, white-painted faces. They were set
slightly askew, Lioe saw, and jagged cracks ran down their
centers, detouring around the I ong noses. As she watched, the
first of themsplit open, revealing an ani mal shape too snmall to
recogni ze. Intrigued, Lioe noved toward the platform circling
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south toward the smaller canal, where the crowd was thinner, to
try to get a better view It was a bird, or sonmething with
delicate, arching wings and a glittering, peacock-blue body. She
edged farther into the cromd as the second face split, revealing
what seened to be a nodel of the local solar system and the
entire assenbl age | eaned si deways, elevating the fans and turning
the feathered crest into an alnost architectural arch. There was a
person inside that structure, Lioe realized suddenly, a single
human being at the center of the spines and w ngs and the
delicately nade creatures; each precisely controlled novenent set
changes flow ng through the puppet's outer |layers. But what did it
nean? It was not |ike any puppet she'd ever seen, or even
| magi ned, and she stood staring, trying to puzzle out a story,
sone purpose, fromthe conpl ex netanorphosis.

"Na Lioe?"

The voice was unfamliar, but polite. She turned to face a
thin, plainly dressed man with a plain, unnmenorabl e face.

"It is Na Lioe, isn't it?"

Li oe nodded. "Yes." She kept her voice and face
di scouragi ng, but the man nodded anyway.

"I thought it nust be you. Roscha said you' d be here. She
asked ne to tell you, she's running |late." He gestured toward the
street that | ed away fromthe square, running al ong the edge of

the smaller canal. "She said she'd neet you at the Mad Monkey,
i nstead of here."
Li oe gl anced down the street -- the sign was there, all

right, a grinning, contorted hol oi nage danci ng above a doorway at
the far end of the street, where the canal turned left, away from
the street itself -- and | ooked back at the stranger. He was
dressed |i ke a docker, all right -- dressed nuch |i ke Roscha
herself, for that matter, dockers' trousers and a plain vest under
a | oose, unbelted jacket. "Wen?"

The man shrugged, | ooked sideways as though to call up his
chrononeter. "She said she'd be there at fifteen-thirty -- by the
si xteenth hour at the latest.”

Li oe gl anced si deways herself, saw the nunbers flash into
exi stence agai nst the dark paving: _al nost sixteen hundred
already . "Thanks a lot," she said, and the man nodded.

"No problem"” He turned away, already |ooking for a better
vant age poi nt anong the crowd.
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Li oe wat ched hi m go, wondering just who he was. He | ooked
vaguely famliar -- _maybe soneone from Shadows , she thought, and
| ooked back at the stage. The puppet seened to be nelting into the
platform dozens of indistinguishable little nmechani sns churning
frantically around its edges. The operator was doing the splits
wi thin the confining mechanism The crowd nurnured, sounding both
awed and approving. _|I nust have m ssed sonething , Lioe thought.
| don't understand at all . She | ooked again toward the Mad
Monkey, wondering if Roscha was there yet, and if she coul d get
food and/or drink. The sign | ooked |ike a bar's, the nonkey
dancing in the air, very bright in the shadowed street. _And even
if it isn't, it mght be nore fun than watchi ng the puppets.
Mechani cal perfection palls after a few mnutes, in nmy opinion_.
She eased her way out of the crowd, and started down the narrow
street.

She had not traveled nore than a dozen neters before she
realized that she was being followed by a nondescript man who
| ooked |i ke anot her docker. She gl anced back, wondering if she
could turn back toward the square, slip between the back of the
stage platformand the storefronts that defined the square, and
saw a second person detach hinself fromthe knot of people beside
the curtain that screened the back of the stage, effectively
cutting off her escape. She swore under her breath, w shing that
she were arned -- wishing that she'd carried even a pilot's tool -
knife -- and with an effort kept herself from | ooking around
w ldly. They were between her and the fringes of the crowd; she
coul d shout, but none of the people watching the puppet show could
reach her before the two nen did. _I'll pretend | haven't seen
them , she decided, _keep wal king and hope | can get to the Mnkey
before them-- if that's safe. The man who said he was from
Roscha, he nust've been one of them set this up_... She shoved
her hand into her pocket, closed her fist over thin air so that it
made what she hoped woul d | ook |i ke a dangerous bul ge, and kept
wal king. I'll try the Mad Monkey, and then the cross street, and
if it comes to it, I'"'mnot carrying nuch cash and it's not a good
pl ace for rape_--

A third man stepped out of a doorway ahead of her, hands
deep in the pockets of his jacket. Lioe stopped, took an
i nstinctive step sideways and back, toward the edge of the canal.

"Na Lioe," the third man said. "There's soneone who wants
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to see you."

"Like hell," Lioe answered. She drew breath to scream and
the man freed his hand fromhis jacket, displayed a pal ngun.

"Yell and I'Il shoot."

Li oe rel eased her breath cautiously, glanced back toward
the square. Sure enough, the two strangers -- and a third, the man
who had spoken to her about Roscha -- were com ng toward her,
bl ocki ng her escape in that direction. She took another step
toward the canal, turning so that she could see all of them "What
do you want ?"

"There's soneone who wants to talk to you," the | eader said
again. "If you cone quietly, no one wll get hurt."

Li oe took anot her sl ow step backward, toward the canal
edge, so that she stood barely half a neter fromthe bank. She
could swm that had been bullied into her in Foster Services, but
the current was fast, and the far bank was not distant enough to
of fer an escape. "Not likely," she said aloud, fighting for tine.
“"Conme any closer, and I'll scream-- and if you shoot ne, nobody's
going to be talking to ne."

There was a little silence, and a qui ck exchange of
gl ances, and then the | eader raised his pal ngun. "Last chance.
Cone quietly, or I wll shoot."

_Shit . Lioe froze for a second, frantically weighing her
options. |If she screaned, the | eader would shoot -- she had no
doubt about it, and at this distance, he could hardly mss. He was
too far away to try to junp him get the gun away fromhim and
even if he weren't, there were the others to consider -- probably
arned, too. That l|eft the canal, her only -- and not very good --
choice. Unless | want to go with them. She rejected that thought
even before it was fully fornmed. | don't even know why they want
nme, who this nysterious soneone could be -- unless this is
Ransone's doing, his weird intrigue reboundi ng on ne?_ She pushed
that thought aside as irrelevant, said carefully, "Wait a m nute,
now. "

The | eader rel axed slightly, the pal ngun's nuzzl e waveri ng
just a little. It was all the chance she was going to get. Lioe
flung herself blindly backward, into the canal's nurky water.

Fl eetingly she heard one of the nen shout, and she hit the water
hard, shoul der and hip, throw ng a great plune of spray. She
righted herself under the cold surface, risked opening her eyes
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for just an instant. The water, salt and oil and chem cals, stung
m serably, but she saw |ight above her, and oriented herself
against it. The current was strong, as she'd hoped and feared, and
she let it take her, sweeping her down toward the junction where
the canal turned south, away fromthe street. Already her |ungs
hurt her; she let out a little of her air, exerting herself only
to keep herself parallel with the surface, and risked anot her
glance into the dirty water. The surface glimrered just above her,
tenpting her with air and light, but she nmade herself stay down,
trying to put a neter or so of water between her and the pal ngun's
projectiles. She let out a little nore air, darkness gathering at
t he edge of her vision, and could hold her breath no | onger.
Gaspi ng, she broke the surface, flinging her hair out of her eyes,
and heard the flat crack of the pal ngun fromthe nearer bank.
Soneone shouted, but she dove again, striking out strongly across
the canal. The current clutched at her, rolling her sideways and
down, then back in toward the canal bank. She floundered in
nonentary pani c, eyes opening in spite of the pain, and clawed her
way back to the surface. She was at the corner, where the canal
narrowed and the water ran the fastest, rolling and fol di ng over
itself. She forgot about the gunmen in her struggle to free
herself fromthe current's pull. For a terrified nonent she
t hought she'd failed, that she would be pull ed under and drowned,
and then the water flung her with bruising force against the first
of a set of pilings. She cried out in spite of herself, choked on
a nouthful of the salty water, and struck the pilings again. This
tinme, she grabbed for them her hands sliding in the sliny ness of
wat er weeds, and then she worked her fingers into the dripping nat
and clung, head above water, the current still dragging at her
cl ot hes and body. Her face burned where she had struck the piling,
pain like long lines of fire running fromcheek to jaw, and the
corner of her nmouth stung painfully. Her shoul der hurt, too -- _it
was the sane shoul der each tine_, she thought, with a crazy
feeling of injustice. She'd fallen hard on her |eft shoul der when
she went into the canal, and now it was her |eft shoul der that had
hit the piling. She caught her breath, flailed her feet against
the piling until she found sonething -- it felt |ike a netal band,
or an old nooring ring -- and braced herself against it. It had
al | happened so fast, she hadn't had tine to kick off her shoes.
She | ooked back down the canal side, saw the four nen
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huddl ed together, staring along the canal in her direction. She
froze for a second, new fear shooting through her, and realized
that they couldn't see her after all. The bend in the bank
protected her, at least a little bit, and at this distance she
woul d be no nore than a dark dot against the dark water. That was
reassuring; she tightened her grip on the piling, and began to

| ook for a way out of the water. This was a one-bank canal, with a
si ngl e pedestri an enbanknent on the opposite side. Above her
stretched bl ank fornestone walls, banded w th darker bl ocks of
stone; the nearest wi ndow was a good ten neters above her head.
The current swept past her, tugging her body away fromthe piling:
~not a place to try and swm, she thought, and turned her

attention to the wall. The pilings stretched the Iength of the
house row, and there seened to be a break in the walls beyond
that. Maybe if | can work nmy way down to that break, | can just

clinb out , Lioe thought, _or even just get out of the worst of
the current, and swmto the enbanknent. If it weren't for the
current, | could do it, no problem.

She | ooked back down the canal, ready to duck out of sight
i f the woul d-be ki dnappers were | ooking in her direction, but they
wer e standing cl ose together, one of themw th his hand cupped to
his head as though he held a portable comunit. They seened to be
di stracted, or as distracted as they were likely to get, |ooking
back toward the stage. Lioe | eaned out cautiously into the
current, reached for the coat of waterweed that fringed the next
piling. There wasn't nuch above the water, and she | eaned out a
little farther, reaching beneath the surface to grope for the
matt ed weeds. She found them dug her hand into the sliny surface,
the individual strands slipping slack between her fingers. They
were covered with a gelatinous coating that nmade her shiver even
as she tightened her grip, pulling back as hard as she could. The
weeds stayed fast to the piling. She took a deep breath and
rel eased her grip on the first piling, reaching for the second,
|l etting the current toss her against it. She tightened her hold,
breat hi ng hard, ignored the new pain where her knee had scraped
the fornmestone wall, and reached for the next piling to try again.

She i nched her way down the canal wall, groping frompiling
to piling, her hands slined and green from clutching the weeds.
Their air sacs burst and oozed a sticky ichor, staining her hands
despite the running water; her face burned where the salt hit the
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cuts, and her waterlogged cl othes dragged heavy on her linbs. She
hesitated for a nonent, wondering if she should finally get rid of
her shoes, but she would have to wal k once she nmade the bank, and
she was getting close to the open space between the buil dings. She
started to smle, but winced as the expression jarred her scraped
face, and reached for the next piling. She grasped the ring of

wat erweed -- it seened thinner than the others, but solidly
attached -- and let go. The waterweed cane away in her hand as the
current caught her, whirling her away fromthe bank. She flailed
for a nonent in panic, then got herself under control. The current
was not as strong here on the straight of the canal. She brought
hersel f abreast of it, angled in slowy toward the bank.

The space she had been aimng for turned out to be one of
the tiny canal side parks, neatly paved, with | ow unbrell a-shaped
trees growing in tubs and a wide strip of open ground filled with
extravagant white flowers. There was a gonda | anding as well,
three steps | eading up out of the water, and a nooring ring on the
wal |, and Lioe clung to that for a nonent, grateful to feel solid
| and under her feet, before she dragged herself up onto the bank.

A woman was sitting under the nearest unbrella-tree, on the
edge of the tub, a paper parcel open beside her, the remains of a
nmeat pie strewn on the ground for the I ocal cats. Her head cane up
sharply as Lioe staggered up onto the bank, and Lioe hastily
lifted her hands to show them enpty of weapons.

“It"s all right, I'"'mnot going to hurt you. Sonebody tried
to mug ne."

The woman swal | oned what ever she was going to say, swept
the last crunbs off her lap. She was a big wonman, tall and heavy-
set, dressed in the dark robe that bel onged to the Four Judges.

Li oe saw the tall headdress and nmask of the Prospering Judge set
aside on the tub's edge beside her. "Are you hurt?" the woman
asked, and cane forward briskly.

Li oe shook her head, was suddenly grateful for the other's
steadying arm "Not really, just cuts and bruises." She | ooked
down, saw her knee raw and scraped through the ripped trousers. "I
went into the canal, back toward Betani Square."

"Jesus," the woman said. "The current's nurder there. You
were |lucky." She shifted her grip, taking nore of Lioe's weight,
said firmy, "Conme on. You'll want to talk to the Lockwardens."

"Lockwar dens?" Lioe echoed, and then renenbered. They were
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the local police, responsible for the | ocks and stormbarriers as
wel |l as the usual | aws.

“"Qur police," the woman answered. "You're an off-worl der,
t hen?"
Li oe nodded.
"The bastards will pick on strangers,” the woman said, wth

a kind of dour satisfaction. "Cone on, it's not far."

Lioe let the stranger half lead, half carry her across the
courtyard, suddenly too tired, too drained to care if she were
part of the group. The woman paused by her tree, stooped wth
surprising grace to collect her nask, and Lioe realized with a
sudden pang that she had | ost the mask CGel som na had given her. It
was a strange thing to bother her, but her eyes filled with tears,
and she stood shivering for a nonment, nouth trenbling painfully.

"Easy now," the big woman said. "Not far."

The nearest Lockwardens' station wasn't far, barely forty
meters along a narrow side street. It occupied the corner of one
of the larger buildings, and all its wi ndows blazed with |ight.
The door stood open, nen and wonen in unifornms that Lioe didn't
recogni ze hurrying in and out, clutching workboards and dat abl ocks
and even sheafs of paper. Soneone excl ai ned, seeing their
approach, but Lioe was too tired and too cold to care. She | et
herself be led into the station, and then into a side room unable
to focus on the questioning voices that surrounded her. Soneone
eased her into a chair -- a warm well-padded chair -- and then
wr apped her hands around sonething warm held it to her Iips. She
si pped obediently, and recognized the flat, bitter taste of
anti shock drugs beneath the sweet tea. In the distance, she heard
the soft chirping of a nedical scanner, and |ooked up in
conf usi on.

"Finish the tea," a new voice said, and she did as she was
told. Soneone else -- she was aware of himonly as a pair of |ong-
fingered, rather beautiful hands -- wapped the edges of a heated
cocoon bl anket cl osed around her. She had been sitting in it, she
real i zed, and she huddled into its stiff enbrace, letting its
creeping warnth seep into her, drying her clothes. The tea was
starting to work; she | ooked up, feeling nore alert than she had
before, and saw a spare, grey-haired wonan sitting on the edge of
a tabl e opposite her. She herself was sitting in the only chair.

Even as she realized that, a nale voice said, "Let ne take
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a |l ook at your face."

She turned her head obediently, w nced as the |ong fingers
probed the cuts on her cheek and jaw. The nman -- he wore a nedic's
snake-and-staff earring -- winced in synpathy, and reached for the
supply box that lay open at his feet.

"Cl ose your eyes," he said, and laid a delicate m st of
di sinfectant over the entire side of her face. The stuff stung for
a nonent, and then a sensation of cool ness seened to spread across
her jaw. She felt an applicator dab quickly at each of the cuts --
it hurt, but renotely, the pain reaching her froma distance --
and then the nedic said, "All right, you can | ook now "

Li oe opened her eyes, to see that the woman was still
staring at her. Lioe's identification disks and the contents of
her belt purse were spread out on the tabl etop beside her.

"So, can you tell nme what happened, Na Lioe?" The hard-
boned face was not unfriendly, but Lioe found herself choosing her
words with care.

"A bunch of guys tried to kidnap ne, pulled a gun on ne --
this was on the little street that runs away from Betani Squar e,
where the Mad Monkey is. | ended up junping into the canal to
escape, and | got kind of banged up."

"Ki dnap?" The wonan's voi ce sharpened. "The wonan who
brought you in said you' d been nugged. Wiy woul d soneone want to
ki dnap you?"

"Because -- " Lioe stopped abruptly. |I'mnot fully sure
why, but it's bound to have sonething to do with Ransone, and
Dam an Chrestil and the cargo that | hel ped bring in, and the
hsai, or at least hsai politics. And even if | did know what was

going on, | don't know how nuch | can afford to tell you:
Ransone's in this up to his neck, and he's a Burning Brighter
wor ki ng for the hsai . She shrugged, feeling nore bruises on her
arm and shoulder. "I don't know. It was what they said -- "

"Why don't you tell nme about this fromthe begi nning?" the
wonman sai d, not ungently. "My nane's Telanin. I'mthe chief of the

station."” She | ooked at the nedic, who nodded.
“"Let nme just get you another cup of tea,
then | want to |l ook at your knee."
"Thanks," Lioe said. Her clothes were drying nicely in the
cocoon's steady warnth; only her shoes stayed cold, squishing
slightly when she noved her toes, and she | oosened the cocoon's

he said. "And
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| oner edges to kick themoff. She took the nug the nedic held out
to her, sipped cautiously, and wasn't surprised to taste nore of
the bitter restoratives beneath the mnty tea. It wasn't as sweet
as the first nug. The nedic set her shoes aside to dry under the
orange-red glow of a drying rack, and pulled the cocoon aside to
begi n wor ki ng on her |eg.

" About what happened?" Tel anin said, and Lioe dragged her
attention back to the other wonman.

"Sorry." She pulled the cocoon closer around her body,

buying tinme. "I was supposed to neet soneone in Betani Square to
wat ch t he puppet show, but she didn't show up. She had to work
this norning; | had a feeling she wouldn't be able to nmake it. So
| stayed to watch the show anyway, and this man canme up to ne,
said he had a nessage from Roscha -- that's the woman | was
supposed to neet. He said she wanted to neet ne at the pl ace

call ed the Mad Monkey, and went off. | waited a little bit, but I
was getting bored wwth the show, so | decided to see if she was
there, at the Monkey, | nean. A couple of guys followed nme away
fromthe square, and there was a third man waiting in the street --
he was the one with a gun." _And he said "soneone" wanted to talk
to nme. But if |I nention that, she'll want to know why this

nmysteri ous soneone would go to this nuch trouble over ne_.

“"Did any of them say anything, say what they wanted?"
Tel ani n asked. Her hand was resting on the control pad of an
ordi nary-1 ooki ng notebl ock, Lioe saw, and she chose her words very
careful ly.

"Sonmet hi ng about comng quietly, | think. It happened
pretty quickly."

Telanin's fingers shifted al nost inperceptibly, recording
the answer. "So they didn't say anything el se, nothing about
ki dnappi ng?"

Li oe shook her head, contrived to | ook sheepish. "I guess |
overstated it."

Tel ani n nodded. "Wat about this wonman you were neeting,
this Roscha? Did you see her?"

Li oe shook her head agai n.

"How wel | do you know her -- what's her full nane?"
"Jafiera Roscha." Lioe paused. "W net at one of the Gane
cl ubs, Shadows, a couple of days ago. I'"'monly on planet for few

days while ny shipis in for repairs, but I'"'ma Ganer, and |'ve
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been spending ny tinme in the clubs."
"So you don't know her well?" Tel anin persi sted.
"She's a Ganer," Lioe said again, and was suddenly aware of

how ri di cul ous she nust sound. We've played together, |'ve seen
her play ny characters -- yes, | know her very well, and not at
all. About |like |I know Ransone_ . She shrugged, hel plessly, and the

ot her woman nodded.

"Jafiera Roscha's known to us, though she's never been
I nvol ved in the bash-and-grab gangs. But it's worth checking out,
see if she set you up. She hasn't been asking you about your
novenents, whether you carry cash, anything |like that, has she?"

Li oe shook her head.

Tel ani n nodded again. "W'Ill check her out, though. It
seens odd they'd use her nanme, otherw se. How many peopl e knew you
wer e neeti ng Roscha today?"

"I don't know," Lioe said. "W tal ked about it in the club
| ast night. W weren't nmaking any secret of it, so probably a | ot
of people heard.”

“"Probably." Telanin gave a rather sour smle. "Look, | have
to say | don't think this was a kidnap attenpt. | hate to adm t
it, but this kind of bash-and-grab isn't uncommon during Carnival,
especially when off-worlders are involved. A couple of canall
manage to lure a stranger into a dark all ey, demand noney and

novabl es at gunpoint, and run. We'll check it out, see if Roscha's
i nvolved, and |I'll ask you to look at our files, see if you can
pi ck anyone out of the visual database -- " She smled again, nore
genuinely this tine. "lIt's set up a lot |ike the _Face/Body

books. You shouldn't have any trouble finding themif they're in
there. But | don't know how much chance we have of finding them
You were | ucky."

There was a little murnur of agreenment fromthe nedic, who
had finished spreading a filmof selfheal over the cuts on her
knee. "Lucky twi ce," he said aloud. "The current's dangerous at
that corner.™

Tel ani n nodded in agreenent. "W'I|l do what we can," she
said again, "but with this stormcomng in, frankly, we've got to
concentrate on that. Qur investigation won't get started properly
until it's past, and by then, the trails will be pretty cold."

"I understand," Lioe said. "Hell, | wouldn't m nd seeing
these guys in jail, but, as you say, | was |lucky. They didn't get
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anything, and I'mnot hurt." She managed a quick grin. "I don't
want to push ny luck."

Tel anin sm |l ed back, and Lioe thought she | ooked faintly
relieved. "I'Il have you | ook through our database, then, and sign
a conplaint, and then I'll have one of ny people fly you back to
your hostel. Are you up in the Gietto?"

“"Yes," Lioe said, "but that's not necessary --

Tel anin held up a hand, cutting off any further protest.
"Just in case I'mwong, and your first feeling was right," she
said. "Besides, a |lot of the helicab conpanies are going to be
shutti ng down soon, and you don't want to be taking the buses. Not
the way you're going to be feeling."

"I"'mall right," Lioe said, but it was only a token
protest. She freed herself fromthe cocoon. Her clothes were all
but dry, only a few danp spots renai ning, but she was faintly
sorry to give up the warm enbrace. She followed Tel anin out of the
little room the nedic close on her heels. The public parts of the
station were crowded and noisy, half a dozen nen and wonen | eani ng
over a single console and its harried operator, another group
clustered around a display table. Lioe couldn't see all of the
i mage that floated above the polished surface, but she could see
enough to guess that it was a nodel of the nei ghborhood. Telanin
touched her arm turning her over to another woman, this one
darkly el egant even in the Lockwardens' bul ky uniform and Lioe
| et herself be | ed away to the dat abase.

She | ooked through the files under the dark woman's
tutel age, and, as she had expected, found nothing. About hal fway
t hrough, a young man appeared with the conplaint form Lioe
ski mmed through it -- she was mldly surprised to see that it was
real paper, not a noteboard and disk -- and signed her nane in the
necessary places. When she had finished, she followed the dark
woman back agai n through the chaos of the main roons and out onto
the helipad, where a helicab stood waiting, the Lockwardens'
mar ki ngs nmut ed. She | ooked back once, fromthe doorway, to see
Tel anin staring down at the tabletop display. By chance, one of
t he Lockwardens stepped aside, so that for a brief nonent Lioe saw
the full display. As she'd guessed, it was a nodel of the area
around the station, but that nei ghborhood transforned by water and
fire. Then anot her Lockwarden noved in front of her, blocking her
view. Lioe shivered -- _if that's what could happen, |I'lI|l be gl ad
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to be on high ground_ -- and clinbed neekly into the helicab. The
pil ot nodded a synpathetic greeting, and the cab rose easily into
the unsettled air.

*Day 2%

_Storm C/'B Ce. Ofices, Isard' s Wiarf, _
_Channel 9, Junction Pool 4_

Dam an Chrestil sat in the serene gold-tinged light of his
office, the plans for a new | ong-haul carrier floating in the
desktop screens in front of him It was an el egant design, wth
anpl e cargo space, but surprisingly narrow beaned, so that it
woul d be half again as efficient as the larger |ong-haul craft in
the current fleet. Even so, he had trouble forcing hinself to
concentrate, to keep his mnd on the mnutely detailed

cal cul ations sketched in the margins. lvie -- or at least his
people -- were sonmewhere out there, searching for Ransone and
Lioe. | should be hearing sonething soon_, he thought, and made
hi nsel f | ook down again at the nodel that hung in the illusory

space wthin the desktop, rotating slowly in response to a conmand
he did not renenber giving. He touched another key to stop it,
called up the specifications for the power plant, and stared at
the nunbers for a | ong nonent without really seeing them
Sonething -- sand or gravel, it sounded |like -- rattled agai nst
the wall of the office, carried by the rising w nd.

_Enough of this_, he thought, and touched keys to banish
the gl eam ng i nages. They di sappeared in a flurry of shutdown
codes. He pushed hinself away fromthe desk, and wal ked past the
twin secretaries into the darkened warehouse. The | arge doors were
shut, of course, but the side door was wedged open, letting in the
rush and the snell of the wind. The door itself vibrated agai nst
its clips, junping a little as each gust hit it. _Another two or
three hours , Dam an thought, and stepped out onto the wharf.

The activity was less frantic than it had been earlier: the
barges and john-boats lay close to the docks, their heaviest
fenders in place and double |ines securing themto the piers.

Dam an nodded his approval, glanced up to see the power |ine that
ran fromthe warehouse to the plotting shed swinging wildly in the
wi nd. Better see to that before it cones down on its own_, he

t hought, and | ooked around for the nearest docker. A bl ocky woman
was crouched between boll ards on the deck of the closest barge,
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tapline attached to a test node, workboard on her |ap, and Dam an
lifted his hand to get her attention.

"Where's Rosaurin?' he shouted, raising his voice to be
heard over the w nd.

"I don't know, Na Dam an," the woman called back. "In the
shed, maybe?"

Dam an waved i n answer, turned away.

“"Na Dam an!" That was Rosaurin's voice, comng fromthe
head of the dock, beyond the plotting shed. Dam an waved to get
her attention.

"Over here!”

Rosaurin cane to join him the w nd whi pping her short hair
and flinging the skirts of her coat wldly so that they seened in
danger of tripping her. A snmaller figure was visible behind her, a
tiny woman in | oose trousers and a fitted coat, posed so
unobtrusively that for a nonent he didn't recognize her. "It's
that hsaia, Na Daman -- |I'msorry, the Visiting Speaker. He's
here, and he insists you prom sed hima tour of the facilities."

_Ji -1 nmbaoa. What woul d he be doing here, except to bring ne
the codes? And Cella, too_ . Dam an Chrestil suppressed his
excitenent and said, with what he hoped was convinci ng asperity,
"And at a tine like this. Tell him-- |I'"Il see himin ny office,
you can bring himin there." Rosaurin | ooked warily at him and
Dam an smled. "Don't worry, there won't be any tours. I'll| deal
with him And secure that cable, wll you?"

"Right, Na Daman. I'll bring himto your office."

Rosaurin turned away, bal ancing hersel f agai nst the
unst eady wi nd, nade her way back down the wharf. Dam an foll owed
her, nore slowy, doing his best to hide his elation. There was no
ot her reason for ji-lInbaoa to visit the Junction Pool docks, no
reason except that he'd finally gotten the codes, and if he had,
and Ransone was off-line, held in the summer house, there would be
no one who could stop the transfer. Except -- maybe -- Lioe, and
she was being dealt with, too. He smled then, unable to stop
himsel f, and Cella smled back at him

"He cane to the palazze," she said. "He said it was
i nportant, so | brought himhere. Your sibs don't know he was
there." She paused then, still smling. "Do you want ne to wait
wi th hi nP"

Dam an nodded, knowi ng he did not need to wait for an
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answer. He ducked through the cl anped-open door into the shadows
of the warehouse, and stepped back into his office. He gl anced
quickly at his reflection -- his hair was a ness, blown out of its
ties by even that short an exposure to the wind, and he tidied it
hurriedly -- and then settled hinself behind the desk. He |it the
screens, calling up the plans he had been studying, and | eaned
back in his chair to wait, struggling to keep hinself from
grinning like a fool.

"Na Dam an," the secretary said, after what seened to be an
interm nable wait. "You have a visitor. The Visiting Speaker
Kuguee ji-lnbaoa. And Na Cella." The expensive voice nodule did a
fairly good job with the alien nane.

"Show themin," Daman said, and this tinme couldn't keep
the satisfaction out of his voice.

He rose to his feet as the Visiting Speaker entered,
gesturing for himto take the guest's chair beneath the painted
triptych. "Wel cone, Na Speaker, it's good to see you again."

Ji -1 nbaoa waved a hand, waving away the need for formality,
and Dam an did his best to swallow his excitenent.

"Your woman was good enough to bring nme here. Tine is of
the essence now," the Visiting Speaker said. "W can neither of us
afford to waste any nore tine."

In the background, Cella lifted one precise eyebrow, and
sai d not hi ng.

“I've not been wasting tine," Dam an sai d.

Ji -1 nbaoa waved away the comment. "No nmatter.”

"No," Dam an Chrestil said. "It does matter." It was a
ri sk, pushing himat this point, but he could not afford to let ji-
| mhaoa treat himlike an enpl oyee. "I have been ready to ful fil
nmy part of the bargain. The del ays cone from your end."

There was a little silence, ji-Ilnbaoa' s hands cl osing
slowy on the arns of his chair. Dam an waited, and, as slowy,
the hsai a's hands rel axed.

"It is so," ji-lnbaoa said. "However, that delay has ended.
| have the codes."

_It'"s as much of an apology as I'mlikely to get .
"Excellent," Dam an Chrestil said, and held out his hand.

Ji -l nbaoa ignored it. "I have gone to a great deal of
trouble to get this information. | had to contact ny friends
t hrough commercial |inkages -- at great expense -- because
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Chauvelin refused to allow ne the use of the anbassadori al
channels. | think | should have sone reconpense for this."

Dam an swal | owed his first response, said, with careful
noder ati on, "Na Speaker, surely that's one of the ordinary risks
of doi ng busi ness."

"I am not a business person,"” ji-Inbaoa said.

_That's for certain_. Dam an said al oud, "You expect ne to
pay for your connect tine to Hsaioi-An."

The fingers of ji-Inbaoa's hands curled slightly, a
novenent Dam an had |learned to interpret as enbarrassnent, but the
Visiting Speaker nodded. "I think it would be fair."

Dam an hesitated, |ooked down at his screens to cover his
uncertainty. This was part of the hsai power ganes, one nore
attenpt to jostle for status; he hinself couldn't afford to | ose,
and so drop |lower than ji-Inbaoa, but he wasn't sure he was good
enough to win. The secretary chinmed softly, signaling an i ncom ng
nmessage, and he seized gratefully on the excuse. "lI'msorry, Na
Speaker, | need to take that."

"Shall | go?" Cella asked softly, and Dam an shook his head
before the hsaia could take of fense.

Ji -1 nbaoa gestured acceptance, and Dam an | eaned back in
his chair, touched the string of codes that activated the security
filter, translating spoken words to a streamof |etters across the
bottom of the screen. A second set of codes flared, and he touched
a second key to cut in the famly's decryption routines. The
screen |it at last, and lIvie's face | ooked up at him

NA DAM AN.

It was disorienting, watching lvie's |ips nove w thout
sound, while the words scrolled past on the bottom of the screen.

Dam an nodded. "I hope things went well? I"'mwith a visitor, so
you'll have to make it fast."
| vi e nodded, in conprehension as well as agreenent. |'M AT

THE SUMVER HOUSE NOW he said. THE FIRST GUEST IS WTH ME. WE' VE
HAD A LI TTLE TROUBLE W TH THE SECOND, BUT | HAVE HOPES THAT WE' LL
BE ABLE TO FI ND HER AGAI N SOON.

~So he's got Ransone, but not Lioe . Daman said, "lIt's a
start, anyway." He | ooked back at ji-Inbaoa, the germof an idea
formng in his mnd. "I"'mcomng to join you nyself, and | nmay be
bringing a guest of ny own -- a colleague, rather. How s the
weat her ?"
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| vi e shrugged. DETERI ORATI NG |F YOU RE GO NG TO BE MORE
THAN AN HOUR OR TWO, | WOULDN T FLY, BUT THEY TELL ME THE RQOADS
SHOULD STAY OPEN UNTI L DARK.

"Good enough," Dam an said. "I'll be there directly." He
touched the sign-off key, and watched the picture dissolve, then
| ooked back at ji-lInbaoa. "lI've had to do sone inprovisations of
ny own," he said bluntly, "thanks to your delays. And suffer sone
I nconveni ences. |llario Ransone is off the nets right now, but
only because | amholding himin nmy famly's sunmer house. | think
that is equal to your expenses in getting the codes."”

Ji -1 nbaoa nodded slowy. "Ransone is your prisoner."

"To put it bluntly, yes." Dam an watched him aware that
sonet hi ng had changed, but not certain what it was. It was as
t hough the rules had changed, or even the gane itself. Cella was
wat ching himw th renewed intensity, as though she'd sensed the
change, too.

"I would like to speak with him" ji-Inbaoa said. "I wll
gi ve you the codes there, once we are at this house of yours."

Dam an shrugged. There was no reason not to do it, as far
as he could see; the nets were too well shielded for work to be
i nterrupted by any but the worst stornms, and he could access them
fromthe sumer house as well as anywhere. "All right," he said.
“1'"1l call nmy flyer. | assune you have staff wth you?"

Ji -1 nbaoa gestured agreenent. "My secretary, and one
guard. "

Dam an | ooked at Cella, who was still watching himwth
t hat sanme unnerving fixity of purpose. "Do you want to cone, too?"
Fromthe | ook in her eyes, it was a pointless question.

"Yes," she answered, gently. "If you don't mnd."

"Fine." Dam an Chrestil opened a working channel, typed in
a qui ck series of commands, and waited half a second for the
confirmation. "The flyer will be waiting for us at Conmerci al
Street in ten mnutes."

The wi nd had eased a bit by the tinme they reached the
Commercial Street helipad, but the first fringes of rain had
overspread the city. It fell in huge drops that left wet irregular
circles the size of a man's hand on the dusty pavenent. Dam an
ignored it as he shepherded the others into the heavy flyer, but
ji-1nmbaoa hissed irritably to hinself, and the other hsaia, ji-
| thaoa' s secretary, huddled hinself into an incongruous plastic
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overcoat. The jericho-human Magill, who handl ed security, flipped
up the hood of his coat, but nade no comment. Cella foll owed
denmurely, noving through the rain as though she didn't feel it.
The passenger conpartnent would seat only four in confort, and
Dam an sei zed the excuse with sone relief.

"I'"l'l ride with the pilot," he said, raising his voice over
the noise of the engines, and let the conpartnment's door fall
cl osed without waiting for an answer.

The pilot didn't ook up as he clinbed into the control
pod, already deep in her rapport with the machi ne, hands and feet
encased by the controls, but one of Ivie's nen was riding in the
copilot's space. He scranbled to his feet as Dam an opened the
hat ch, noved back to the junpseat that folded down fromthe
conpartnent wal | .

"Thanks, Loreo," Dam an said, and took his place beside the
pilot. "How s it |ook, Cossi?"

The pil ot shrugged one shoul der, her attention still on the
di splays that filled the air in front of her, visible only through
her |inks. "Not too bad. The rain's fading, and on the screens it

| ooks like we'll have sone better air for the next forty m nutes
or so." She | ooked down at her controls again, and Dam an hastily
fastened hinself into the safety webbing. "I have clearance from

the tower," Cossi went on, "so | can |ift whenever you' re ready,
Na Dam an."

Dam an touched the intercom button, opening the channel to
t he passenger conpartnent. "We're ready to |ift, Na Speaker.

Pl ease be sure you're strapped in, this could be a rough ride." He
took his hand off the button without waiting for an answer, | ooked
at Cossi. "Ready when you are."

The flyer lifted easily, jets whining as it rose past the
war ehouse fronts and through the |ower levels of sky traffic. As
Cossi had predicted, the winds did not seemto be as strong as
t hey had been, though the flyer dipped and shuddered. Dam an cl ung
to the edge of the hatchway, peered out the tiny w ndow toward the
Add Dke and the cliffs that marked the edge of Barrier |sland.
Even in the grey light, it was easy to nmake out the five
projecting bits of cliff face that were the Five Points; he could
even see the sparkle of lights behind the rows of w ndows. The
Soresins' pal azze | ooked busy, a swarm of servants and robohaul ers
cl ustered around an ungai nly-1ooking cargo flyer, unloadi ng
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supplies for the famly's annual first-big-stormparty. Behind
him Loreo |aughed softly.

“"Looks like the party's on."

Dam an nodded. "Pity we can't nake it."

The flyer lifted further, |ooking for a clearer path
through the updrafts off the Barrier Hlls, and for the first tine
Dam an had a clear view of the sky to the south. Wadges of grey
cl ouds piled over and on top of each other, steel-colored
over head, shading to purple at the horizon; their edges net and
meshed, deform ng under the pressure of the wind. The |light that
cane in through the flyer's forward screen and wi ndows was dul |,
lifeless, dimas twlight. The flyer banked sharply, heading south
past the [ast of the hills, and Dam an caught a quick glinpse of
the nouth of the Inland Water. The storm barriers were up at | ast,
three ranks of dark, wet netal closing off the channel, and the
waves were starting to break agai nst them grey-green walls of
wat er streaked with skeins of foamthat were startlingly white in
the dimlight. Dam an shivered, thinking of a childhood visit to
Cbservation Point just before a storm The |ow, hem spheri cal
bui | di ng, set on the southernnost point of Barrier Island, on a
spur of land that curved out into the sea, had obviously been
built to wthstand the worst hurricanes, but he had never
forgotten the sight of the surf pounding at the base of the
cliffs, throwi ng spray and stones ten neters high. At the hei ght
of a bad storm the man in charge had said, boasting a little but
al so stating sinple fact, the waves broke conpletely over the
station for hours at a tine.

"We're going to have to land fromthe southeast,"” Cossi

said, breaking into his train of thought. "Qherwi se we'll be
crosswse to the wnd."
"Go ahead."

Dam an braced hinself as the flyer bucked, dropped several
neters, but then Cossi had nmade the turn, and the flyer steadied
slightly, riding wwth the wnd instead of against it. They dropped
| ower, and Dami an saw t he scrubby trees bent even farther into the
hillside by the wind. The famly's landing strip gl eaned ahead of
them the rain-darkened pavenent outlined by double rows of tiny
blue lights. The flyer fell the last few neters wwth a roar of
jets, and then they were down, Cossi converting the drop snoothly
to forward nonentum The braking fans rose to a scream and died
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away as the flyer canme to a stop, directly on the markers.

“"Ni cely done," Dam an said, and neant it.

Cossi smiled, in genuine pleasure, then turned her
attention to the difficult task of prying herself out of the
control links. "Do you want ne to wait for you, or do | head back
to the city?" she asked, still working herself free of the
control s.

"There's no point in your flying back," Dam an said. "Put
the flyer under cover -- the hangar's rated to stand a class three
-- and then you can either wait it out here or take a groundcar."”

"I"I'l wait," Cossi said.

Dam an nodded, and swung hinself out of the pilot's
conpartnment. The others were already standing on the rain-
spattered pavenent, ji-lnbaoa still hissing to hinmself, his
househol d clustered m serably at his back. Cella was standing a
little apart, a little behind them her eyes downcast, hiding that
unnerving smle. Dam an managed a smle in return, wondering what
she was up to, and waved themon toward the house itself. He could
see lvie waiting in the doorway, |ight blazing behind him
Shutters covered the wi ndows; he glanced hastily over his shoul der
and saw Loreo by the door of the doned hangar, guiding Cossi and
the flyer inside.

“"No word yet on the second guest,"” Ilvie said softly as
Dam an approached, and stood aside fromthe door.

"You can give ne the details later," Dam an answered, and
went past himinto the house. He could feel the floor trenbling
under his feet, and knew that the household generators were
al ready at speed, ready to cut in when the power grid went down.

The others were waiting in the main room the glass that
formed the view ng wall now covered by heavy wood and st eel
shutters. Dam an paused at the top of the short stairs, blinking
I n the unexpectedly warmlight of a dozen hastily placed standing
| anps. He had never been in the house during Storm had never seen
the shutters fromthe inside, the al nost-black panels cutting off
the view It was an alien, disorienting sight. One of lvie's
peopl e had set up a pair of service trays and activated a nobile
bar, and nost of the group, four nen and a pair of wonen, were
clustered either by the food or in front of the communications
consol e. The largest of the screens was tuned to the weat her
station, and Dam an caught a quick glinpse of a redscreen report

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (236 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:13 AM]



bef ore one of the wonen noved, cutting off his view Ransone sat a
little apart fromthe others in one of the large arnthairs,

| eani ng back, a glass of deep anber wine on the table beside him
He seened very nuch at his ease, despite the third wonman who st ood
against the far wall, palngun in hand, and Dam an hid a frown.
Then he saw the slight, nervous novenent of Ransone's hand, one
finger slowy tracing the lines of the carved-crystal glass, and
the way his eyes roved from point to point when he thought no one
was | ooki ng.

"So," ji-lnbaoa said, too loudly. "Ransone is here. And
your prisoner?"

Ransone smled, and lifted the glass of wwine in ironic
salute. "Not a guest, Na Dam an?"

Dam an cane down the last two stairs, ignoring both of
them snapped his fingers to summon the bar. It rolled over to
him wheels digging into the carpet, and he poured hinself a gl ass
of raki. "Help yourself, Na Speaker, we're informal here. WIIl you
see to himand his household, Cella?" He | ooked at Ransone, barely
aware of Cella's politely nmurnured answer. "You were becom ng an
| nconveni ence, you know. This seened a -- reasonable -- way to
handl e the situation.”

Ransone's smle w dened, becane briefly and genuinely
anmused. "I suppose | should tell you that you won't get away wth
this."

"I don't see why not," Dam an said, deliberately brutal.
"This isn't the Gane." He had the satisfaction of seeing Ransone
flinch.

“"Na Dam an." Ji-Inbaoa turned away fromthe nobile bar, a
tall cylinder in one hand. "I have the codes for you, but there is
a favor you could do ne in return.”

_A favor?_ Dam an barely managed to keep hinself from
rai sing his eyebrows in sheer disbelief. That is a change of
tune, fromthe hsaia who was trying to bully nme into a subordinate
position not an hour ago. You only ask favors from your

superiors_. "If | may," he said, carefully casual, and gestured
toward the door behind him Shall we talk in private?"
"That m ght be well," ji-Inbaoa said.

Dam an led the way into the side room fingering his renote
to swtch on the lights. Shutters covered the single w ndow, but
he could hear the sudden drumm ng of rain against the walls. He
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gestured toward the nearest chair -- the roomwas set up as a
comruni cati ons space, wth heavy, confortable chairs and conpl ex

machinery lining the walls -- and said, "What is this favor?"
Ji - I nbaoa suppressed a gesture, seated hinself with a kind
of heavy dignity. "Ransone, | would inmagine, becones a liability

to you once this is over."
Dam an shook his head. "Not necessarily. He's a known

netwal ker, | can prove he's been stealing information. If he tries
to go to the Lockwardens, | can bring an equally strong conpl ai nt
against him"

"Still, Chauvelin will know, " ji-Inbaoa said.

"Chauvelin doesn't like ne anyway," Dam an Chrestil said.
I wish you'd cone to the point _.

Ji -1 nbaoa | ooked away, said, as though to enpty air, "I
m ght be able to help with the situation.”

| don't need your help, thank you , Dam an thought. He bit
hi s tongue, and waited.

"And it would be doing ne a favor." Ji-lnbaoa said the
words reluctantly, alnost as though they were being pulled out of
him "There is a matter of face between ny famly and this
Ransone, the matter of an insult which could not be acknow edged
then, but is |esser treason now. If you will give himinto ny
custody, we -- ny kin and I -- wll be able to settle this. And I,
and they, will be in your debt."

Dam an made hi nself | ook down at his hands to hide his

sudden el ation. _To have ji-Ilnbaoa, and, nore than that, his
entire famly, indebted to ne -- in exchange for Ransone. Not nuch
of a trade, an arrogant netwal ki ng i nmagi st -- or should that be an
| mage- maki ng netwal ker? -- for the friendship of an equally
arrogant fool. But ji-Inbaoa has powerful relations, they could be
very useful to ne. I've no illusions, Ransone's no friend of m ne,

but can | afford to do it? He's Chauvelin's client, after all
But if it neans connections in Hsaioi-An, a deep connection to the
je Tsinra-an, can | afford not to?_ He said, slowy, "I can't give
you an answer now. There are practical considerations involved --
"Chauvelin wll not be anbassador nuch |onger," ji-I|nbaoa
said. "There is already pressure on the All-Father to renove him
fromthis post."
And that woul d make an enornous difference, Dam an thought,
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if it's true. |If Chauvelin were no longer a factor, there'd be no
reason not to do it. He had a sudden i nage of Ransone at
Chauvelin's eve-of-Stormparty, sitting on the wall of the garden
he had desi gned, the paths paved wth thousands of delicate faces
spread out at his feet, a nocking half-smle playing on his Iips
as he watched the other guests recogni ze what they were wal ki ng

on. Not a lovable man, certainly. Brave enough -- and | do
respect that -- but this is a risk you take when you pl ay
politics . He nodded slowy, |ooked back at ji-Inbaoa. "If | can
do you this favor," he said, "I wll."

*Day 2*

_Storm Transient Hostel #31, The Ghetto, _
_Landing Isle at the dd Gty Lift_

The Lockwarden pilot set the cab down on the helipad just
beyond the lift conplex that ran down the cliff face into the Ad
Cty, balancing the |ight machi ne agai nst the gusting w nds. He
was obviously skilled, but the ride was rough, and Lioe was gl ad
to be on the ground. The pilot insisted on escorting her to the
door of the hostel. Lioe nmade only a token protest, grateful for
his support, and did her best to ignore the concierge's smrk at
her arrival, clothes torn and under Lockwarden escort. The smle
turned to a frown of concern when he saw the white patches of
sel fheal on her face, and he cane out from behind the counter to
meet her.

“"Na Lioe? Are you all right?"

“"Na Lioe got nugged," the Lockwarden said, politely enough,
but Lioe found herself wincing a little at the suggestion.

"I'mall right," she said. "I just need to change cl ot hes."
"You | ook |Iike death," the concierge -- Laness, his nane
was -- said, and shook his head. "You go on up to your room and

"Il send a supply cart. Do you need anything in particul ar?"
"Sonmething to eat," Lioe said, and was surprised by the
i ntensity of her hunger. She turned to the Lockwarden. "Thanks for
getting ne here."
“"No problem"” the pilot said easily, and |let hinself out.

"You go on up," Laness said again, "and I'll send a cart."
"I'd appreciate it," Lioe said. She rode the narrow |lift up
to the third floor -- the first time she'd been back to her rented

roomin three days; nost of her spare clothes were at Shadows --
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and let herself into the narrow room It was snmall, but
confortable, and it had its own tenperature controls. She turned
up the heat to drive away the lingering danp of the canal, and
stripped off her crunpled clothing. | need to call Ransone, find
out what's going on_, she thought, _but I want to be in shape to
cope with him. She showered, not too quickly, letting the hot
wat er wash away the fear and stiffness and the | ast faint green
stains fromthe waterweed. The supply cart was waiting for her
when she had finished, one of the covers pushed back slightly to
rel ease the steam She dressed quickly, scranbling into her |ast
spare pair of trousers and a | oose, Reannan-knit pullover, and
pushed back the lid of the cart. The food was good, standard | ocal
fare, fish cakes and rice and a quick-fry of vegetabl es, and
Laness had included a bottle of the resinous |ocal w ne. She
poured herself a glass, and wolfed a couple of the fish cakes
straight fromthe cart, then turned her attention to the
conmuni cations table. She seated herself in front of it, dragged
the supply cart into easy reach. There were three nessages from
Kerestel waiting in storage. She hesitated, feeling guilty, but
none of them were marked urgent. She ignored them and called up
t he cheapest of the |local communications nets. Its pronpt
flickered into view, and she punched in Ransone's mail code. There
was a fractional hesitation, and then the famliar nessage:
TERM NAL | N USE, PLEASE TRY LATER

She sm | ed and reached for the cart again, one
unacknow edged worry assuaged. At | east Ransone was all right, and
coul d probably explain what was going on, who had tried to kidnap
her and why. _And in the neantine_, she thought, | think I"'l]
start carrying ny work knife again_. She pushed herself away from
the termnal, went to runmage in her bag for the knife. It was
meant to be used as a survival tool, and was cl assified as such
when it passed through custons, but the |onger of the two bl ades
made an effective weapon. She slipped it into her pocket, turned
back to the termnal. There was a repeat function; she found it
after a nonent's search, and hit the codes. This tine, the screen
stayed dark, codes flickering across its base; after half a
m nute, a new nessage appeared: | NTENDED RECEI VER NOT RESPONDI NG
CANCEL YES/ NO. Lioe nmade a face, but hit YES. The screen
flickered, and a nonent |ater presented her with the list of
charges. She ignored it, staring past the nunbers. _Soneone was on

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (240 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:13 AM]



the circuit only a few m nutes ago_, she thought, _so where the
hell did he go? Unless it was soneone calling hinf_ She hesitated,
then tried again. There was no answer except the cancell ation
pronpt .

She closed the system wondering if she should wait and try
again, or if she should go back to Ransone's loft and see if there
were any nessages waiting there. That nade the npbst sense,
especially since she had Ransone's key, but she had to admt that
goi ng back out on the streets didn't particularly appeal to her.
_Which is silly. There's no reason to think that these people --
whoever they are -- will try anything in the port district; nore
to the point, and nore likely, there's no reason to think the
hostel is all that safe_. She stood frowning for a nonent, and the
comruni cati ons table buzzed, the screen displaying the intercom
synbol . Her frown deepened, but she reached across to touch the
flashing icon.

[1] Yes?ll

"Na Lioe." Laness sounded oddly hesitant. "There's a woman
to see you. She says her nane is Roscha. Shall | send her up?"

_Roscha? What the hell is she doing here?_ "lIs she al one?"

Li oe asked. And if she isn't , she wondered suddenly, _are you in
a position to warn nme?_

"Yes, Na Lioe."

"I'"l'l come down," Lioe said, and cut the connection before
anyone could protest. She nade her way down the side stairs rather
than the lift, and paused just inside the doorway to scan the
| obby. Roscha was standing by the concierge's counter, her
beautiful face | ooking oddly forlorn as she watched the lift
entrance. There was no one else in sight. Feeling rather foolish,
Li oe took her hand off the button of the work knife, and stepped
out into the | obby.

"Quinn!" Roscha turned at the sound of the other woman's
f oot steps, her eyes going instantly to the patches of selfheal.
“"Are you all right?"

"Yes, fine," Lioe said, irritably, and nade herself stop.
"I't'"s just cuts and bruises," she said. "Listen, did you send
soneone to tell nme you were at soneplace called the Mad Monkey?"

"No." Roscha shook her head, sending the red hair flying.
"No, | didn't, and the Lockwardens have been talking to ne
al ready. \What happened?”
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Li oe | ooked over her shoul der, saw Laness | eani ng agai nst
his counter, |istening shanelessly. "Over here," she said, and
drew Roscha away into the shelter of the pillars that defined the
comon entertai nnent center. No one was there, the VDI RT consol es
enpty, and she turned back to face Roscha. "Maybe you can tel
me," she said. "This man cane up to ne, called ne by nane, and
said you' d given hima nessage to be passed on, to neet you at
this place called the Mad Mnkey. "

"I know it," Roscha nmuttered, and waved a hand in apol ogy.
"I"msorry, go on."

“"When | tried to go there,"” Lioe said, and heard her voice
tight and angry, "I was followed, and soneone stepped out of a
doorway carrying a gun. He said sonebody wanted to talk to ne, and
| was to cone quietly. Do you have any idea who that sonebody
m ght be?"

"No." Roscha shook her head, stopped abruptly. "Do you work
for Gand-17?"

"What ?" Lioe blinked, irrationally offended by the
guestion. "No, I'ma pilot. And |'ma Ganer. | don't need to work
for Custons."

“"Na Dam an -- Dam an Chrestil thinks you do," Roscha said,
slowy. "And you've been hanging out wth Ransone, who's not
exactly clean when it cones to politics."” There was a fl eeting
note of malice in her voice that vani shed al nost as soon as Lioe
recogni zed it. "And Na Dam an went out of his way to nmake sure |
had an alibi for this afternoon.”

"So you think Dam an Chrestil is behind this?" Lioe asked.

"You don't sound that surprised,”" Roscha answered,
bitterly.

"I mnot, exactly. Ransone -- " Lioe stopped abruptly. _How
the hell do I know who to trust, if | can trust you, or anyone?
You work for B Ce., which is the sane thing as working for
Dam an Chrestil, and Ransone isn't answering his calls. Wat the
hell am | supposed to do now?_ "Why should I tell you?"

Roscha made an angry sound that was al nost | aughter.
“"Because | don't |ike being jerked around. Because | don't I|ike
bei ng used to set sonebody up -- especially you, sonebody |'ve
been sl eeping wth, sonebody I |ike. Sonebody as good as you are
in the Gane." Her voice cracked then, and she | ooked away,
scowming. "Na Daman lied to nme, and he used ne, and he naybe
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woul d' ve nurdered you, and it could ve been ny fault. I'll be

damed if 1'lIl let himdo that to ne."

There was sonething in her voice, the street kid's -- _the
canalli's_-- ancient, bitter grievance that nade Lioe nod in
spite of herself. "Al right," she said slowy, "I believe you."

Roscha nodded, silent, still scowing.

"I need your help," Lioe went on, nore slowy still, a
voi ce scream ng reproaches inside her head. _Are you crazy? She
still works for C B G e. Even soneone as Gane-addi cted as Roscha

is isn't going to give up a good job for a total stranger. She
could be setting you up again_. She shook the thoughts away. |
have to have help, and the only other person | can trust is
Ransone. And he's not answering. | have to take a chance, and
Roscha's ny best shot. She's a good actor, but | don't think
anyone's that good. | think she neant exactly what she said |
hope . "I need to find Ransone, he's the one who really knows
what's goi ng on. Can you get ne back to his loft? It's back at
Newfi el ds, where the cliffs overl ook the Junction Pools."

"I know where it is," Roscha said. She nodded, her face
grim "Na Dam an's going to be |ooking for both of us now -- | was
supposed to stay on the docks until mdnight. | guess | don't need
an alibi now" She smled wyly, but shrugged the thought away. "I
borrowed a denki-bi ke, we can take that."

“I'n this weat her?" Lioe said. The thought of riding one of
the unstable little two-wheel ed vehicles in the sane w nds that
had t ossed the Lockwardens' helicab across the sky was not
appeal i ng.

Roscha gl anced toward t he wi ndow besi de the door, shrugged
slightly. "It's not raining yet."

"Right," Lioe said. She | ooked toward the concierge's
counter, where Laness was pretending to be absorbed in the tourist
di spl ay-tapes. No harmin providing a little insurance_, she
t hought, and wal ked over to join him "Laness," she said, and the
man | ooked up in an unconvincing flurry of surprise.

"What can | do for you, Na Lioe? |Is everything all right?"

“"Yes," Lioe answered. So far_ . "I need you to do ne a
favor," she went on. "l have to go out, but after what happened
earlier, would you -- if I'mnot back here tonight, or if | don't

call you, would you give the Lockwardens a call ?"
"OfF course, Na Lioe," Laness said. H s eyes w dened
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slightly, his whole being torn between enjoynent of the Gane-like
intrigue and concern for a guest. "But, Na Lioe, if there' s any
chance -- what | nean is, with the stormpredicted for tonight, if
anyt hi ng happens to you, the Lockwardens are going to have enough
to do."

"That's all right," Lioe said. O at least it can't be

helped . "I'"'mnot really worried, not really expecting anything.
But if |I'mnot back, and you don't hear fromne, | want you to
call them™"

Laness nodded. "I'lIl do that," he said, and added,

awkwar dl y, "Good | uck."

Roscha' s denki - bi ke was parked outside, under the shelter
of a news kiosk's awning instead of in the racks outside the
hostel's door. The wind -- a warm w nd, unpleasantly warm-- sent
dust and a few errant pieces of trash whipping along the pavenent;
across the road, a pair of wonen struggled with a storefront
banner, fighting to fold the heavy cloth. Up and down the street,
wooden shutters had been clanped into place across the | arger
wi ndows, and there was a line out the door of the single grocer's
shop. "It | ooks bad," Lioe said, involuntarily, and Roscha
shrugged.

"It's always like this when a storms com ng. They say it's
only going to be a class two." She reached into the bike's
security field, expertly touching the rel ease codes. "Let's get
goi ng before the rain starts.”

The streets were all but enpty in the port district, nost
of the workers already heading home to secure their own property.
Shutters covered nost of the upper-floor w ndows, and there were
storm bars across the warehouse doors. Lioe |eaned cl ose agai nst
Roscha' s back, felt the denki-bi ke shudder each tine they turned a
corner. A few drops of rain were falling as they turned the | ast
corner and pulled into the alley beside Ransone's |oft. Lioe
wi nced as the first huge drops hit her face, |ooked toward the

buil ding's entrance. The red flag was still out, whipping
frantically against its stays, and she wondered if its owner had
just forgotten to take it in. Still, the stairs weren't difficult,

and at | east she knew where they were. She reached into her pocket
for the | ockbox, and cl osed her fingers gratefully over its

snoot hly dented surface. At least | didn't lose it in the canal .
She started toward the stairwell, notioning for Roscha to follow
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The ot her woman strai ghtened from hooki ng her bike to the
recharging bollard, gave the connector a last tug, and cane to
join her.

"Wher e away?"

"Upstairs," Lioe answered, and |laid the | ockbox agai nst the
stairway door. It clicked open, and she stepped into the sudden
darkness. It snelled odd, sour and rather yeasty, and Roscha nade
a small noi se of disgust.

"Better watch your step."

"What is it, anyway?" Lioe turned to secure the door behind
them A tiny light canme on as she refastened the latch, casting a
si ckly glow over the | anding.

"Sonmeone' s been chewi ng strawn," Roscha answered. "There'll
be a cud around here sonewhere."

"What's strawn?" Lioe started up the stairs, avoiding the
shadows.

"I't conmes out of hsai space, nakes you feel very calm"
Roscha answered. Lioe could hear the sudden snmile in her voice as
she added, "Not sonething | indulge in nuch."

"I guess not." Lioe paused outside Ransone's door, funbling
with the | ockbox until she found the depressions that rel eased the
| ock. The lights were out, just as she'd left it, the big w ndow
open to the city view. Dark clouds, alnost purple, filled the left
side of the window, the sky to the right was still only grey.
"Ransone?"

There was no answer, and she hadn't really expected one,
but she called his nane once nore before crossing to the display
space. Lights flashed along the base of the main consol e,
signaling at | east a dozen nessages waiting. She frowned, puzzled
now as well as worried, and touched keys to retrieve the latest. A
secondary screen lit, displayed a string of hsai _n-jao_
characters. Chauvelin?_ she wondered, and touched keys again to
scroll back to the first nessage.

"He hasn't even gotten the shutters down," Roscha said, and
Li oe | ooked back at her. "If you were | ooking for Ransone," Roscha
went on, "he hasn't been here. He'd ve put stormshutters up, the
way that sky is |ooking."

"Dam. " Lioe | ooked around, saw nothing that | ooked as
though it could cover the enornous w ndow. Her hat was still
sitting on the fol ded bed, and she realized that she had left it
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behi nd that norning as well. "Can you take care of it, please?"

"Sure," Roscha said, sounding slightly surprised, and
crossed to the w ndow. She ran her hand al ong the | eft-hand side
of the frame until she found an all-but-invisible panel. She
popped that open, studied the controls for a nonent, then turned a
dial. There was a shriek fromoutside the wi ndow, unoil ed netal
reluctant to nove, and then the shutters began to | ower thensel ves
I nto place, creaking and groani ng along their track.

Li oe reached for the roomrenote, touched keys to bring up
the lights, and then turned her attention back to the nessages.
The first nmessage in the queue was flashing on the screen: _nore
n'jao characters , she thought, but these | ooked different from
the first ones she'd seen. Frowning now, she split the screen,
recall ed the | ast nessage. Sure enough, the characters were
different, forming an entirely different pattern. She knew only a
few n'jao_ glyphs, nostly trade-related -- |ike nbost Republicans,
her dealings with the hsai were generally done through a jericho-
human broker, and none of these were famliar.

“"Do you know any n'jao? " she asked, and Roscha cane to
| ook over her shoul der at the screen.

"Alittle. I can't read that, though."

Li oe gl anced back at her, saw the delicate eyebrows draw
down into a thoughtful frown.

"Wait a mnute, though." Roscha reached out to touch one

tripart character in the first nmessage. "I think that's the
anbassador's nane-sign. And | think these are repeats -- nessage
repeats."” She indicated anot her set of synbols.

"Chauvel i n?" Li oe asked.

"I sawit on a crate once, when we handl ed sone diplomatic
shi pping out," Roscha answered. "I'msure that's what it is.”

"I"'mnot surprised,” Lioe nuttered. She touched nore keys,
searching for a main directory, and w shed she had had nore tine
to | earn Ransone's idiosyncratic systens.

"Way not ?" Roscha asked. "Look, what's going on?"

"I wsh | knew," Lioe answered. She took a deep breath,
made herself | ook away fromthe screens crowded with usel ess
information. "Wat | think is happening -- what Ransone said was
happening -- is that Dam an Chrestil and the hsaia Visiting
Speaker are probably snuggling sonething, mainly to get Dam an
Chrestil sone political advantage in Hsaioi-An, which he could use
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here."
Roscha nodded. "That nmakes sense. He wants to be governor."
“Chauvel in and the Visiting Speaker are enemes," Lioe
conti nued, "nenbers of rival factions -- and the Visiting Speaker
doesn't nuch |ike Ransone, either -- so there's a hsai dinension
to this, too."

" Sha-mai _.
does nmake sense.”
"I"'mglad it nmakes sense to soneone," Lioe said. She

fiddled with the shadowscreen again, found the main directory at

| ast, and ran through it hastily, searching for translation
prograns. There was only one, and it was really only for
transliteration. _Ransone certainly speaks tradetal k, and probably
a coupl e of nodes of hsai , she thought, but copied the two
screens to its working nenory anyway. The pronpt blinked for a few
seconds, and spat strings of letters. She recogni zed Chauvelin's
nanme, and, in the second nessage, a string of nunbers that | ooked
| i ke routing codes. She studi ed those nunbers, cocking her head to
one side. They were certainly routing codes; in fact, they | ooked
| i ke the kind of codes that gave access to conmmercial data

Roscha shook her head. "It's a ness, but it

storage. | wonder what Ransone keeps in that kind of safe space_,
she thought, and copied the codes to a separate working board.
"I think," Roscha said slowy, "I think that neans that

Chauvelin's been | ooking for him" She pointed to the first
nmessage, her fingertip hovering just above the screen. "And it
| ooks like it's been repeated -- what's the tinme check, anyway?"

Li oe touched keys. "That nessage has been repeated every
quarter hour for four hours. The |last one arrived about forty
m nutes ago." _Does that nean he got the nessage and is with
Chauvel i n?_ she wondered. O did Chauvelin just give up?_

“"Do you think he got the nessage?" Roscha sai d.

Li oe shook her head. "There's only one way to find out."
Roscha | ooked at her, and she smled wyly. "Call Chauvelin and
ask. "

"Yeah, but do you think he'd answer?"

Li oe shrugged. "I've no idea." She reached for the
wor kboard, typed in a string of codes, an inquiry first, to
Ransone's own directories, and then into his storage. To her
surprise, the codes to contact the hsai anbassador were held in
open storage; she copied themto the comuni cati ons system but
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hesitated, wondering if she should send them _\What do | say,
anyway? "l'mso sorry to bother you, Anbassador, but is Ransone

W th you?" How do | explain why I'mcalling, if he's there,

W t hout getting himinto trouble? Mre inportant, what do | say if
he's not?_She touched the final key before she could change her

mnd. | can always just say he told nme he mght be there. | don't
have to tell a jericho-human -- no, not even a jericho-human, a
conscript, chaoi-non -- _anything of what's going on_. The

handset chinmed softly, from beside the working chair, and at the
sane tinme the secondary screen di splayed connect synbols.

"What the hell ?" Roscha said.

"I"'mcalling the anbassador," Lioe answered, and crossed to
pi ck up the handset. The green telltale was lit at the base of the
set, indicating a nmachine on the other end of the connection. "I
want to know if Ransone's there." She touched the connect button
bef ore Roscha coul d say anything, heard a delicate nechani cal
voi ce in her ear.

"Hsai e house. May | help you?" A nonent |ater, the voice
repeat ed the sane nessage in tradetal k.

"I"'mtrying to contact Illario Ransone,

"Who may | say is calling?"

~So he is there . Lioe felt a sudden surge of relief, a
ki nd of deflation, and said, "Quinn Lioe." She heard her voice
flat and irritable in the handset's reflection.

"One nonent, please.”

"He's there?" Roscha demanded, and Li oe shrugged.

Li oe sai d.

"He seens to be -- " She broke off as the handset cli cked,
flipping over to the new connecti on.
"Chauvelin."

The voice was famliar fromthe anbassador's party, |ow and
crisp, wwth only a hint of the hsai accent. Lioe froze, not
know ng what to say, what she should do, and Chauvelin said, "Na
Li oe?"

"' msorry to have bot hered you, Anbassador," she said. "I -
- | was | ooking for Ransone, he said he m ght be with you." _Maybe
that wasn't the best phrasing , she thought, but it's the best |
could do on short notice. Things nust be bad, if Chauvelin hinself
Is talking to ne_.

“I"ve been | ooking for Ransone nysel f," Chauvelin said.
“"Are you at his |oft?"
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There was a certainty in his voice that nade Lioe think the
call had been traced. "Yes." No point in lying: even if he hasn't
traced it yet, he wll .

"Has he been there, do you know?"

"I don't know," Lioe said. It was a safe answer; better

still, it was the truth. "Is there anything wong?"
There was a |little pause, just enough to nake her sure he
was lying. "No, not at all. But | would like to talk to him as

soon as he returns.”

“I'"l'l tell himthat," Lioe said, and waited.

"I't's inportant,"” Chauvelin said. There was anot her pause,
barely nore than a hesitation, and then the anbassador went on, "I
was expecting a nessage fromhim D d he | eave anything for ne?"

Li oe shook her head, then renmenbered it was a voice-only
line. "Not that |'ve seen." She glanced quickly at the consol e,
doubl e- checki ng t he nessages di splayed on the screen. "No,
not hi ng." She hesitated herself, wondering how nuch she coul d say,

then said, "I was expecting to find himhere. I'ma little --
concerned. "
"So am|." She could alnost hear a kind of wy smle in

Chauvelin's voice. "If you hear fromhim please tell himto
contact ne."

“I'"l'l do that," Lioe said, and broke the connection.

"So what happened?" Roscha asked.

Li oe shrugged, | ooked back at the nmassive console, at the
synbol s and code-strings filling the screens. "Ransone isn't
t here, as you heard, and Chauvelin badly wants to talk to him"

"That doesn't sound good," Roscha said. "Wat about
hospitals, or the Lockwardens?"

"I bet Chauvelin's already done that," Lioe said, "but it
couldn't hurt to check again." O could it? What if he wants to
keep this quiet?_ She shoved the thought away. "How are you on the
net s?"

Roscha shrugged. "Good enough to find that out, anyway."

In spite of everything, Lioe grinned. "Can you take care of
it? There's sonething | want to check."

Roscha reached for the handset. "All right."

One screen w nked out, slaved to the handset; Lioe ignored
its absence, stared at the routing codes displayed on her
wor kboard. She was still learning her way around Burning Bright's
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nets, but this sequence |ooked straightforward enough. The header
codes indicated a secure node, but the nunbers foll ow ng should be
the owner's own codes. She ran her hands over the shadowscreen,
recalling the main directory, and set the system scanning for a
node that matched the header codes. She coul d hear Roscha's voice
in the background, rising in inquiry, flattening out with each

I naudi bl e answer, but she ignored it, her eyes fixed on the
screen. |If this didn't work, she would have to try netwal ki ng,
personally checking the |ikely nodes. Then the screen |lit,

di spl ayi ng a gaudy |1 ogo, a shield banded in blue and gold, wth a
scarl et dragon coiling over it, and presented her with a |ist of
options: ADD, SUBTRACT, RETRI EVE, NEW FILE, CHARGES. She hit

RETRI EVE, and her screen filled wth synbols, scrolling past too
fast for her to read. She touched the shadowscreen to dunp the

i nformation to Ransone's | ocal system-- sonmewhat to her surprise,
there was no request for a further password -- and waited until
the key bar flickered green again. She banished the connection,
and turned her attention to the workscreen, scrolling back to the
begi nning of the file.

“"Not hing at any of the hospitals,” Roscha said, and cane to
peer over her shoulder. "But a friend of mne at ¢ B Ce. says Na
Dam an's gone off with a hsaia -- it was sonebody inportant, he
said, so it could be the Visiting Speaker -- and Alnarin |vie,
he's head of security, has been sent off to | ook at sonething at
the famly's sumer house."

"Look at this," Lioe said. She gestured to the screen,
heard the repressed excitenent in her own voice. "Damm it, how did
he get all of this?" The outline was conplete -- nmaybe a little
iffy in courtroomeyes, especially when so much of it was gathered
net wal ki ng, but certainly enough to use. Enough to blackmail
Dam an Chrestil with, and enough to make Dami an Chrestil wlling
to do -- what? Kill hinf?_ She pushed the thought away. _That
seened the least likely result, if only because a well-known body
woul d be hard to explain, and Chauvelin would be likely to ask
awkwar d questions. But certainly to keep himout of action for a
few days. Especially since Dam an seened to be ready to transfer
the lachesi to its new "owners." _

"So Na Dam an was snuggling |lachesi for clients of ji-
| tbaoa' s," Roscha said, slowy. "I think I worked that pickup."”

"I brought it in," Lioe said. "Damm, that's why we had
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bungee-gars on board. | didn't think red-carpet was worth that
much trouble.”

Roscha | aughed softly. "Wat a fucking ness. Na Daman is
going to be really pissed when he realizes we know what's goi ng
on."

"I think he already is," Lioe said, and touched the patches
of selfheal starring her face. "That has to be what this was all
about." He was willing to kill nme, too -- not eager, so | suppose
| should be grateful, but willing . She shivered, |ooked over her
shoul der in spite of herself toward the shuttered w ndow and the
| ocked door. _Wich neans we need sone kind of a defense, and not
just physical . "You said Dam an Chrestil went off with the
Vi siting Speaker ?"

"It looks like it," Roscha said. "And if N lvie's at the
famly sunmmer house, then | bet that's where Ransone is. It's
renot e enough to keep sonebody out of circulation for a while.
Especially with the storm"”

Li oe nodded, aware for the first tinme of the steady slap of
rain agai nst the shutters. Every so often, a stronger gust snacked
agai nst them a sharp sound like a handful of nails thrown against
the netal plates. "All right," she said. "How safe are we here?"

Roscha shrugged. "Na Dam an has plenty of people in the
port," she said. "If he wants -- well, if he doesn't care about
publicity, we're not safe at all."

"How much do you think he cares about publicity?"

"I don't know." Roscha | ooked back at the screen, at the
careful outline. "If that's what's been going on, it could nean
t he governorship. I wouldn't care a whole lot, in his shoes.™

Li oe nodded at the answer she had expected. "Do ne a favor,
make sure everything's | ocked, as secure as you can nake it. And
see if Ransone owns any weaponry."

"All right," Roscha said, and sounded faintly dubious. "But

Li oe | ooked back at the chair, Ransone's worKki ng space
inert, invisible around it. "lI've got an idea," she said. "And if
It works, we shouldn't need guns.™

*Day 2*
_Storm The Chrestil-Brisch Sunmer House, _
_the Barrier Hlls_
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Ransone waited in the sunken main room staring at the
gl ass of wi ne that stood untouched on the table beside him H's
back ached with the effort of holding hinself rel axed and easy
agai nst the chair's thick cushions; he was aware, painfully aware,
of the rising noise of the rain and the murmuring conversations
anong the Chrestil-Brisch thugs standing by the display console.
He was equally aware of the woman who held her pal ngun with the
confortable stance of the expert, but kept his eyes away from her.
The wi nd howl ed outside the shutters, and he wondered when the
stormwould hit its peak. Not that the stormwas nuch of an
advantage, but at least it |limted their actions as nuch as his.
_And | bet | know what favor ji-Inbaoa wants. Chauvelin warned ne
| shouldn't push him The only question is, wll Dam an Chrestil
sell me out?_ Ransone smled then, put the glass to his lips to
cover the expression. _And why shouldn't he? If he wins -- and
he's winning so far -- he has nothing to | ose .

"Na Ransone."

It was Dami an Chrestil's voice: the younger man noved so
qui etly that Ransone hadn't heard hi m approach. He turned, setting
the gl ass aside, contents untasted, forced a calmsm |l e of
greeting. "Na Dam an."

Dam an Chrestil snapped his fingers, and one of the heavy
chairs trundl ed over to join them At another gesture, the wonan
wth the palngun withdrew a little, resting her back agai nst the
shutters that covered the enornous w ndow. Ji-I|nbaoa nade a
slight, inpatient novenent of his fingers, but noved away toward
the display console and the twin serving carts. Ransone, watchi ng
w th what he hoped was a convi nci ng show of incurious distaste,
saw the other hsaia, ji-lnbaoa's secretary, present a plate of
food. Cella said sonething to him turned himaway toward the
shuttered wi ndows. She gl anced over her shoul der, and net
Ransone's | ook with a quick, triunphant smle. It was gone al nost
as soon as he'd seen it, but Ransone felt the chill of it down his
Spi ne.

"There are a couple of things we need to get settled,"

Dam an Chrestil said, and Ransone | ooked back at hima little too
qui ckly.

"I'f you let ne go, give ne a ride back to the city and an
apol ogy," Ransone said, trying to cover his nervousness, "I
suppose |'d be willing to ignore all of this." He gestured with
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all the grace he could nuster to the wonan with the gun.
Dam an smled. "That really wasn't what | had in mnd."
_Sonmehow | didn't think so . Ransone sm | ed back, the
muscles of his face stiff and unresponsive, felt congestion

tugging at his lungs again. He ignored that -- _maybe it wll go
away, ease off on its owmn the way it sonetines does_ -- and said
aloud, "It's a generous offer."

"So's mne," Dam an answered, and the smle vani shed
abruptly. "I understand from ny people that you dunped the

contents of a datablock into the nets, into storage sonewhere. |
want that material."

Ransone spread his hands. "I don't hear an offer.”

"Ji-Inbaoa tells ne there are still sonme charges pending in
Hsai oi - An," Dam an Chrestil said. "He wants you back, to face
them | don't care either way, but | want that data."

Ransone froze, felt hinself go rigid, as though he'd been
turned to stone. He renenbered the hsai courts, the hsaia judge --
" insults from houta are as the barking of dogs; it's fortunate
you are of no status " -- nobst of all the dreary grey paddi ng,
wal | s and floors and ceiling, that was the hsai prison, nonths and
nont hs of grey cells and grey clothes and grey nen, and finally
the nunbing grey fog of the first bout of white-sickness. That's
twice the Chrestil-Brisch have done this to ne_, he thought, and
could see the sane fine shape, Bettis Chrestil's face inposed for

an instant on her brother's features. _| can't go back. | don't
want to die there, in that grey place .... "If | give you the
data," he said slowy, despising hinself for the concession, "you
won't turn nme over to ji-Ilnbaoa."

Dam an nodded.

"What, then? You'll just let ne go?" Ransone |let his
di sbelief fill his voice, and caught his breath sharply, just

averting a coughing fit. He tasted netal, the tang of it at the
back of his throat, and swall owed hard, willing the sickness away.
"Why not ?" Dam an shrugged with deliberate contenpt. "Once
the -- product -- is transferred, there's nothing you can do."
"The | achesi, you nean," Ransone said, and, after a nonent,
Dam an nodded.
"That's right."
"Chauvelin won't be pleased,” Ransone said, and Dam an
shrugged agai n.
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"Chauvelin won't be in a position to do anything about his
di spl easure for very nuch | onger. The tzu Tsinra-an are | osing
face by the day, they won't be in power nuch | onger. And then
Chauvelin won't be able to do a damm thing to help you."

Ransone sat very still, kept his face expressionless with
an effort. It was true; if the tzu Tsinra-an |ost their dom nant
position at the court on Hsiamai, then Chauvelin would go down --
~and I'lIl gowith him | can't go back to Hsaioi-An. | don't want
to die there, | know what that would be like, | saw it happen_. He
controlled his fear with an effort, nmade hinself reach for the
W ne. He sipped carefully, but did not really taste the faint
sweetness. "So if | tell you where the data is, you won't turn ne
over to him" He nodded to the Visiting Speaker, still standi ng by
the food carts. "What guarantee do | have that you won't get the
data and still hand ne over?"

"You don't. But you don't have another choice,” Dam an
Chrestil answered. "I tell you -- |I'll give you ny word -- that if
you give ne the data, you can go free."

"Your word," Ransone said, in spite of hinself, renenbering
Bettis Chrestil. She had given her word, too, and it had been | ess
t han usel ess. Dam an Chrestil gave his sister's hunorless smle.

"I don't care if you believe ne or not," he said. "This is
the only deal you've got. Tell ne where you stashed the data, or
"Il give you to ji-Ilnbaoa, now. "

It is the only deal, and worse than no choice at all .
Ransone stared at himfor a | ong nonent, unable to cone up with

any alternatives. \Whatever | do, | |ose, because | don't believe
himfor a second when he says he'll let ne go. I"monly prol onging
it, and | osing any bargai ning power | mght have -- but | can't
give up without sone fight . "All right," he said slowmy. "I"l|

retrieve it for you." He hadn't expected that attenpt to work, and
was not surprised when Dam an shook his head, refusing the ganbit.

"Tell me the codes.”

"They're in ny loft, in the mil|l systens there," Ransone
said. "You'll find a nessage in n'jao_ there, a string of codes.
That accesses the secure storage." Dam an frowned, started to say
sonet hi ng, and Ransone held up his hand. "The program | used, |
don't know the access nunbers nyself, or even where the data ended
up. It's a random dunp, to whoever had space open at the tine. But
the retrieval codes are in ny nmail box."

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (254 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:13 AM]



Dam an nodded then, beckoned to one of his people, a thin
wonman with a pilot's calluses on her wists. "Cossi, you've done
this before. | need to get sone information out of his mail box."

Cossi shrugged. "Can you give ne a key?"

"Wel | ?" Dam an sai d.

Ransone hesitated, then reeled off the string of nunbers.

"Ri ght, Na Dam an," Cossi said, and turned away. Ransone
wat ched her walk to the nearest netlink and settle herself at the
wor kst ati on. For a crazy nonent, he hoped that she didn't know
what she was doing -- she was a pilot, after all -- but then he
saw t he way her hands noved across the shadowscreens, and that
hope di ed.

He | ooked away, not wanting to watch, but could still hear
the steady click of the machi nes as Cossi worked her way onto the
nets. This was it: there was no hope left, and he could expect to
choke to death in a hsai prison.... He heard his breath whistling
in his lungs, and this tinme reached for the cylinder of Mst.
There was no point in pretending anynore, no point in trying to
hi de his weakness. He'd played his best hand, and he'd |lost. He
| aid the mask against his face, inhaled the cool vapor. Dam an
Chrestil watched him his thin face expressionless. Ransone
refol ded the mask with deliberate care, and slipped the cylinder
back into his pocket.

"Na Dam an," Cossi said. "I'm being bl ocked."

"What ?" Dam an | ooked up sharply, frowning.

"I'''m bei ng bl ocked," Cossi said again. "Sonebody's pulled
that systemoff-line. There's no way | can access it."

Dam an | ooked back at Ransone, his thin eyebrows drawn into
a scom. "Well? | thought we had a bargain."

Ransone spread his hands, did his best to hide his sudden
el ati on. Soneone was in the loft, Chauvelin, nmaybe, or -- better
still and nost likely -- Quinn Lioe. And if Lioe was there, and
had changed the system settings, then maybe he had a second
chance. "Everything was on-line when | left it. Maybe the stornms
knocked it off."

Cossi's hands danced across the nmultil evel ed controls.

“"Nothing else is off, Na Dam an. | think soneone's reset."”
"Lioe," Dam an Chrestil said, and Ransone felt the | ast
hope die. "It's Lioe, isn't it? You gave her a key to your |oft,

and told her what was goi ng on."
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Ransone shook his head. "I didn't tell her anything," he
lied. "She's a Ganer, and a Republican, at that. She doesn't give
a shit about politics.”

"You brought her to Chauvelin's party,

Danm an said, soft

and deadly.

Ransonme shook his head again. "Yeah, | tried to get her
i nterested in sonething outside the Gane -- she's good, too good
to be stuck in the Gane all her life -- but she doesn't care. Al

she wants to do is play the Gane."

There was another little silence, and then Dam an Chrestil
shook his head. "No. Nobody ignores politics like that."

"Ganers do," Ransone said, desperately.

"Not even Ganers." Dam an Chrestil beckoned to lIvie. "GCet
in touch with your people up at the port. Send sone over to
Ransone's | oft and see what they find." He | ooked back at Ransone.
"l suppose he has security in place, so be careful."”

"Fuck you," Ransone said. If Lioe was at the loft, if she
had the sense to find the key that would I et her retrieve the data
-- and she nust have, if she'd bl ocked access to the mail system --
then there was still a chance. _If Lioe can figure out what to
do . He put that thought aside. There was still nothing he could
do but wait, but things were |l ooking fractionally better than they
had.

*Day 2%

_Storm The Hsai Anbassador's House, _
_in the Ghetto, Landing |Isle Above
~add Gty North_

Chauvelin stood at the only unshuttered w ndow, watching
the wnd-driven rain sweep through his garden. The bel |l fl ower
trees bent until their branches dragged al ong the ground, stirring
t he human-faced pebbles into new patterns, their flowers bl own
away in gusts with the wind. Afewearly flowers were flattened,
their petals frayed to nothing against the ground. The cl ouds
streaned in, dark overhead, darker still, alnost black, to the
south, so that the light was dimmed, filled with an odd,
underwater quality. Ransone was not at his loft.

Chauvelin grimced, annoyed with hinself, at his inability
to concentrate on anything except that useless fact, and turned
away fromthe w ndow to consi der the doubl e-screened wor kboard
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that lay on the wide table. Both screens displayed the transcri pt
of the last transm ssion from Haas, the last that had cone in
before the transmtter went down for the duration of the storm a
fragnentary, garbled ness that defied the conputers. He frowned
agai n, and made hinself pick up a stylus, fitting his fingers into
the pressure points to change the node. It was obvious that Haas
had found at | east sone of what he had expected -- connections
between the je Tsinra-an and the Chrestil-Brisch, clients of the
je Tsinra-an who did nost of their business through B Ce. --
but the overall sense of the nessage was so mangl ed that there was
little he could do. Even the standard phrases certifying Haas's
authority and authorizing himto act in her nane for the
Renmenbr ancer - Duke had cone t hrough poorly, though there, at |east,
they had the Forns of Protocol to fill in the gaps. At |east he
could use that authority, if he had to.

And maybe he could do nore. Ransone was m ssing; the
inquiries he'd put out on the nets had brought no results, and
Li oe seened -- said she knew nothing. Ji-Ilnbaoa certainly knew,
certainly held sone of the keys to this situation. If the
transm ssion could be edited properly, he could force ji-Inbaoa's
househol d to cooperate with him He highlighted one section of the
nmessage, deleted the intervening words and nonsense, tilted his
head to one side to study the result. The phrasing was a little
stilted, but no worse than in many official docunents. He finished
the rest of it, editing carefully, and studied the result. The
docunent now gave himthe tenporary rank necessary to resune
control of the anbassadorial household, and therefore of ji-
| mhaoa' s household as well, on the grounds that ji-Inbaoa's
carefully unspecified actions had cast a shadow on the reputation
of his superiors. There was only one problemwth using it: ji-
| Tbaoa woul d inevitably query it to the Renenbrancer-Duke hinself,
and not enough of the original nessage survived for Chauvelin to
be sure that his patron would back himin such a drastic action.
He set the stylus aside, ran his finger over the gl ow ng
characters at the foot of the screen, tracing the stylized n'jao_
characters that synbolized Haas's authority. He could use this
authority successfully, of that he was quite certain, but possibly
at the cost of his career. _|Is Ransone worth it?_

Chauvel i n sighed, touched controls at the base of the
wor kscreen to produce a paper copy and transfer the original to
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storage. _Is he? It's taken ne nost of ny life -- nearly thirty
years -- to earn this rank, starting fromnothing, as a conscript,
| ess than nothing. Even the strictest hsaia codes acknow edge t hat
it isn't always possible to protect one's proteges . Flashes of
menory broke through his guard: Ransone newy paroled, all in grey
still, the canalli brown of his skin faded to ivory; Ransone in
his bed, the unexpected, wiry strength of his thin body; Ransone

| aughing at a party, a handful of birds, the centerpiece of a
story egg, dancing in his palm Ransone sitting on the garden
wal | , hol ding out a handful of carved stones. _And Ransonme with

Li oe, too, the way he watched her . He picked up the printed
sheet, rolled it carefully in the prescribed fashion,

concentrating on the task so he wouldn't have to think. _If | use
this, and "'mwong -- or even if I"'mright and it's inexpedient --
| will |ose the anbassadorship. And probably ny other ranks, too;
there will be need to nmake an exanple of ne. |I'mnot ready, yet,

to nake that choice .

He tucked the cylinder of paper, the ends neatly fol ded
over on thenselves, into the pocket of his coat, and turned back
to the window. It was raining harder now, hard enough that the
rain fornmed a solid curtain, conpletely concealing the Ad City in
the distance below the cliffs, veiling the paths of the | ower
terrace. A few yard lights glowed through the rain, outlining the
steps that |led fromone plateau to the next. He grimced, thinking
of Ransone's scul ptures, and | ooked away.

"Si a?" Je-Sou'tsian spoke fromthe doorway, excitenent in
her voice, and Chauvelin turned sharply.

"Wel I, |anmeis?"

"Sia, | think we've found the Visiting Speaker, or at | east
traced where he went."

"Good. " Chauvelin reached for the cylinder of paper,
touched it like a talisman. "Were?"

"He was with Dam an Chrestil," je-Sou'tsian said. "He and
his people, ji-Mio'ana and Magill, went to the B Ge. docks, and
they left with himin a flyer. They headed sout heast, our
I nformant says, but | can't contact the Speaker at the Chrestil-
Bri sch pal azze." She paused, and nade a fornmal gesture of apol ogy.
"I regret we haven't |ocated himnore exactly, but | thought you
woul d wi sh to know. "

"So," Chauvelin said softly, and nodded. "Yes, | want to
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know." _This changes everything. He is acting irresponsibly, and

he's dealing with, nmaybe nmaking a deal with, a_ houta -- _Dam an
Chrestil is still not a person, inthe laws view -- and this can
be construed as dishonoring his patron. That wll give ne just

enough claimto the honorable position that Haas and ny [ ord can
afford to protect ne_. He slipped the rolled paper fromhis
pocket, touched it to lips and forehead in the ritual gesture. "As
you nust know, | received a |ast transm ssion from nmai Hu' an before
we | ost contact with the satellite. Init, | was granted this

comm ssion, which | now execute."

Je-Sou' tsi an bowed her head, crossed her hands on her
chest, spurs downward, claws turned inward to her own body in
ritual submssion. "I wll bear witness, Sia."

Chauvel in nodded. "In it, | amauthorized to act as head of
househol d, | esser father, under the authority of the Father-
Enperor, father of all clans." The ritual phrases cane
surprisingly easily to his tongue, for all that it had been years
since he had |l ast used them "This comm ssion supersedes all
earlier clains of rank and privilege, and wll do so until it is
renounced or revoked."

"I hear, ny father," je-Sou'tsian said, "and | w tness. And
| obey even to the price of ny life."

"So be it," Chauvelin said, and laid the rolled paper
cerenoni ously on the table. "Now. " He paused, sorting out what

needed to be done. "I want you to proclaimthis to the househol d.
Take a couple of our security people with you, just in case."
“I don't think the Visiting Speaker's household will cause

any trouble," je-Sou'tsian said. "Not all of themare fond of
him™"

Chauvelin smled. "I can't say | blanme them Al right, do
what you think is best about security. But | want his roons

searched, particularly for papers, disks, datablocks, anything

that could prove the link with Dam an Chrestil -- also for
anything that mght tell us where he is. Keep your people on that,
as well, highest priority."

"Yes, Sia." Je-Sou'tsian paused, seened about to say
sonet hing nore, then turned and slipped away. Chauvelin stared
after her, suddenly aware of the roaring of the wi nd beyond the
wi ndow. If he could just find either Ransone or ji-Inbaoa -- _when
| find them, he corrected silently, not daring to think of the
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consequences if he did not -- he would have the tools he needed to
act. But for now, all he could do was wait.

*Day 2%

_Storm Ransone's Loft, O d Coast Road, _
_Newfields, Above Junction Pool _

Li oe wal ked the Gane nets, calling files fromthe

| ibraries, noving fromone fam liar nonspace to the next. |nages
flickered in the air in front of her, bright against the dark
shutters; below and to her right, where there was no danger of
accidentally intruding into that space, hung Ransone's outline of
Dam an Chrestil's plan. Fromtine to tinme she glanced at it,
conparing its formto the Gane scenario taking place in the
wor ki ng volune in front of her. The basic shape | ooked good, and
she reached for inages to conplenent it, trawling now through | ess
famliar news nets and nore sober datafields. She found the inmages

she wanted after sone trouble -- Daman Chrestil's face, a news
scan that covered the arrival of the Visiting Speaker, an old
still of Chauvelin, |ooking younger than he had at the party --

and dragged them one by one into space occupied by the Face/Body
program The program consi dered them and produced a string of
nunbers; Lioe dragged those nunbers into the working volune, and
smled at the result. The inages attached to the character

tenpl ates were not -- quite -- the original faces, but they were
cl ose enough to be recognized, and that was all that mattered. _In
sone ways, it was alnbst a shane the scenario would never be

pl ayed , she thought, studying the convolutions that forned a
neat, red-branched tree in front of her eyes. Dam an Chrestil's
pl ot makes for a wonderful Ganme incident. Too bad it's only nmade
for blackmail .

“"No luck finding guns.”

Roscha's voice seened to cone froma distance, and Lioe
shook her head, refocusing to | ook through and past the crowding
| mges. She reached into control space to swtch off her vocal
link, said to Roscha, "Then there's nothing?"

“"Not quite nothing," Roscha said with a | op-sided grin, and
slipped a hand into the pocket of her jacket. She brought out a
cheap plastic pistol, displayed it wwth a shrug. "This is mne. On
the other hand, it's only six shots, and it's not supposed to be
rel oadable. 1've had it nodified, and |I've got another nagazi ne,
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but | don't know how well it wll work."

"Wonderful ," Lioe said.

“"What are you doi ng?" Roscha asked. She was frowning at the
control spaces, as though she was trying to make sense of the
carefully focused i nmages.

"My -- our -- way out," Lioe said. | hope_. "lI've pulled
toget her a Gane scenari o, nerchant-adventurers variant, a jeu a
clef . I've put this whole situation into a Gane -- and used their
faces -- and I'mgoing to put it on the nets. If Dam an Chrestil
doesn't back down, |eave ne alone and |l et Ransone go, |'mgoing to
let it run. The scenario wll show up in four hours -- in fact, |
think 1'Il tell Lia Guerenei to expect it -- and it wll be sent
on the internets as well. He'll never get rid of it, and he should

have a hard tinme explaining why it fits what's been going on so
extrenely closely."

"He will be pissed,” Roscha said.

She didn't sound entirely pleased, and Lioe |ooked sharply
at her. "I wasn't thinking," she said. "Look, | don't want to get
you into trouble. If you want, you can |eave now. | won't nention
you. "

Roscha | ooked nonentarily enbarrassed. "No. |'m not

| eaving. Who' d watch the door? Anyway, the storms pretty bad."
“Not that bad,"” Lioe said, reaching for the nearest weat her
station reports. Air traffic was not recommended, but the roads

were still open.
"I don't want to take the bike, and I'mnot leaving it,"
Roscha said. Face and tone were abruptly serious. "I don't want to

| eave, Quinn. Don't worry about ne."

Lioe stared at her for a nonent |onger, then slowy nodded.
“"I"' mtrusting you," she said.

Roscha sm | ed, and turned away, settling herself agai nst
the wall by the door. There was an intercom panel there, Lioe
noticed, and for the first tinme becane aware of a rush of street

sounds -- rain and wi nd on pavenent, once in a great while the
sl ow whi ne of an engine as a heavy carrier craw ed along the
street -- that forned a counterpoint to the sounds fromthe net.

“"I"'ve rigged the intercom" Roscha said. "At |east that way we can
hear them com ng."

I f they cone in the front door , Lioe thought. "Geat,"
she said aloud, and turned her attention back to the images that
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surrounded her. The scenario was conplete, and again, she felt the
pang of regret that no one would ever play it. Al that renained
was to put it on the nets, neatly packaged and ready to unfurl
itself four hours fromnow. She had done this kind of programm ng
before, though only for frivol ous reasons, a birthday present, a

j oke; still, the basic technique remained the sane, and the

routi nes she used had proved i npervious to the best attenpts to
corkscrew them open. _At least, they were inpervious on Callixte_ .
She ignored that thought, and reached into the control space for a
new set of tools. Ransone's gl oves were warm agai nst her hands,
the wres tingling gently to confirm each novenent.

She set a nonsense algorithmto work, let it spin its hash
into the working space, then shaped the junbled nonsense into a
solid plate, turned it back in on itself, so that the algorithm
constantly rebuilt, reinforced itself. It fornmed a virtual capsule
that sealed the scenario away fromthe rest of the nets. She
prodded at it, testing the system and when she was satisfied wth
its solidity, began the trigger nmechanism The tiner was easy, a
standard commercial programtied to the algorithm it would cancel
t he nonsense run in three hours and fifty-seven mnutes. Three
mnutes later, the |ast of the nonsense wall woul d di sappear,
tidied away by the net's housekeeper routines. At |ast she
finished, and spun the entire structure in virtual space in front
of her, shaping the external presentation. The energing i nmage
glittered as it turned, becane a shape |ike a gol den dodecahedron,
each hexagonal facet marked with her Ganer's mark. That woul d get
people's attention, if nothing else did. |If Dam an Chrestil didn't
capitulate, it, and her growi ng reputation, would ensure that
Ganers woul d copy the programto every corner of the nets. If he
did give in, and she pulled the scenario -- _not that hard, since
| have the key algorithm there won't be too many copies to track
down_ -- she would lose a little status, but that was a snall
price to pay for survival. _And maybe not even that_, she thought
suddenly. _Suppose | do what Ransonme suggested, float the scenario
for Avellar's Rebellion. No one could say | didn't live up to the
advertising then_ ...

But that was for later. She took a deep breath, reached out
wi th her gloved hand, copied the dodecahedron, and shoved it into
the place that was the entrance to the nets. It floated away from
her, picking up speed as it went, until it vanished in a flash of
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bl ack. _One away_. She copi ed the program and scenari o agai n and
pushed it out onto the nets, did it again and again until there
were at | east a dozen copies |oose on the nets. Only then did she
| ean back a little, and reach into control space for the
comuni cati ons system

She opened a space, but did not drag the connect codes into
it, staring at the static-filled volune for a |ong nonent. Then,
reluctantly, she reached into the directory, rifling its files for
Dam an Chrestil, or the famly's summer house. She found a code
for the latter, and dragged it into the communi cati ons space
bef ore she coul d change her m nd. There was a | ong pause, while
codes streaned across the space -- unusually long, nearly thirty
seconds -- and then the codes vanished, to be replaced by a man's
head and shoul ders. It was an unfamliar, ugly face, white-skinned
and broad-featured, and for a crazy instant Lioe thought of giants
in the story tapes she'd viewed as a child.

"Can | help you?" the giant asked, in a voice as heavy as
his features, and Lioe dragged herself back to the present.

"I want to talk to Dam an Chrestil,"” she said. "My nane's
Li oe. "

The gi ant cl osed his nouth over whatever he had started to
say, and | ooked down at sonething out of the canera's vision.

"Just a mnute, Na Lioe. |I'll see if he's free."

“I'f you're trying to set up a trace, don't bother," Lioe
said. "I'll tell you where | am |I'min Ransone's loft, and |'ve
found what he found. You can tell Dam an Chrestil that, too."

The giant's expression did not change. "I'll do that, Na
Li oe," he said, and his face vanished, to be replaced by what was

meant to be a soothing hold pattern.

"You heard that," Lioe said over her shoul der, and Roscha
answered qui ckly.

"Yeah. But | haven't heard anybody in the entrance yet."

“"I'f | take too long -- " Lioe began, and stopped abruptly.
I f he doesn't cone to talk, decides to send his people after us
i nstead, what then? | suppose if he doesn't show up in a couple of
m nutes, | can cut the connection, we can head back to the port,
try again fromthere_ --

The communi cati ons space cleared abruptly, and she found
hersel f | ooking at Dam an Chrestil. She'd only seen him once
before, at Chauvelin's party, and was surprised again at how young
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he was. _No older than ne, if as old. Let's hope | can play this
as well as he has_.
“"Na Lioe," Daman said. "I'mglad to finally get to talk to
you. "
"I didn't think tal king was what you had in mnd."
Dam an Chrestil shrugged. "If you' d cone quietly ... But
that's old business. Wiat can | do for you?"

"You're hol di ng Ransone,"” Lioe said bluntly, and hoped she

was right. "I want him back."
"You want hi n?" Dam an's face creased suddenly into an
urchin's grin. "I didn't think he was yours, too."

Li oe sighed, ostentatiously refraining froman answer.

"I"'mafraid that's not possible right away," Dam an went
on. "I have business in train which | don't intend to see
interfered with. Na Ransone will stay with ne until it's
finished."

"I don't think so," Lioe said. "If he's not released -- and
if you don't call off the goons you've got chasing ne -- | wll
spread this entire business deal onto the nets, Republican as well
as Burning Brighter, and into Hsaioi-An if | can nmanage it."

There was a little silence, and Dam an Chrestil said
slowly, "I know the nets. | can kill this before it starts.”

Li oe shook her head. "Not on the Gane nets. The Gane nets
run different protocols, different rules, they serve a different
clientele. I've put a new scenario in notion, Na Daman. It's a
mer chant - adventurer's variant, prined for release in four hours,
and it's based on what you've been trying to do, from snuggling
the lachesi to the high politics." She reached i nto her working
space, dragged anot her copy into the communicati ons space, peel ed

back the shell to reveal the tiny, perfect -- and perfectly
recogni zable -- characters contained in its center, held by the
red webbing of the scenario's outline. "All this has to do is cone
to soneone's attention in Cand-I, or, | would inmagine, in the

Lockwar dens or the governor's office, or even back in Hsai oi-An,
and you're screwed. And there are enough Ganers in all those
pl aces that it's bound to happen.”

Dam an Chrestil shook his head. "Not necessarily. | admt,
we may not be able to break that shell, but ny people can contain
the scenario as soon as it's open. It won't get that far,
certainly not far enough to cause ne trouble. So let's talk
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reasonabl y. "

"Once the scenario's opened, you'll never stop the spread,”
Li oe said. "You know how Ganers are, we copy things. W share
variants we |ike, sessions we've played, work by people we admre.
And ny nane neans sonething in the Gane. Once that shell opens,
half the Ganers on the nets will have nmade a copy for their own
use -- once they realize it's a jeu a clef_ even nore of them
wll want it. How are you going to stop that, Na Dam an?"

There was a little silence, and in it Lioe could hear a
ki nd of choked | aughter. _Ransonme , she realized, and hid her
del i ght.

"All right," Dam an Chrestil said. "I'mprepared to
negotiate. You're not invul nerable, Na Lioe, you crewed the ship
t hat brought the lachesi, and that could be nmade to | ook bad for
you. "

"Possi bly," Lioe said.
"Easily enough done," Dam an Chrestil said. "But |I'm
willing to make a deal." He did sonmething with controls that were

out of her line of sight; an instant later, the viewwthin the
conmuni cati ons space W dened, so that she was | ooking into a
confortably furnished room The wall behind himwas black -- not a
wall at all, she realized abruptly, but the sane kind of shutter
t hat covered Ransone's w ndows. Lioe tugged at the edges of her
view, expanded it so that she could see the details nore clearly.
Hal f a dozen nen and wonen waited at a polite distance, all in
dockers' cl othes, tough-Ilooking people who | ooked |ike ol der, |ess
beauti ful versions of Roscha. The Visiting Speaker stood a little
apart fromthem feet planted w de apart, arns crossed on his
chest, the fingers of the one visible hand working restlessly. A
tiny, pretty woman -- Cella , she realized -- sat on the armof a
chair to the hsaia's right. Ransone was sitting in a confortabl e-
| ooki ng chair, just outside the pool of anber |ight from an
overhead | anp, but as she watched, he pushed hinself to his feet
and cane to stand by Dam an Chrestil. Dam an | ooked over his
shoul der, his fine eyebrows drawing together in a frown, but he
did not order the other nman away.

"Yes, this concerns you, Ransone. Join the party, why don't
you?"

"Thanks," Ransone said, and sm | ed.

Dam an Chrestil |ooked back into the display space. "Since
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you're not a political animal, Na Lioe, | would assune you don't
really care whether or not the |lachesi gets through to nmy buyers
i n Hsaioi-An."

"Or even about your chance of being governor," Ransone said
gently, his eyes fixed on Lioe as though he wanted to convey a
nmessage.

Li oe nodded. "All | care about is your goons off ny back, a
job to go back to, and Ransone's freedom That's pretty sinple, Na
Dam an. "

"I can perhaps do better,"” Dam an Chrestil said. He paused,
not | ooki ng back over his shoulder toward the Visiting Speaker,
but the hsaia strai ghtened anyway, both hands now poised to
di splay claws and wi st spurs.

"We have an agreenent, Dam an Chrestil,"” ji-Inbaoa said.

“I'f you fail to honor it -- "

Dam an turned on him "You haven't yet done what you and |
agreed. "Il fulfill ny contracts, all right -- this tinme -- but
you can go to hell." Behind him the flat-faced giant nade a
gesture, and the dockers shifted position suddenly, so that they
encircled the Visiting Speaker and his staff. Cella slipped easily
from her place, out of the arned ring. The jericho-human nade an
abortive grab for a weapon hi dden under his coat, and a thin wonman
| evel ed her pal ngun at him

“Enough, Magill," ji-Inbaoa said, and | ooked at Dam an.
"Very well. | have no choice. But | will ruin you for this. You
and yours wll never do business in Hsaioi-An again --

Ransone said sonething then, in hsai, not tradetal k, and
the Visiting Speaker was abruptly silent, hunching into hinself as
t hough into feathers. Ransone | ooked back into the communications
space. "As | said to him Chauvelin may be able to offer other

connections, Na Daman. You see, I'mwlling to negotiate, too."
"But will Chauvelin?" Dam an Chrestil asked.
“"Ask him" Ransome answer ed.
There was a little silence, and Lioe, still held in the

chair's gentle enbrace, the nets wound around her |ike a cocoon,
hel d her breath. If this could work, if they could cone up with a
bargain --
"Be ny guest," Dam an Chrestil said, and gestured to the
control s.
"Traitor,

ji-1nbaoa said, alnobst conversationally, and
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turned his back on themall.

Ransone grinned, and reached for the control spaces. Static
fuzzed a tiny circle at the edge of Lioe's view ng volunme. She
wi nced, and | ooked away fromit, but did not adjust her own
controls. An image forned, slowy at first, then flicked
conpletely into adjustnent. Chauvelin |ooked out at them one
eyebrow rai sed in arrogant question, and Lioe tugged at the inmage
until it was as large as the other.

"Na Chauvelin," Daman Chrestil said, with a fleeting and
tw sted smle.

"Na Dam an," Chauvelin acknow edged. "What interesting

conpany you keep." He | ooked at Ransone. "I|'ve been | ooking for
you, |-Jay. | trust you're well?"

Ransone nodded. "Well enough.™

Dam an Chrestil cleared his throat. "I think we've achi eved

stalemate,"” he said. "Each of us has sonething the others want,
and, thanks to you, Na Lioe, we have a tine constraint as well."

"How so0?" Both of Chauvelin's eyebrows rose.

"I've put a new Gane scenario onto the nets," Lioe said
bluntly. "In four hours -- less than that, now-- it'll be
rel eased, and every Ganer on the nets will want a copy. It's a
_jeu a clef , Anbassador, based on Na Dam an's deal with the
Visiting Speaker. If Dam an Chrestil doesn't back off, guarantee
ny safety and | et Ransone go, I'Il let it run." She paused,
couldn't resist adding, "I do think it wll play."

Chauvelin was silent for a nonent, his face expressionless,
then | ooked at Ransone. "WIIl it work?"

"I't's fucking brilliant," Ransone answered, and the
amusenent in his voice had a slight note of hysteria. "Ch, it'll
work, all right, no question."”

A faint expression of distaste flickered across Chauvelin's
face, vanished as he | ooked back at Lioe. "I wi sh you had seen fit
to trust me with this information, Na Lioe."

"Wy the hell should I?" Lioe retorted. "I'm a Republican,
you're hsaia -- and | don't know you. Way should | trust nmy neck
to you?"

"I'f I may interrupt," Dam an Chrestil said. "I think |I can
offer us all a way out."

"Why not ?" Lioe said, and heard Ransone | augh.

Chauvelin said, "Go on."
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"Na Lioe says she wants to be left alone -- ny goons off
your back, you said, and your job to go to. And Ransone back,
whi ch i s what Na Chauvelin wants, too." Dam an Chrestil | ooked
directly at Chauvelin, his voice gone suddenly deadly cold. "Am|
right in thinking you'd also like to see the Visiting Speaker's
i nfl uence curbed a little, N Anbassador?"

Chauvel i n nodded once.

"Then this is what I'moffering," Dam an Chrestil said.
"You, N Anbassador, wll allow this shipnent to proceed. Neither
you nor Na Ransone will interfere wwth it -- why should you care
what happens to ny noney and clients, so long as ji-Inbaoa, and
the je Tsinra-an, are taken down a few notches? In return, | won't
act for the Visiting Speaker, or ask any awkward questions about
his disgrace. As for you, Na Lioe, | want you to withdraw this
scenari o of yours, and to keep quiet about all of this. And I'd
li ke you to stay away from Republican Cand-1 at |east until the
statute of l[imtations runs out on any possible snuggling charges
fromthat direction.”

I"ma pilot. That's inpossible . Lioe started to protest
al oud, but Dam an Chrestil held up his hand.

“I'n return, I"'mwlling to offer you ny sponsorship to
remain on Burning Bright, as a citizen. | daresay you can find
work as a notable, in the Gane clubs, but if you can't, or if you
don't want to -- if you want to foll ow Ransone's exanple -- [|'I|

provide you with a stipend, to continue until the statute runs
out."

_To stay on Burning Bright. To live as a notable, as a
Ganer, ny incone guaranteed ... Lioe took a deep breath, fighting
for calm This was the |last thing she had expected, sonething
outside of all possibility, that she would play this gane, and
win, and be offered this reward.

"That's very good, Dam an," Chauvelin said, and there was
real admration in his voice.

"Thank you. | think it serves all our needs," Dam an
Chrestil said.

_Maybe not mne_ , Lioe thought, indignant. _There's ny
piloting -- | like my work -- and, ny God, there's Kerestel. |
can't just |leave himw thout warning_ . But there were plenty of
pilots in the replacenent pool, good ones, too. It was not
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| npossi bl e, not inpossible at all. WIIl he keep his word? WII |

find his goons still on ny tail, or wake up dead sone norni ng? Do
| care? | could stay on Burning Bright, stay in the Gane; nobst of
all, if Ransone will teach nme -- and I think he will -- | can see

what else there is, beyond the Gane. He and | can put an end to
the Gane, and see what happens then_.

"I can agree to this," Chauvelin said.

Dam an nodded. "Na Lioe?"

She nodded, slowy. "I agree. But | want the noney."
"Wse nove," Ransone said. He was smling again, wthout
anmusenent. "And |I'Ill agree, because the rest of you do. But you

owe nme sonething for it, Dam an.”

Dam an Chrestil shook his head. "No. You're getting
sonet hing already. You're getting yourself an apprentice, soneone
you can pass your skills to before you die. | think that's reward
enough for anyone."

There was anot her silence, and Lioe held her breath, sure
t hat Ransonme would reject the offer, reject the rem nder that he
was going to die -- reject ne_. Then, quite slowy, Ransone's
sm | e changed, becane nore real. "You are good, Dam an," he said.

"I"'mnot Bettisa," Daman Chrestil answered, and there was
an odd regret in his voice, as well as certainty. There was a
littl e pause, and Ransone nodded.

"All right. 1'lIl agree."

Lioe let out the breath she had been hol di ng, |eaned back
and let the chair tilt with her, the imges noving around her to
hold their relative positions. It was done, it would work -- _and
| will stay on Burning Bright, and in the Gane. And |'Il have ny
chance, at last, to do sonething no one wll want to change_ .

*Day 2%
_Storm The Chrestil-Brisch Sunmer House, _
_the Barrier HIlls_

Dam an Chrestil watched the net synbols fade and then the

flicker of lights and synbols as the communi cati ons consol e shut

itself down. It was the best he could do -- _not very good_ , he
acknow edged silently, but at |east he would be able to sal vage
sonething fromthe ness. And | won't have to deal wth ji-Inbaoa

anynore . He turned away fromthe nmachine, did his best to ignore
Ransone, watching with his sly smle fromthe sidelines, and

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (269 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:13 AM]



beckoned to Ivie. The flat-faced nman cane over quickly, his hands
still curled in his pockets, caressing at |east one weapon.

"Na Dam an?"

lvie was well trained, Dam an thought sourly, but no one
was wel |l trained enough to keep fromsounding just a little
uncertain about this situation. "Escort the Visiting Speaker into
the gane room" he said. "And take his people with him Be sure
you search the jericho-human, though."

"A pleasure," Ivie answered, and turned away. He sounded
confident enough once he'd been given sonething definite to do,
Dam an t hought, and touched his renpbte to summon the drinks cart.
He busied hinself with its contents, careful to keep it and
hi nrsel f out of the way of Ivie's people, and saw without really
| ooking that Cella and Ransone were being equally cautious. Cella
stood well apart fromthe rest, still with a drink untasted in her
hand, her expression renotely interested, as though she were
wat chi ng soneone el se's Gane. Dam an read di sapproval in her face,
and | ooked away fromit. On the far wall, the weather screen
flickered soundl essly, showng the stormfrom various
perspectives. He could hear the wi nd even through the heavy
shutters, a nunbing, constant wail that rose and fell
nonot onously. Qut of the corner of his eye he saw |vie say
sonething to the Visiting Speaker, too soft and polite to be
heard. Ji-Inbaoa tossed his head angrily, turning away as though
he woul d have preferred to ignore the security specialist, and
Dam an Chrestil braced hinself to intervene. Then, abruptly, ji-
| mhaoa' s resi stance vani shed; he nade a curt gesture of agreenent,
and followed Ivie toward the door. Two of the guards foll owed,
polite but obtrusive in their arned presence. The rest stayed
behind, the thin woman still with her pal ngun drawn and | evel ed at
MagilI. There was a little pause, and then Magill shook his head,
and lifted his hands, surrendering to a search. At the woman's
gesture, he and the hsaia secretary noved slowy toward the door.

“"Neatly done," Ransone said. He was still smling, but the
expression was |less sly, nore conscious of his own failures.

Dam an Chrestil ignored the irony, said, "Thank you." He
was very aware of Cella's lifted eyebrow, and went on al nost at
random "Make yourself confortable.”

"Consi der nyself a guest?" Ransone asked.

“I'f you nust."
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"Chauvelin will be grateful." Ransone pushed hinself up off
the armof the chair, noved slowy across the roomto stare at the
weat her screen. "I don't suppose there's any chance of getting
back into the city."

"I wouldn't send ny people out in this," Dam an answered
Wi th sonme asperity. "You'll have to wait it out with the rest of
us."

Ransone nodded, his attention still on the screen. Cella
set her drink aside very precisely, and cane to stand between
Dam an and the other man, so close that Dam an could snell the
faint sweetness of her perfune.

“"May we tal k, Dam ano?"

The very reasonabl eness of her tone was a warning of sorts.
"Of course,"” Dam an said, and noved back into the corner of the
room far enough away fromthe screen that an ordi nary speaking
voi ce woul d not be overheard. He | eaned agai nst the side of one of
the heavy chairs, still not quite wlling to turn his back on
Ransone, and Cell a | eaned cl ose, her hip against his knee, one
hand on the chair, just brushing against his thigh. They woul d
| ook intimate froma di stance, Dam an knew, and w shed for a
fleeting instant that that was all she want ed.

"Are you going to go through with this?" Cella asked. She
kept her voice down, but the anger was perfectly clear under the
conversational surface.

Dam an Chrestil eyed her for a nonent, biting back his

answering anger -- _all the nore unreasonabl e because | know what
you're really saying, that | backed down, that | |et Chauvelin
wn_-- and said, "It's the best bet, Cella. Better odds than

anyt hing el se.”

"Changi ng horses is never a good bet," Cella answered. "The
Visiting Speaker's still got power, why not stick wth hinf Wy
the hell go with Chauvelin?" She gl anced over her shoul der, a

qui ck, betraying tilt of the head toward Ransone, still staring at
the screen. "And hi nP"
"For God's sake, Cella," Dam an said. "Because ji-Ilnbaoa is

unreliable, and because Chauvelin's wnning right now. "

"The je Tsinra-an have the power at court," Cella said. "I
know that, | did the research for you. They're going to win in the
long term not the tzu line. You should stick with them"”

"It's alittle late for that."
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"I could persuade him" Cella said. "I could tell himit
was a bluff -- "

" Sha-nmai! " Dam an Chrestil pushed her away, pushed
hi nsel f up off the chair in a single notion, heedl ess of Ransone's
frankly curious stare. "Look, Cella, I've told you what |'m doi ng,

which is nore than is really your business. You' re very good at
the Gane, but this is reality. This is what | amgoing to do --
this is the only thing I can do, the only way | can keep even this
much -- and | don't need your baroque variations to conplicate
it." He took a deep breath, regained his conposure with an effort.
“I'f you want to help out, yes, by all neans, keep the Visiting
Speaker happy. But stay out of ny politics.”

Cella | ooked at him her face stiff and hard as a Carnival
mask, her careful makeup bright as paint against a sudden angry
pallor. "I can -- keep himhappy -- if that's what you want, yes."

"I don't really give a fuck," Dam an Chrestil answered, and
turned away.

"Certainly, Na Dam an," Cella said, with the sweet
subservience that never failed to infuriate him and swept away
toward the door.

Ransone wat ched wi thout seemng to do so, all too aware of
the tone if not all the words of the conversation. It was the
| osers who watched and listened like this, prisoners, servants,

_houta ... Well, I've been all of those, and born canalli
besides . He fixed his attention on the screen as Cell a stal ked
past himand di sappeared into the hallway. | can't say |I'msorry

she's been taken down a peg or two_.

In the screen, waves rose and beat agai nst the wet bl ack
metal of the stormbarriers, the inmage di nmed and distorted by the
blow ng rain and the drops that ran down the canera's hooded | ens.
It shivered now and then, as the w nd shook the shiel ded
enpl acenent. The first line of barriers was al nost engul fed, foam
boi |l i ng agai nst and over it; the second and third, farther up the
channel, were nore visible, but a steady swell still pounded
agai nst them Ransone watched inpassively, renmenbering what
conditions would be Iike on the Inland Water. Even with all the
barriers up, the water would be rough -- the Lockwardens woul d
have to Il et sone of the tides through, or risk danage to the
generators that powered the city and, if things got bad enough, to
the barriers thenselves -- and the water |evel would be rising
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along the smaller canals. He had grown up on a | ow1|ying edge of
the Honestead Island District, could renmenber struggling with his
parents to get the valuables out to higher ground w thout any of

t he nei ghbors finding out that they had anything worth stealing;
remenbered how they had piled what they couldn't carry onto the
shel ves that ran below the ceilings, hoping that the roof would
stay intact and the water wouldn't rise too high. And hoping, too,
that the overworked Lockwardens fromthe | ocal station would
remenber to keep an eye on the block. He glanced at the controls,
touched a key to superinpose the chrononeter reading on the

screen: still alnost an hour to actual sunset, but the inmage in
the screen was already as dark as early evening. The w nds were
hi gh, but steady for now _all in all_, he thought, _not a bad

time for looting . There would be a few bad boys in the Dry Cut
and Honestead who woul d be risking it.

"Where's that from Wirden's East?" Dam an Chrestil asked.
He had cone up so silently that the other hadn't been aware of his
presence until he spoke.

"I think so," Ransone answered, and found hinself glad of
the distraction. He gl anced si deways, saw the younger man still

scowming faintly, not all the marks of ill tenper snoothed away.
_Still pissed at Cella_, he thought. And | can't say | blane
him.

Dam an Chrestil slipped a hand into his pocket, obviously
reaching for a renote, and a nonent |later the image in the screen
vani shed, to be replaced by a fal se-col or overview of the storm
itself. Distinct bands of cloud curved across the city, outlined
in dotted black lines beneath the flaring reds and yell ows of the
storm nore bands were visible to the south, but there was still
no sign of the eye.

"Heading right for us,"” Dam an Chrestil said.

“"We shoul d be here sone hours," Ransone agreed, and had to
raise his voice alittle to be heard over the noise of the rain.
Sonet hi ng t hudded heavily agai nst the shutters, and they both
gl anced toward the source of the sound, Dam an Chrestil vividly
alert for a second before he'd identified and di sm ssed the noi se.

"Not too many trees around here, | hope," Ransone said,
wth delicate nalice, and Daman's nmouth twsted into a wy smle.

"Let's take a | ook." He worked the renpte again, and the
picture shifted -- tapping into the house systens, Ransone
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realized. At |east one canera was useless, its lens conpletely
obscured by the blowing rain, so that it showed only wavering
streaks of grey. Daman flicked through three nore caneras, so

qui ckly that Ransone barely had tinme to recognize the inmages -- a
rain-distorted view of the |lawn, a canera knocked out of alignnent
by the wind, so that it showed only the corner of the house and a
patch of w nd-bl own grass, nore rain sweeping in heavy curtains
across a stone courtyard -- and stopped as abruptly as he'd begun.
"Ah."

The canmera was | ooking away fromthe w nd, Ransone
realized, looking inland toward the Barrier Hlls and the | ow
|l ying trees that grew along their w nd-scoured shoul ders. The
nearest trees were perhaps thirty neters away, up a gentle sl ope.
They were bent away fromthe house, into the hillside, their
| eaves tossing wldly, thick trunks bent into a steady arc.
Ransonme wi nced, and even as he watched, one of the trees fell
forward, quite slowy, a tangle of roots pulling free of the wet
ground. The silent fall was disconcerting, eerie, and he | ooked
away.

“"What a lovely place to spend a storm"™

Dam an Chrestil shrugged, smling slightly. "It's stood
wor se. "

"I't wasn't the house | was worried about."

Dam an shrugged again, and his smle w dened. "The odds
| ook good to ne."

_And you're such a judge of that . The coment was too
doubl e- edged, too easily turned agai nst hinself, and Ransone kept
silent, though he guessed that the other had read the thought in
his eyes. He turned away fromthe screen, went over to the drinks
cart, and poured hinself another glass of the sweet anber w ne.
“"Do you want anyt hi ng?"

Dam an Chrestil |ooked nonentarily surprised, but then
flipped the screen back to one of the city channels, and cane to
join him "Yes, thanks, you can pour ne a glass of that."

Ransone filled another of the |ong-stemmed gl asses, handed
it to Dam an Chrestil, and they stood for a nonment in an al nost
conpani onabl e silence. Sonething else fell against the shutters, a
| ighter thunp and then a skittering, as though whatever it was had
been dragged across the rough surfaces. Dam an Chrestil gl anced
qui ckly toward the noise, and | ooked away again. He was a handsone
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man, Ransone thought, attractive in the sanme fine-boned, |ong-
nosed way that his sister Bettisa had been, with the sane quick
response to the unexpected. And it was good to see a man who knew
better than to follow an unflattering fashion. _And sex is the

| ast weapon of the weak. Not that that's stopped ne before . He

| ooked back at Dam an Chrestil, allowed hinself a quick and
cal cul ated smle, and was not surprised when the other's smle in
return held a certain interest. But |'mbored, and he is -- |less

than fastidious, at |least by reputation. Not very flattering, |
suppose. But it's better than doing nothing .

*Day 2%

_Storm Ransone's Loft, A d Coast Road, _
_Newfields, Above Junction Pool _

Li oe lay on Ransone's neatly nade bed, one armthrown over
her eyes to block the Iight fromthe main room The walls trenbled
now and then in the gusts of wind; she could feel the vibration
t hrough the mattress, through the heavy wood of the bed frane. The
shutter that protected the single narrow wi ndow had jamred before
it quite closed off the view, and she had left it there rather
than ri sk damagi ng the nechanism The gl ass had seened heavy
enough, and on this side of the building, overlooking the cliff
edge, there had seened little chance that anything would bl ow
through it. Now, feeling the building shake, she was not so sure,
and | ooked si deways under the crook of her el bow, at the hand-span
gap between the shutter and the bottomof the franme. She could see
only the sky and the rain, the slate-colored clouds periodically
di mmed by sheets of water blown al nost horizontally past the
wi ndow. She had never seen anything like this before, could not
believe how tired she felt, tired of the tension, the dull fear at
the pit of her stomach. Storns on Callixte were just as dangerous,
maybe nore so; but they swept in out of the plains with a few
m nut es' warning, and were over alnost as quickly. There was none
of the anticipation -- days of anticipation -- that preceded
Burning Bright's storns, and certainly nothing she'd ever been
t hrough had prepared her for the steady, nunbing fear. And the
worst of it was that she had nothing to do -- there was not hing
she could do to face the storm and nothing in the Gane seened
wort hwhil e conpared to its massive force. Once she had pulled the
copies of the jeu a clef_ off the nets, there was nothing to
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di stract her.

A noise fromthe street brought her bolt upright, heart
poundi ng, an enornous ripping sound and then a crash. Roscha's
voi ce cane indistinctly fromthe main room "Wat the hell -- ?"

Lioe went to join her, found the other woman standi ng by
the main door, her head cocked to one side. The working space was
opened, and the air around Ransone's chair was filled with Gane
| mges. "What was it, do you know?"

"Qutside," Roscha answered. She worked the [ ocks. "Only one
way to find out."

Li oe nodded. Roscha slid back the last bolt, and eased back
t he heavy door. The wi nd caught them both by surprise, a gust of
cold, wet air snapping past theminto the room

"I didn't hear a w ndow," Lioe began.

" Sha-nmai _," Roscha said. "The stairway's gone."

"The stairway?" Lioe repeated, foolishly, and Roscha edged
back into the loft.

"See for yourself."

Li oe | eaned past her, blinking a little as the full force
of the wind hit her. The short hall | ooked different, wong
sonmehow, and then she realized that the stairs were i ndeed gone,
ri pped away fromthe side of the building, the door hanging
crooked by a single hinge. Even as she watched, another gust of
wi nd set the door sw nging, and the groan of the hinge pulling
still farther out of the wall was | oud even over the noise of the
storm

"The wi nd nmust've caught it just right," Roscha said.

"I's there anything we should do?" Lioe asked. She | ooked up
and down the hall as she spoke, wondering if any of the other
tenants were around, glanced back to see Roscha shrug.

“I don't know what. | don't see any sheet-board, or
anything like that, and I can't see that a little rain's going to
hurt this floor. There's probably a mai ntenance staff around
sonewhere, anyway."

"Probably," Lioe agreed. She was certainly right about the
danmage: the battered tiles had been peeling away fromthe fl oor
| ong before the stormstarted. She stepped back into the loft, and
Roscha pushed the door closed again. She had to work against the
wei ght of the wind, and Lioe |eaned against it too, to help the
bolts go hone.

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (276 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:13 AM]



The Gane shapes were still dancing in the air around
Ransone's chair. Lioe glanced idly at them frowned, and | ooked
nore closely. Daman Chrestil's face seened to | eap out at her
fromanong the busy inmages. "Wat's all this?" she asked, and
turned to see Roscha | ooking at her wwth a m x of defiance and
enbarrassnent. There was a |ittle pause before the other wonan
spoke.

"I was trying to renake your scenario, the one you threw

together. It was too good to waste -- too good to waste on
bl ackmai | . "

Li oe ignored the deliberately provocative word. "I nade a
deal ," she said. "You could get all three of us killed, you, ne,
and Ransone."

Roscha | ooked away. "I wasn't going to run it as it stood,
| was going to nake a | ot of changes. Enough to nake a difference,
| think -- | know. " She faced Lioe again, scowing now "You can't
stop ne."

Li oe | ooked at her for a I ong nonent, weighing her options.
~No, | probably could stop you. |I've got the influence on the Gane
nets, and |I' m probably better on the nets than you are -- and
Ransonme will help nme -- but that only works for a while. 1I'd have
to watch you |ike a hawk, and | don't have the tine or the
inclination to do that. "Maybe not," she said al oud, "but the
scenari o shouldn't run, regardless of ny deal. It doesn't bel ong
in this Gane."

Roscha' s frown deepened, her expression faintly interested
as well as suspicious. "Wy not?"

"Because this Gane is over."

Roscha opened her nouth to protest, and Lioe lifted an
eyebrow at her, daring her to continue. The other woman said
nothing, and Lioe felt a thrill of excitenment at the snall
victory, a small, sweet pleasure at a good beginning. Was this
what Chauvelin felt, this sure power? She swept on, not wanting to
| ose her nonent.

"Yes, this Gane is ending. The scenario |I've been running
Is the start of it, a bigger scenario that's going to tie
everything together, all the bits and pieces, and bring this Gane
to a solid conclusion, all the lines resolved in a single grand
structure. And no one, ever, is going to be able to play with it
again wthout knowing that it's ended." She had not realized,
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until then, how inportant that had becone to her, to wite one
thing, create one scenario, that could never be changed -- that no
one woul d want to change. She went on nore slowy, speaking now as
much to herself as to Roscha, and heard both certainty and
seduction in her tone. "It's gotten stale, it's too predictable
right now W've all felt it. So it's tine to start over, begin a
new Gane. And that's where this scenario -- " she nodded to the
dancing i mages, to the faces of Chauvelin and Dam an Chrestil
hanging in the air beside the working chair -- "it and | ots of
others like it -- that's where they cone in. W can renake the
Gane so that it's sonething real, not just a distant reflection of
reality, but sonething that changes, comments on, reshapes what's
really going on. That's the Gane your scenario belongs in, don't
you see? Sonepl ace where it wll matter."

Roscha | ooked warily at her, the frown gone, replaced by a
| ook of uncertainty that nade her | ook suddenly years younger,
al most a child again. "I don't play politics -- "

"You could. In this Gane, you could." Lioe smled,
suddenly, fiercely happy, the stormforgotten. "W both can. It
won't be jeu a clef any nore, that's too easy. W can set it up
so that it's an integral part of the Gane, so that you can't
escape it -- so that no one who plays, and no one who sees the
Gane, hears about it, can avoid what we're doing. That's what we
need, to keep us honest. To nmake it real."

"That's what you need, maybe." Roscha shook her head. "I'm
not that good."

"Then you'd better learn."

There was a little silence between them the wind a rough
count erpoi nt, and then Roscha threw back her head and | aughed.
"You're right, and I'll do it. _Sha-mai , what a chance!"”

| knew you would . Lioe hid that certainty, |ooked again
at the busy workspace. "Let's get on with it, then." She reached
for the nearest of Ransone's gloves, started to draw t hem on.

Roscha nodded, and noved toward the other controls. "One
t hi ng, though.™

Li oe stopped, one hand half into the thin nmesh. "Wat?"

"A favor."

“I'f I can."

"I want to play the last scenarios." Roscha's face was
utterly serious. "The ones that wap this up, | nean. | want to be
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a part of that, too. It's -- | think sonmeone in the new Gane
shoul d have been part of the old one, that's all."

| was part of the old Gane_. Lioe stopped short, the
nonent of indignation fading. _But not |like her. I was | ooking for
sonet hing el se, sonething better, even when | didn't know it. |
never was wholly part of it, no matter how hard | tried . She said
al oud, "I wouldn't have it any other way."

Roscha | ooked at her for a | ong nonent, then nodded,
appeased. Lioe nodded back, and reached into the control space to
turn the imges to herself. For a nonent, she saw Roscha webbed in
the Gane shapes, tangled with the visible tenplates, and then the
| mages shar pened, and she turned her attention to the double task
of ending the old Gane and creating the new.

*Day 2*
_Storm The Chrestil-Brisch Sunmer House, _
_the Barrier HIlls_

The room was dark and chill under the eaves, the roof and
walls trenbling under the | ash of the wind. Dam an Chrestil
burrowed cl ose to Ransone's warnth, dragging the found bl anket up
over his shoul ders, and wondered if it was tine to |leave. In the
dar kness Ransone's face was little nore than a pale blur, but he
coul d guess at the expression, sleepy and sated, and suspected
that it matched his own. Sonething, not a solid object, just the
wind itself, slamed the side of the house with a noise like a
great drum Dam an w nced, and felt Ransone shift against him
startled by the sound.

"Per haps a downstairs room woul d have been w ser."

Dam an shrugged, the coarse cloth of the mattress cover
raspi ng agai nst his shoulders. "But not nearly as private."

Even in the dark, he could see Ransone's grin. "Since when
did you care about discretion, Na Dam an?"

Dam an Chrestil sighed. Clearly the brief truce was over --

_if you could call it a truce, nore like a whole different
epi sode, sonething out of the Gane, conpletely unrelated to the
politics downstairs . It had surprised him how alike they were in

bed. But that was finished. He sat up, letting the blanket slide

down to his hips, and then nade hinself stand up, bracing hinself
for the other's acid coment. Ransone was wat ching, but idly, the
bl anket drawn up over his shoulder. Dam an finished dressing --
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~not too undignified, this tine, no scranbling into clothes_ --
and gl anced back, curious. Ransone was sitting up now, hunched
over a little, one hand pressed against his chest. Even as Dam an
frowned and opened his nouth to speak, the inmagi st began to cough.
Dam an wi nced at the sound, harsh and pai nful even over the noise
of the w nd.

Ransone waved hi m away, got his breathing under control
with an effort that seened even nore painful than the cough.

"Are you all right?" Dam an asked, and did his best to keep
his tone neutral. O course he's not all right. But that's the
only thing I can ask_.

Ransone nodded, took a careful breath, and when he spoke,
his voice sounded al nost normal. "I'Ill be fine. Your thugs took ny
medi ci nes, though."

"You left them" Dam an said, and after a nonent Ransone
nodded, concedi ng.

"What ever . "
"Shall | have soneone bring themto you?" Dam an asked.
Ransone shook his head. "I'Il be all right." He still

didn't nove, and Dam an watched himwarily, until at last the
ot her man straightened. Dam an Chrestil turned away, headi ng down
t he darkened hall to the stairs.

The lights of the main room seened very bright after the
dar kened upper |l evel, and he stood for a nonent in the doorway to
| et his eyes adjust. The Visiting Speaker was back, sitting in a
chair by the weather screen, a service cart drawn cl ose beside
him Even as Dam an saw him and frowned, ji-Inbaoa rose to his
feet and went to peer into the screen, the fal se-color inmage
tinting his grey skin. lIvie said sonething to one of the nen, and
cane quickly to join his enployer.

"I"'msorry, Na Dam an, but it seened best to separate him
fromhis security. And Na Cella's been keeping an eye on him"

Dam an nodded slowy, accepting the logic of the statenent.
"Good enough. But watch him"

"He seens -- calnmer -- now," lvie said. "Na Cella's been
talking to him™"

Dam an nodded again. Cella was sitting a little apart from
the Visiting Speaker, just outside the loose ring of lvie's
security, but as he caught her eye, she rose to her feet and cane
tojoin them smling gently. | just hope she's over her snit _.
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"Thanks, Almarin. He |ooks -- at |east resigned.”

| vi e nodded and turned away, accepting his dismssal. Cella
said, "He still thinks he has a hand to play."

"Pity he's in the wong gane," Dam an said, and was pl eased
to see Cella's smle wden briefly.

"Maybe so. But | thought | should tell you."

"Thanks." There was a sound in the doorway behind him and
Dam an turned to see Ransone nmaki ng his entrance, jerkin thrown
| oose over one shoul der. As he noved past into the room Dam an
could hear the faint rattle of his breathing. He smled at Cell a,
know ng, confident, but his eyes slid away instantly, |ooking for
the red-painted cylinder.

"Over there?" Cella said, and pointed to a table against
the wall just beyond the weat her screen.

Ransone nodded, and started toward it, brushing past the
nearest of lvie's people. He had to pass quite close to the
Visiting Speaker, who was still staring at sonething in the
weat her screen, and as he did, ji-Ilnbaoa turned suddenly into him
uncovered wrist spur striking for his throat. Dam an saw t he | ook
of shocked surprise on Ransone's face as he lifted one armin an
instinctive, futile counter, and then the spur sliced into and
past the imagist's wist, hooking himlike a fish through the
cords of his neck. Ji-Inbaoa struck again before the other could
pull free, the second spur and the clawed fingers slashing deep
i nto Ransone's belly, and then he'd freed both spurs and Ransone
was falling, still wth the | ook of surprise frozen on his face.

"Kill him" Dam an Chrestil said instinctively, and Cell a
cried, "No!" Her voice rode through Dam an's, checking security's
| mredi ate response. |vie glanced back over his shoulder, flat face
bl ank in shock and confusion, and ji-Ilnbaoa stepped back from
Ransone' s body, holding up his bloody spurs in an oddly fastidious
gesture.

"I am not under your jurisdiction. He was _mn-hao_. This
was between ny honor and him"

Dam an hesitated, know ng that the nonent for action had

al ready passed -- had naybe never happened, the Visiting Speaker
had been so quick in his attack. "Self-defense," he said anyway,
and ji-Inbaoa shook his head.

"Who woul d believe it? All the witnesses are yours."
"Na Dam an?" |vie asked.
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_Ransone was none of mne. | would have sold him before.

And | don't know what to do_. Dami an said, "Cossi -- ?" The pilot
had sone nedi cal training, he renmenbered.

Cossi slid the usel ess bl ackjack -- her only weapon, Dam an
guessed -- back into her pocket with a | ook al nost of

enbarrassnent, and went to kneel beside Ransone's body. She turned
hi m over gently, long fingers probing at the wounds. Dam an
Chrestil w nced and | ooked away. The pil ot shook her head.

"Not a chance. Not even at the city hospitals."

| didn't think there was_. Dam an took a deep breath,
| ooked back at the Visiting Speaker. "No," he said aloud, "it's

not nmy jurisdiction. But it is Na Chauvelin's, and | expect -- I'm
certain -- he will handle this appropriately. In the neantine -- "
He | ooked at Ivie. "Find soneplace small, secure, no wi ndows. Lock

himin there, and keep himthere until we hand himover to the
anbassador . "

| vi e nodded. "There's a storeroomthat wll do." He
gestured to his people, who noved warily toward the Visiting
Speaker, guns drawn.

Ji -1 nbaoa | ooked at them gestured disdainfully with his
bl oody hands. "This has nothing to do with you," he said, and one
of Ivie's nen hissed at the contenpt in the hsaia's voice. "l have
no quarrel with you."

"Go with them then," Dam an Chrestil said, well aware of

the edge of fury still in his voice, and ji-Inbaoa nodded with
maddeni ng cal m

"I wll do so."

|vie's people still circled the hsaia, and Dam an w shed,

fiercely, futilely, that he would try sonething, anything, that
woul d give Ivie an excuse to act.

"This way," lIvie said, and gestured with the nuzzle of his
pal ngun. Ji -1 nbaoa nodded again, and followed himfromthe room

Dam an | ooked back at Ransone's body, sprawl ed nowon its
back in a pool of blood -- not as nuch as |I'd expected, but then,
| guess he died quick_ -- enpty eyes staring up at the ceiling.
Cossi saw hi m |l ooking, and reached across to close the inmagist's
eyes.

"What do you want nme to do with him Na Dam an?" she asked.

| don't know. Very God, | have to tell Chauvelin_. Dam an
Chrestil took a deep breath, still staring at Ransone's body. _Not
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an hour ago we were in bed together -- not an hour ago he was
fucking me_. The roomsnelled of blood and shit. "Leave himfor

now," he began, and Cella spoke softly.

"What about one of the upstairs roons?"

Dam an | ooked at her blankly for a nonent, then, in spite
of hinself, in spite of everything, smled. "Wll, he would ve
appreciated the irony." He | ooked at Cossi. "Yes, take him
upstairs -- get one of lvie's people to help you. And then get a

housekeeper running, get that cleaned up."

"Ri ght, Na Dam an," Cossi said.

_And | will speak with Chauvelin_. Dam an took a deep
breath, bracing hinself. Ransone dead isn't so bad, it's how he
di ed, and where -- that he died in ny house when |I'd made a deal
wi th Chauvelin to keep himsafe. The question nowis, can |
persuade Chauvelin that | didn't do it, that | didn't break our
deal ? And is there any way | can persuade himto turn this death
to his advantage?_ He shook his head, sighing. _Anyone but
Ransone, that m ght have worked, but not when it was Chauvelin's
| over. Very God, | haven't even thought of Lioe . He pushed the
t hought away. One thing at a tine_, he told hinself, and turned
to the conmmuni cati ons consol e.

*Day 2*

_Storm The Hsai Anbassador's House, _
_in the Ghetto, Landing |Isle Above
~add Gty North_

Chauvel in had cone away fromthe wi ndows when the w nd got
bad, waited now in one of the smaller roons that overl ooked the
gardens, his back to the shuttered w ndows and the storm The
walls, dark red trinmmed with gold, gleaned in the warmlight; he
could not feel the household generators whirring on standby
through the thick carpet, but a glance at the nonitor board told
hi mthey were ready should city power fail. He glanced away, took
a fewrestless steps toward the door and then back again to the
desk, 1 ooking down at the files glowing in the display surfaces.
The first draft of his formal letter to the Renenbrancer-Duke
waited in the main screen, ready to be transcribed into n-jao_
script, but he could not nmake hinself concentrate on its careful
phrases. Dam an Chrestil had given himthe excuse he had needed to
break ji-1nbaoa's power. If he and the Renenbrancer-Duke played
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the gane right, the incident could have effects as far away as

Hsi amai and the All-Father's court itself. At the very |east, the
je Tsinra-an would | ose face over this, a Speaker for the court
enbroiled in common commerce, tripped up by a snuggling schene: a
nore than acceptable outcone. And that didn't take into account
the effects on Burning Bright itself. Chauvelin smled, savoring

t he double victory. At the very least, Dam an Chrestil woul d not
becone governor in the next elections, nor the ones after that; at
best, he woul d never be governor, and the tzu Tsinra-an woul d not
have to contend with an ally of the je Tsinra-an in control of

Burning Bright. And | may still be able to keep sone hold over
Dam an Chrestil, even after all of this is over. That woul d be the
best of all .

A chinme sounded in the desktop, and he reached to answer
it, touching the flashing icons. "Yes?"

“I"'msorry to disturb you, Sia," je-Sou'tsian said, "but
it's Na Dam an. He says it's urgent."

"Put himthrough,” Chauvelin said, and felt the fear cold
in his stomach. _Sonething's gone wong_ -- The picture took shape
i n the desktop, blotting out the open files, and Dam an Chrestil
| ooked out at him his face strained and white.

"N Anbassador. "

"What ' s happened?" Chauvelin asked, suspecting already,
dreading the answer. In the screen behind Dam an Chrestil, out-of-
focus shapes bent over another shape crunpled on the floor.

"I"' msorry," Dam an Chrestil said. "Ransone's dead."

| knew it . Chauvelin bit back anger, the instinct that
woul d have had himcalling out the garrisons on laryo, on Hsianai,
to launch the mssile strike that would obliterate the sumer
house and everyone, everything, init.... "How?"

"The Visiting Speaker," Dam an said baldly. He was telling
it badly, and he knew it. "He attacked him Ransone went past him
to get his nedicine, and the Speaker attacked him He was kill ed
al nost instantly."

"Like hell,"” Chauvelin said. "I-Jay wasn't that stupid, he
woul d never have gone within reach -- " _But he m ght have , the
cold voice of |ogic whispered at the back of his mnd. _Ransone
never did fully appreciate just how nuch that clan line hated him
And he al ways underestimated ji-I|nbaoa_.

"I't was none of ny doing," Dam an Chrestil said.

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (284 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:14 AM]



Chauvelin | ooked at himfor a | ong nonent, recognizing the
truth of his words in the shocked | ook on the younger man's face.
_|I-Jay's dead . "Where's ji-Ilnbaoa?"

“"Locked in the cellar."” Dam an Chrestil managed a strai ned,
mrthless grin, gone alnost as quickly as it had appeared. "I'm
sorry, Chauvelin. He clained your jurisdiction."

Chauvel in made a noise that mght at another tinme have been
a bark of laughter. "Wat a fool." He paused then, considering,
the habit of cold calculation carrying himthrough in spite of
hi nsel f. There was nothing he could do for Ransonme, and not hing
nore Ransone could do for him except that in his death he would

bring down ji-Inbaoa and nost of the je Tsinra-an with him Ji-
| mhaoa had overstepped hinself. Even under the old codes that the
je Tsinra-an professed to believe in, this killing, this nurder,

cut across too many kinship lines, inpinged on his, Chauvelin's,
rights as Ransone's patron and |lover. "Fool," he said again, not
sure if he was thinking of ji-Ilnbaoa or Ransone or hinself, and

made hinself focus on Dam an Chrestil, white-faced in the screen's
projection. "Hold himfor ne. He clains hsai law, he'll get it."
Dam an Chrestil nodded. "I'msorry," he said again.
Chauvelin said, "I'll keep our bargain, Daman. But it's
because | want the Visiting Speaker."
Dam an nodded again. "I accept that." He | ooked away
briefly, nmade hinself | ook back at the screen. "I've not yet
spoken to Na Lioe, | don't know how she'll take it."

“I''ll talk to her," Chauvelin said.
“"Are you sure?" Dam an asked, involuntarily.

"Qur goals were the sane," Chauvelin said. "I think our
interests still run parallel."
Dam an Chrestil flinched. "Very well," he said, and reached

for the cut-off button.

"One nore thing," Chauvelin said, and the younger man
stopped, his hand on the key. "I want |-Jay's body. I'll send sone
of ny household for it when the stormlifts.”

"OF course,"” Dam an answered, alnost gently, and it was
Chauvelin who cut the connecti on.

He stood for a long nonent staring at the desktop, at the
| etter that no | onger had any significance because Ransone was
dead. | knew | would outlive him | didn't think it wuld be so
soon. Even bringing down the je Tsinra-an isn't worth this_. He
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turned away fromthe desktop and went to the drinks cabinet,
poured hinself a glass of the harsh |ocal rum not bothering with
any of the m xers. He drank deeply, barely tasting the al cohol,
put the glass aside before he could be tenpted to finish the
bottle. On, God, | know !l can live without him It's just -- at
the very worst, | wish it had been at ny choice_.

He noved slowWy back to the desktop, touched keys to
connect hinself to the main communi cations system He called up
the famliar codes -- _Ransone's codes, the codes to Ransone's
| oft _ -- and swore when the famliar nessage flickered across the
screen: SYSTEMS ENGAGED, PLEASE TRY AGAI N.

“"Override," he said harshly, and a few seconds |ater the
screen cleared. Lioe's beautiful, strong-boned face | ooked out at
hi m

"What the hell do you want?" she began, and her frown
deepened when she recogni zed t he anbassador. "Na Chauvel i n?"

"I have bad news," Chauvelin said, and knew he had not been
able to hide the pain in his voice. "lI-Jay -- Ransone's dead."

"Oh, God." There was a long silence, Lioe's face utterly
beautiful in its blank shock, and then, quite suddenly, the mask
shattered into fury. "Wat the hell happened, did Dam an Chrestil
Kill hin? I'lIl nurder the son of a bitch nyself --

“No." Chauvelin did not raise his voice, but she stopped
abruptly, the mask reasserting itself.

"So what did happen?" she asked, after a nonent.

Chauvel in swal |l owed hard, suddenly unwilling to speak, as
t hough to tell the story would nmake it truly real. That was
superstition, shock, stupidity, and he put the thought aside, went
on, steadily now, "Ji-Ilnbaoa -- the Visiting Speaker -- killed
him They were old enem es, and Ransone got too close to him"

"The hsaia at your party," Lioe said.

"That's right."

Li oe cl osed her eyes for a nonent, and when she opened them
agai n, Chauvelin could see the tears. "Ah, sa," she said, her
voi ce breaking. "He wouldn't've been so carel ess.”

"Woul dn't he?" Chauvelin said, in spite of hinself, heard
the bitter |laughter that was close to tears in his own voi ce.

"Yes," Lioe said, after a nonent. "He would."

There was anot her, |onger silence between them broken only
by the howl of the wind. Chauvelin w shed for an instant that he
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could wail with it, but hsai training prevailed. He stared at
Lioe's face in the screen, wondering again just what Ransone had
seen in her. _Not sex, certainly, she's not his type for that.
Surely not just the Gane? He neant it when he said the Gane was a
dead end, useless. He said she was too good for the Gane, wasted
onit. | wonder if he's persuaded her of that? | suppose that's
one last thing I can do, give her the chance to do sonething
nore_.

"What now?" Lioe said, softly. "I -- we had a deal,
Anbassador, you and | and Dam an Chrestil."

"The deal holds," Chauvelin said. "At least as far as |'m
concerned. Ji-Inbaoa falls under hsai jurisdiction, ny
jurisdiction. He asked for it, in fact."

There was a note of satisfaction in his voice in spite of
hi nsel f, and Li oe nodded.

"As for the rest of it," Chauvelin went on, "I'ml-Jay's
next of kin, the rest of his famly's dead." He took a quick
breath, spoke before the full pain of it could hit him "I'm
wlling to let you have the |loft and its contents, tapes and

equi pnent. No one else has a claimon them As part of the deal we
made." He nade hinself go on w thout enotion. "He woul d want
that."

“"Ah." Lioe's voice held a note of pain that Chauvelin
suddenly resented. He frowned, searching for the necessary rebuke,
and Lioe went on, her voice under tight control again.

"Al'l right. I'lIl keep ny end of the bargain."

_Good . "Agreed," Chauvelin said, and cut the connection.
He stood for a nonent, staring at the desktop, then touched icons
to close the letter that still waited for transcription. There
woul d have to be another letter -- another letter that in sone
ways carried better news to the Renenbrancer-Duke, a bigger
scandal , one that woul d devastate the je Tsinra-an -- but he

couldn't face that now He turned away to | ean agai nst the
shuttered wi ndow, feeling the force of the wind even through the
spun shielding. The price of this victory is very high . He

sl ammed his hand fl at against the shutter, already inpatient with
his own grief. He was dying anyway. This was qui cker, maybe
kinder -- but | will mss him. That was all the epitaph he could
prom se anyone, even Ransone. He nmade a face, and went back to the
dri nks cabinet, reaching for the rum
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*Day 2*
_Storm The Chrestil-Brisch Sunmer House, _
_the Barrier Hlls_

A weat her screen was flickering soundlessly in the corner,
the display show ng the bands of clouds curving now from nort heast
to southwest. The wi nds had shifted too, and the clattering of the
rai n agai nst the house was softer, less insistent. Dam an Chrestil
sat alone in the tiny office space, the desktop open in front of
him a small black box lying on top of the displays. The lights
beneath it, shining up through the clear screen, nade it | ook as
though it was floating on a haze of blued |ight. Dam an stared at
it, not touching it or the rolled tool kit that lay beside it, too
tired to do nore than | ook for a |l ong nonent. Then, sighing, he
reached for the tool kit, unrolled it, and extracted a slim hook.
He wor ked qui ckly, prying open the case of the desktop's datanode -
- not hooked up at the nonent -- then fanning the stacked chips
until he found the delicate nest of wires. He separated out the
ones he wanted, the power feed, the direct-on-line | ead, the one
that fed the data to an inplanted data socket, spliced the black
box into them It had been a long tine since he'd done that kind
of work, but it was easy enough; the skills canme back quickly,
| i ke running a john-boat along the Inland Water. He eased
everything, wires, box, the stacked chips, back into the cavity,
and fitted the cover carefully back into place. There was room and
to spare in the old-fashioned fitting.

Moving nore slowly now, he rerolled the tool kit, and
slipped it back into his pocket. He glanced then at the
chrononeter, its nunbers discreetly displayed above the open file:
al nost m dni ght, and the storm would be endi ng soon. Already, the
wi nds had dropped enough to allow the Lockwardens to send out the
first of the energency repair crews, heavy-duty flyers headed for
the lighter barriers west of Factory Island and Roche' Anbr oi se,
where the news services reported sonme m nor danmnage, another team
headed for Plug Island to check the generators there. |In another
hour or two, they could | eave the sumrer house.

He flicked a swtch, reconnecting the datanode to the main
system but did not touch the waiting cord. Instead, he ran his
finger over icons on the desktop, tying in to the house systens,
and touched a private code. A few seconds later, a telltale |lit in
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the nonitor bar, and he said, "Cella? | need to talk to you. I'm
in ny office.”

There was no answer -- probably she wasn't wearing the
jewelry that concealed the transmtter -- but a nonent |ater the
telltale winked out. Dam an Chrestil sighed, and settled hinself
to wait.

At last, the door slid open alnost silently, and Cella
peered around its edge. "You wanted ne, Dam ano?"

Dam an nodded. "We need to tal k," he said again.

"Certainly."
Cella noved easily into the room seated herself at his
gesture on the edge of the desktop. She was still wearing the

denmure, plain shirt and | oose trousers, the creany bl ouse

| nprobably neat even after hours of wear. _And Ransone's death .
Dam an | ooked down at the open files, not really seeing the
crowdi ng synbols. "You set this up," he said quietly.

Cell a blinked once, her face utterly still and renote.
"Ransone' s deat h? No."

Dam an Chrestil |eaned back in his chair, too tired to feel
much anger at the lie. "You' ve never had so nuch to say to the
Visiting Speaker -- to any hsaia -- in your life. And the
cylinders were noved, not by ne, not by Ivie or any of his people.
That | eaves you."

"Or Ransone hinself," Cella said gently. "Or the Visiting
Speaker . "

"The Visiting Speaker didn't have the chance," Dam an sai d.
“lvie was watching himtoo closely, keeping himin that corner.
And Ransone was | ooking for it elsewhere. You had to tell him
where it was. That still |eaves you, Cella.”

Cella net his eyes steadily, only the note of scorn in her
voi ce betraying any enotion. "Way would | kill Illario Ransome? Do
you think | care if you fuck hin? Wiat's that to ne, any nore than
any other of your m nor conquests? W have a -- nore conplicated
arrangenent. | thought you knew ne better, Dam ano."

"I think | do." Daman did not nove, still |eaning back in
his chair, his hands steepled across his chest. "Wat annoys ne,
Cella, is your interfering in ny business, screwing up a deal |
had a hard tine salvaging. | told you before that this was the
only thing I could do to save the situation. | neant it, and |
don't appreciate your trying to force ny hand. You're not good
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enough to play politics."

"Ransone's death is the best thing that could happen,™
Cella said. "For you, for Chauvelin -- even for the Visiting
Speaker, if you wanted to play it that way; he'd be under
obligation to you if you let himgo. Ransone's worth a |l ot nore
dead than alive -- and don't try to tell ne that Chauvelin | oved
hi mso nmuch that he'd rather get revenge than use himto bring
down the je Tsinra-an. It's the best thing that could happen, if
you' re serious about going over to the tzu line."

"I't's not your place to nake that decision,” Danm an
Chrestil said. He sighed, |ooked down at his files again, then
spun the first one so that it faced Cella. She | ooked down at it,
her expression first curious, then angry, before she'd gotten
hersel f under control again.

“Qur arrangenent is over," Dam an Chrestil said. "That's ny
assessnent of your property, a fair settlenent. You can take it or
not, | don't really care. But | don't want to see you again." He
pushed hinself up out of the chair, took a few steps away fromthe
desk.

"Very well," Cella said, her voice still rigidly
controlled. "But you won't object if |I verify sonme of this?"

"Hel p yoursel f," Dam an said, and heard the whi sper of the
i nterface cord drawn out of its housing in the side of the
dat anode. He did not | ook back, bracing hinself, and a nonent
| ater heard the fat snap of the current as she plugged herself
into the system There was no cry, no sound except the buzz of the
overl oad box shorting out, and then the sprawing thud as she
fell. The roomsnelled of electricity, and then, insidiously, of
scorched hair and skin. Dam an Chrestil turned then, w thout
haste, know ng what he woul d find.

Cella lay contorted by the corner of the desk, |inbs
tunbl ed, her face pressed into the carpet. Her dark hair had cone
out of its crown of braids, lay in disturbed coils over her neck
and across the floor, hiding the data socket at the base of her
jaw. A thin tendril of snoke was rising fromit as the inplant
housi ng snol dered. He | ooked at her for a nonent, but did not
touch her after all. The end of the data cord dangl ed over the
edge of the desk, inert: the automatics had cut the power
instantly after the massive current passed through. He left it
there, and reached into his pocket for his thin gloves. He drew
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themon, ignoring the snell -- burned flesh, urine, burned inplant
plastic, and hot netal -- and used the tool kit to pry off the
cover of the datanode. The boards and wires had fused, a ragged
nmess; he stepped over Cella's body to | ean closer, carefully freed
the black box fromthe ruined node. _The mlitary does good work_,
he t hought, and gingerly stuffed the ruined conponents back into
the node's casing, closing it carefully behind him By the door,
where the carpet ended and the tiles began, he stopped, dropped
the black box on the hard surface. The casing shattered, spilling
fragnents; he set his heel on them nethodically grinding themto
gravel, then swept themtoward the nearest garbage slot. The
baseboard hatch slid open, and he swept the fragnents into its
wai ti ng darkness, running his foot twice over the tiles even after

he was sure he had it all. He did not | ook back -- he did not have
to | ook back, would renenber Cella' s tw sted body in absol ute
clarity even wthout a second | ook -- but wal ked away, letting the

door slide closed behind him _Power surges happen during big
storms; you shouldn't go direct-on-line when the weather's bad.
Everyone knows that, and everyone does it just the sane. Poor
Cella, what a shane it caught up with you. But you shouldn't've
tried to force ny hand_. In an hour or two, if no one had found
her, he would send Ivie |ooking for her: _until then, |et her
lie .

*Epi | ogue*

*Day 6*
_Storm The Barge Gem ni, Nazandin_
_Wharf, the Inland Water by Governor's
_Point District _

Li oe stood on the m dshi ps deck, one hand on the rail to
bal ance herself against the notion of the barge. Even four days
after the storm had passed, the Water was still a little rough; it
woul d be easier out to sea, Roscha had said, where the currents
were | ess constrained by the conpl ex channels. Overhead, the sky
was very blue, utterly free of clouds, and the ghost of one of the
noons rode the housetops over Roche' Anbroi se. The sun was warm
Burni ng Bri ght was noving toward sunmer, Lioe renenbered, and she
gl anced forward, wondering if she should claima place under the
thin canopy. It was crowded there, full of people in white under
the white canopy, and she decided not to join themyet. There were
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nore people in white crowdi ng the docks, Ganers nostly, people
from Shadows that she recogni zed, others that she didn't know,
fromthe nets and the other clubs. Wite was the col or of nourning
on Burning Bright, and Ransone had been well respected. She

snmoot hed the front of her own coat self-consciously, the fabric
heavy over a white shirt and her nost formal trousers, the breeze
cool on her neck and scalp. It felt odd, not to be wearing a hat,
but she was no |longer a pilot, would have to get used to that.
Kerestel had not been pl eased, but there were good pilots
avai | abl e through the pools. He would learn to live with it. She
gl anced over her shoul der, saw Roscha coming toward her, red hair
bright in the sun, very vivid against the white coat. Everyone on
Burni ng Bri ght owns one_, Roscha had said. _You never know when
you'll need it _.

"It's quite a turnout,"” Roscha said, and | eaned out over
the railing to stare at the crowd on the dock.

Li oe | ooked with her, saw Medard-Yasi ne standing with Aliar
GQuerenei, a handful of Shadows' staff clustering around them She
had seen Peter Savian earlier, conspicuous in plain Republican
shirt and trousers, a white scarf his only concession to | ocal
custonm now he was nowhere in sight, but instead, Kazio Beledin
stood talking to a tall woman, LaChacalle, and a slimman with a
data socket high on his face that caught the light |ike a dianond.
He saw her |l ooking, and lifted a hand in sober acknow edgnent.

Li oe waved back, not know ng what else to do. LaChacalle had on a
white dress under the sheer white coat, and the others wore w de

wraps, Beledin's covering his head |like a hood. "So nany Ganers, "
she said, and Roscha shrugged.

"Everyone knew Anbi dexter. They may not have |iked him but
they'd kill to get in his ganes."

"Not a bad epitaph,” Lioe said. And it's not just Ganers
who feel that way . She | ooked back toward the group under the
canopy, counting the political notables who'd cone to Ransone's
funeral. Governor Berengaria, |ooking remarkably |ike her inmage
fromthe parade, stood talking quietly to a nman Ransone had
poi nted out at Chauvelin's party as the head of the Five Points
Bank, while a detachnent fromthe Merchant | nvestors Syndicate
waited for her attention. There were representatives fromall of
the Five Points Fam lies, Chauvelin had said, and two of the
Chrestil -Brisch. She scanned the crowd until she found them The
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head of the famly, Altagracian -- _dit Chrestillio_, she
remenbered -- was a big man, bigger and nore | eoni ne than Dam an
Chrestil, but the sister, Bettisa, had the sane sharp face and
fine body. It was a little disconcerting, seeing her there, thin
whi te coat w apped tight around her body, and Lioe | ooked away.
Chauvelin was nowhere in sight. Probably with the ashes , she
t hought, and still wasn't sure how she felt about this ritual, the
formal consigning of what was | eft of Ransone's body to the seas.
Death on Callixte was a private thing, and so were funerals. There
was a shout fromforward, and the beat of the engines strengthened
t hrough the deck. Very slowy, the barge began to pull away from
t he dock.

"Quinn," Roscha said, just |loudly enough to be heard over
t he sudden rush of wind. "There's been sone talk."

Li oe gl anced back at her, frowned at the griml ook on the
ot her woman's face. "Wat about ?"

"The fucking Visiting Speaker," Roscha answered. "I've been
hearing from people | know up at the port -- and other places,
pretty nmuch all around -- that he's wal ki ng around | oose. |

t hought you said the anbassador was going to deal with him"

"He was," Lioe answered. "As far as | know, he is. Are your
friends sure it's ji-Inbaoa?"

She knew it was a stupid question even as she asked, and
Roscha grinned. "Not all hsaia | ook alike. And he's wearing all
the honors. Perii lived on Jericho, she reads hsai ribbons pretty
fluently. Oh, it's himall right."

"Wonderful ," Lioe said. Wat the hell is ji-Inbaoa doing
free? Chauvelin should be keeping himunder |ock and key until the
next ship | eaves for Hsaioi-An -- _

"I't occurred to ne," Roscha said, "that naybe N Anbassador
wasn't all that sorry Ransone's dead."

~No_. Lioe shook her head, rejecting the thought even
before she had fully analyzed it. Not that |'d put it past
Chauvelin to kill soneone, but not Ransone. Not the way he
sounded, | ooked, when he told ne_. "There's bound to be a reason,”
she said, "sonething in hsai |aw, nmaybe."

"Maybe," Roscha said. "But the thought also occurred to ne,
Qui nn, that nmaybe sonething could be done about it. Perii says the
Visiting Speaker's been drinking pretty heavily, drowning his
sorrows, she says. It'd be a shane if he didn't nmake it hone sone

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (293 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:14 AM]



night -- which could be arranged, Quinn. If you think it's
appropriate.”

Li oe stood frozen for a nonent, suddenly very aware of the
heat of the sun on her back, the novenent of the barge under her
feet. This was a power she had never expected, a direct and potent
strength, the snoldering anger of the canalli channel ed t hrough
Roscha, ready to hand. _That's exaggerating, sure, | don't have
all the canalli -- but she's offering ne a neans of direct action
that | never dreaned |I'd be able to tap. Wth this to back up the
new Gane, |'ve got nore power than |'d ever expected . She curbed
herself sternly, made herself focus on the issue at hand. "I want
to talk to Chauvelin." She pushed herself away fromthe rail
bef ore Roscha could follow.

She found Chauvelin about where she'd expected, toward the
forward end of the canopy where a plain, rawl ooking pottery jar
stood ready on a white-draped table. He was wearing a white wap
coat, like everyone else, but had left it open, so that the w nd
blew it back to reveal the knots and clusters of his honors draped
about his shoul ders. Berengaria stood beside him the winkles at
the corners of her m smatched eyes nmaki ng her | ook as though she
al nost smled. Lioe sighed, and resigned herself to wait, but to
her surprise, Chauvelin nodded to her, and said sonething to the
governor. This tine Berengaria did smle, and Chauvelin nade his
way across the last few neters to stand at Lioe's side.

"It's good to see you, Na Lioe. I'msorry we haven't had a
chance to speak before this."

_At least not today . Lioe said, "I hear that the Visiting
Speaker is back in all his old haunts, Anbassador. How does t hat

happen?"

There was a little silence, and then Chauvelin said, "There
isn't a ship to Hsiamai for another four days. He gave his parole -
- his word, his promse -- to give hinself up when it arrives."

"I know what parole neans." Lioe took a deep breath,
fighting back her anger.

Chauvelin said, "It doesn't nean anything. It's his right
under the law, to have this tine. He'll be on the ship to Hsianmai,
and the All-Father will deal wth him He m scal cul ated badly,
it'lIl take the je Tsinra-an years to recover fromthis."

"I can't say | find that terribly satisfying," Lioe said.

"You surprise ne." Chauvelin | ooked at her, his lined face
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W t hout enotion. "Ji-lInbaoa is ruined. Not only that, he's ruined
his entire clan. Let himhave all the Qblivion he wants, it's not
going to change anything. |I think that's very satisfying."

Li oe paused for a | ong nonent, considering the anbassador's
words. Yes, it was satisfying to think that ji-Inbaoa would have
to live with whatever hsai |aw thought was the appropriate
puni shnent for nurdering an anbassador's dependent, and with the
fury of his own relatives. Ransone, certainly, would have
appreciated it.

"He's | ost any hope of ever gaining position at court,"”
Chauvel in said, "or of regaining what he's already lost. He'll be
ostraci zed, conpletely."

"I see." Lioe | ooked away fromhim toward the railing and
the Water beyond. Traffic was heavy, as always, but funeral barges
had priority, and the smaller boats gave way grudgingly, sliding
to either side of the broad channel. The air snelled of salt and
oil. They were com ng up on Honestead |Island and the end of the
Wat er; she could just nake out the bl ockhouses that controlled the
first of the stormbarriers, the stubby grey buil di ngs conspi cuous
agai nst the brighter brick behind them According to the datastore
and to the obituaries, Ransone had been born sonewhere in that

district, born poor, child of no one at all inportant. _And now
his death is bringing down a najor faction wthin Hsaioil-An. Yes,
he woul d appreciate that . "All right," she said, "I won't do
anyt hi ng. "

Chauvelin lifted an eyebrow, | ooked genuinely surprised for
an instant. Then his eyes slid sideways, and he smled slightly.
"I forgot Roscha. Careless of ne. But this is a hsai matter, you
can leave it to ne."

"Al'l right," Lioe said, and to her surprise, Chauvelin
bowed to her.

“"Thank you," he said, and turned away.

Li oe | ooked over her shoul der, and saw, as she'd expected,
t hat Roscha had cone up behind her, noving so silently that she
hadn't heard her approach.

"Wel | ?* Roscha asked. "Wat did he say?"

"We' Il let it go," Lioe said. "Ji-lnbaoa wll be on the
ship to Hsiamai, and he'll be appropriately dealt with there."

"Do you believe that?" Roscha asked.

"Yes," Lioe answered, and nmanaged a tight grin. "He'll get
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exactly what he deserves." Roscha still | ooked uncertain, and Lioe
went on, "It's what Ransone woul d've wanted, |'m sure of that."
“I'f you say so."

"Look, this brings down an entire governnent," Lioe said.
"You've got to admt that's Ransone's -- Anbidexter's -- style.”

Roscha | aughed softly. "That's true. Sha-nmai _, wouldn't it
nmake a great Gane session?"

It would , Lioe thought. It would make a brilliant one.
And it's one | want to wite -- nmaybe put it at the core of the

new Gane, nake it one of the givens, part of the background for
everything. That would be a nice nenorial, sonething else he'd
approve of. And then no one could play w thout know ng sonething
about him renenbering his death . She nodded slowy. "Thanks,
Roscha," she said. "I'll do just that."

*Day 6*

_Storm The Hsai Anbassador's House, _
_in the CGhetto, Landing |Isle Above_
~add Gty North_

It was m dafternoon by the tine Chauvelin returned to his
house, and his face stung fromthe conbination of sun and salt
spray. Je-Sou'tsian was waiting in the main hall -- like all the
househol d, she wore white ribbons, sprays of them bound around
each arm-- flanked by a pair of understewards. Chauvelin frowned,
surprised to see so fornmal a delegation, and je-Sou'tsian bowed
deeply.

"Your pardon, Sia, but there has been a transm ssion from
mai HU' an. Hi s grace has been pleased to grant you an award." She
used the nore formal word, the one that neant "award-of-honor":
she woul d have seen the nessage when it cane in, Chauvelin knew.
She woul d have prepared the formal package. "It's waiting in your
office."

"My lord honors ne beyond ny deserving," Chauvelin
answered, conventionally. "Thanks, laneis -- and thanks for that,
too." He reached out, gently touched the knots of white ribbon.

Je-Sou' tsian made the quick fluttering gesture, quickly
controll ed, that neant enbarrassnent and pleasure. "W -- | didn't
want to presune. But we regret your |oss."

"Thank you," Chauvelin said again, and went up the spiral
stairs to his office.
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The room was unchanged, the single pane of glass that had
cracked during the stormreplaced days before. Chauvelin settled
hi mself at the desk, lifted the precisely fol ded nessage to his
lips in perfunctory acknow edgnent, and broke the tenporary seal.
The nessage -- handwitten in n-jao_ character and then copy-
fl ashed; Haas's handwiting, not the Duke's -- was cl ear enough,
but he had to read it a second tine before the neaning sank in.
Then, quite slowy, he began to | augh. He had done well, in the
Renmenbr ancer-Duke's opinion: this was the reward every _chaoi-non_
wor ked for, dreaned of, but few ever achieved. There, set out in
the formal, archaic |anguage of court records, were the
certificates of posthunous co-optation for his parents and their
parents, the necessary two generations that would nake himno
| onger _chaoi-nmon_, but a full hsaia, indistinguishable in the
eyes of the court and the |aw from any other hsai. He could not
quite imagine his nother's reaction, but suspected it would have
been profane.

There was a second note folded up inside the official
announcenent, also in Haas's hand, the neat fam liar al phabet used
for tradetal k. He opened that, skimed the spiky printing.

CONGRATULATI ONS ON YOUR PROMOTI ON, AND MY SYMPATHI ES FOR
THE LOSS OF YOUR PROTEGE. MY LORD IS VERY PLEASED W TH THE OUTCOVE
OF THI' S BUSI NESS, AND IS PLANNI NG TO TRAVEL TO HSI AMAI | N PERSON
FOR THE TRI ALS. A MORE PERSONAL TCOKEN OF H'S PLEASURE W LL FOLLOW

Chauvelin smled again, rather wyly this tine. _| don't
think I should count on that . The Renenbrancer-Duke m ght be | ess
pl eased after all, though on balance it shouldn't affect the
ultimate outcone of the trials. He glanced at the chrononeter
di splay, gauging the tinme left until he would hear -- _not nuch
| onger now_ -- and set both nessages aside. One of Ransone's story
eggs was sitting on the desk beside him the case a |l acquer-red
sphere that | ooked as though it had been powdered with gold dust.
He picked it up idly, turned it over until he could | ook through
the lens into its depths. Fam liar shapes, Apollo and a satyr,
shared i mages from his and Ransone's shared culture, |eaned
together in a lumnous forest, each with a lyre in his hands. The
| oop of inmages showed a brief conversation, a smle -- _Ransone's
famliar, knowng smle_ -- and then a brief interlude of nusic,
the sound sweetly distant, barely audible half a neter away.
_Apoll o and Marsyas , Chauvelin thought, _in the |ast good days

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Burning%20Bright.htm (297 of 306) [2/17/2004 11:08:14 AM]



before the contest . He had never noticed it before, but the
Apoll o had his own eyes, and his trick of the lifted eyebrow _Ch,
very like you, |I-Jay. But that's not howit was. | did everything
| could to save you. You died by your own m sjudgnent, not by
m ne_.

"Sia?" That was je-Sou'tsian's voice, sharp and startled in

the speakers. "Sia, I'"'msorry to disturb you, but there's been an
acci dent . "

"An acci dent ?" Chauvelin said.

"Yes, Sia."

Chauvelin did not light the screens, allowed hinself a
smle, hearing the shock in the steward's voi ce.

"I"'msorry, Sia," je-Sou'tsian said again, "but it's the
Visiting Speaker. There's been -- the Lockwardens say he fell into
one of the canals, he was drunk on Qoblivion, and a barge hit him"

“I's he alive?" Chauvelin demanded, and heard hinself sharp
and quer ul ous.

"For now, Sia. But he's not expected to |ive the night.
They' ve taken himto the nearest hospital, Mercy Underface, they
said."

"So." Chauvelin could not stop his smle frombeconm ng a
grin; it was an effort to keep his voice under control. "Do they
know what happened?"

"Not for certain, Sia. They think he fell."

"O did he kill hinmself?" Chauvelin asked, and was pl eased
wth the bitterness of his tone. |If they can believe it's
sui cide, that's shameful enough on top of everything else that the
Renmenbr ancer-Duke will still gain everything he woul d have gai ned
through the trial . He heard je-Sou'tsian's sharp intake of
breath, w shed he dared |ight the screen to watch her gestures.

"It -- the Lockwardens asked that also, Sia. It seens
possi ble.™

"Such shane," Chauvelin said, and knew that this tine he
did not sound sincere. "Send his house steward to stand by him
and one of us to stay with her. Express ny condol ences.”

“I'"ll go nyself, if you want, Sia," je-Sou' tsian said.

Chauvel i n nodded, then renenbered the dark screen. "That
woul d be a gracious gesture, laneis. |'d be grateful."”

"Then 1'll do it," je-Sou'tsian said.

"Keep ne infornmed of his condition,"” Chauvelin said, and
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cl osed the connection. It was good to have friends on the canals.
He | eaned back in his chair, reached out to touch the story egg
again, but did not pick it up, ran his fingers instead over the
warm netal of the case. | told the truth when I told Lioe |I'd
take care of the Visiting Speaker. It's not nmy fault that she
assuned | nmeant that | would let the |aw take its course. That was
sonet hi ng Ransonme woul d' ve appreci ated, that doubl e-edged
conversation. And | think he woul d' ve appreciated ny decision_. He
sm | ed again, and picked up the story egg, glanced again at the
bright images. The | oop, triggered by the novenent, showed god and
satyr | eaning shoulder to shoulder, and then the faint clear
strain of the nusic as the satyr played.

*I nterl ude*

_Gane/ var Rebel . 2. 04/ _
_subPsi. 1.22/ver22. 1/ses 7.25_

They crouched in the uncertain shelter of the cargo bay,
hearing the clatter of boots recede along the wal kways to either
side. The overhangi ng shelves, piled high with crates, gave sone
cover, but they all knew that if the Baron's guards cane out onto
the center catwalk it would take a mracle to keep from bei ng
seen. Gl an Africa/ VERE CAM NESI wi nced as an incauti ous novenent
jarred his bandaged arm and shoul der, and stopped trying to pry
t he power pack away fromthe nonstandard nounti ng.

"Hazard," he said, and Gallio Hazard/ PETER SAVI AN sl i pped
his own pistol back into his belt and cane to study the housing.
After a nonent, he pried it |loose with main force, handed the two
parts to Africa. The technician accepted them prodded dubiously
at the bent plugs. Hazard shrugged an apol ogy, and drew his pistol
again, his attention already turned outward toward the retreating
footsteps of the guards.

Jack Bl ue/ JAFI ERA ROSCHA spraw ed gaspi ng agai nst the
nearest stack of crates, his face drawn into a scow of pain and
anger equally mxed. Mjja Lyall/FERNESA crouched at his side,

di ggi ng hurriedly through the nmuch-depl eted nedical kit. She found
the injector at last, applied it to Blue's forearm The

tel ekinetic swore under his breath, but a nonent later, the pain
began to ease fromhis forehead. Lord Faro/ LACHACALLE and I belin
Bel f ort une/ HALLY VENTURA exchanged gl ances, and edged a little bit
away fromthe others, where they could exchange whi spers unheard.
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"What about the contact?" Desir of Harnmsway/ KAZI O BELEDI N
said. "Wiere is it, Avellar?"

Avel | ar/ AMBI DEXTER | ooked back at himfor a nonent, gave a
sl ow, crooked smle. "Sonething's gone wong, obviously. But
unl ess you want to go back..." He let his voice trail off in a
nocking invitation, and Harnmsway | ooked away, scow ing. Avellar's
smle wdened slightly, and he noved to stand beside Jack Bl ue.
"How is it?"

Bl ue shrugged, nade a so-so gesture with one hand. "I'l|
live." H's voice sounded better, and Avellar nodded.

"Maybe he's | osing weight," Harnsway said, too sweetly.

Bl ue frowned, and a cracked piece of the floor tiling tore
itself loose and flung itself at Harnmsway's face. Avell ar plucked
it out of the air before it could hit anything, dropped it onto
the flooring at Blue's feet. There was blood on the tile, from
where the sharp edges had cut his hand, but Avellar ignored it.

"Try that again," he said, alnost conversationally, "and
"Il |eave you." He was | ooking at Blue, but Harnsway stiffened.

“"Not me, surely,"” he said, his voice provocative. "If you
| eave ne here, Royal, all this wll have been for nothing."

"All what?" Avellar said, softly. "AIl this? Com ng here,
risking ny life, planning this escape for the lot of you? That's
not hi ng conpared to what |'mw lling to do to have you back at ny
side, Desir. But you need ne just as nuch, if you're going to get
off this planet. Don't forget that, ny friend."

In spite of hinself, Harnsway gl anced toward the cargo
door, only forty neters away across the wdth of the warehouse. It
was even open, and he could feel that the |ast barrier was seal ed
only with a pal mlock, the kind of thing he could open in his
sleep ... if he could reach it. And beyond that hatch were
Avel l ar's people, loyal only to Avellar. H s |ips thinned, and he
| ooked away.

Avel | ar nodded. "The ship's mne," he said. "Wthout ne,
none of you wll get aboard. Hell, w thout ne, none of you would
have gotten this far."

"Wthout you," @Gllio Hazard said, "sone of us wouldn't be
here at all."

"Touche," Avellar said. "But you shouldn't've left ny
service, Gllio."

“Avel lar." Lyall's voice was suddenly sharp with fear, and
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Avellar turned to face her. "They've brought in a hunter," Lyall
said. "And the Baron's with him"

"How cl ose?" Harnsway denmanded, and Lyall shook her head.

"I can't tell. There's -- he's shielded."

"No one use any psi," Avellar said. The others nurnured
agreenent, and he | ooked at Africa. "Is it finished, Galan?"

Africa shrugged his good shoulder. "|'ve got the connection
rigged, but there's no guarantee it'll work."

Avel | ar nodded, and | ooked at Belfortune. "That | eaves you,
Bel . "

Faro said, "Let himbe."

Avel lar ignored him "Bel -- "

"Avel l ar," Lyall said again, real horror in her voice.
"He's found us."

"What ?" Harnsway's voi ce scaled up in surprise. "Damm you,
Royal -- "

"Shut up,"” Avellar said, and was obeyed. "Bel fortune. Can
you stop the hunter?"

Bel fortune shook his head. "I have to be close to him |
can't just reach out and take his power. It's not that easy -- "

"All right," Avellar said, his voice gentle but firm and
Bel fortune was silent. Faro laid a hand on his shoul der, then
reached for his pistol.

“"Well, Desir," Avellar said, "it's up to you and ne."

Har nseway shook his head sharply, and Hazard said, "The |ast
tinme, you nearly killed him"

Avel |l ar ignored him "If we don't work together, we'll
never get out of here. You and | wll both die on this wetched
planet. Do you really want that, just to spite ne? O do you just
enjoy it too nuch?"

"Yes," Harnmsway said, "I can admt it. You' re too strong
for me, you and your crazy clone-sibs, and | like it too nmuch."

"Woul d you rather be dead?" Avell ar asked.

"Desir, don't," Hazard sai d.

Har nsway ignored him "No, damm you. Al right. 1'll do
it."

Avel | ar held out his hands, carefully not smling, and
Har nsway took themw th only the slightest hesitation. There was a
little silence, and then a kind of darkness seened to gat her
around them Shapes noved in the darkness, shapes that were
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Avel | ar, shapes that wore Avellar's face and a woman's body.
Avel l ar closed his eyes, felt his power returning with Harnmsway's
presence, Harnmsway's raw el ectrokinesis bridging the holes |eft by
the deaths of half the clone. He could sense the others' presence,
too: Quarta in her cell, gibbering in darkness; Secunda caught in
m dstride, dragged away from herself by his insistent demands;
Tertius ever silent, great eyes staring at nothing. He pulled them
to him mnade their power his own, built a |ladder with it that
carried himout of the prison of his body and et himl ook down on
the warehouse as if froma great height. He saw the world in black
and white, the figures of his party and of the Baron's nen
clustered at the doorway pale as ghosts against the dark walls and
shadows that were the piled crates. The Baron's group had stopped,
huddl i ng t oget her around a grounded airsled. _The hunter snells
sonet hi ng he doesn't recogni ze , Avellar thought, and | aughed
silently. _No, you wouldn't recognize ne_. He spun again, |ooking
down fromhis illusory height for a solution, saw Harnmsway on his
knees, head bowed with strain, still clinging to his hands.
Har nsway was weaker than he'd realized; Avellar allowed hinself to
| ook farther afield, saw Jack Blue now standing at Lyall's side.
_Blue , he said, and felt the word fall for what seened an
eternity before it struck air and was heard. "G ve ne your hand."
He forced his body to free one hand from Harnsway's gri p,
held it out to Blue. The telekinetic took it, reluctantly, and
Avellar felt the other's power join his own. He let hinself rise
back up the | adder, dragging Blue's talent wwth him hung for a
noment beneath the rafters, | ooking at the piles of crates through
the lens of Blue's talent. Then, alnost lazily, he reached out --
his hand, Blue's tel ekinesis, noving as one, Harnsway still
bridging the gaps that et himdraw on his cl one-sibs, his other

selves -- and tipped the first row of crates onto the Baron's nen.
He heard screans -- close at hand, and nore distant, the noise
reachi ng his physical body half a heartbeat |ater -- but he closed

his m nd, searching for the right point. Blue's power was fading,
stuttering |ike an underfuel ed engi ne, but he ignored it, and

t oppl ed a second set of shelves, blocking any advance. Then he | et
hi mrsel f slide back down the | adder, feeling it dissolve behind him
as he fell, until he was back in his own body, on his knees, Jack
Blue's hand cold in his own. Harnsway was crunpled on the warped
tiles, breathing in harsh gasps, his forehead against the floor.
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Bl ue I ay open eyed, unnoving, his face red and nottled. Lyall
crouched beside him hand on his wist, and shook her head as
Avel | ar | ooked at her.

"He's dead."

Bel fortune | aughed softly. "So that's how the great
Avel l ar's power works. You're no nore than | am nothing nore than
a vanpire. At least | don't use the power | take."

"You just dine on it," Hazard said.

Faro said, "This is why | won't support you, Avellar. No
one who can do that should be enperor.”

"But that's just it," Avellar said. He reached down al nost
absently, lifted Harnmsway so that the el ectrokinetic's head rested
on his lap. "This power is exactly why | should be enperor. |I'm
psi, yes, but it's unlimted in type, because | can draw on all of
it. But only if you let ne. | can't coerce, | can only take what's
gi ven. Jack gave ne what he had, he let ne use himup, to save the
rest of us. He couldn't've done it alone, and | knew how to use
what he gave ne. If a psi is going to be enperor -- and you know
that's inevitable, there's no one left who isn't psi -- then it
shoul d be ne, because | can't do anything al one, and w t hout
consent . "

Hazard nodded slowy, cane to crouch at Harnmsway's side, he
touched the electrokinetic's face gently, and | ooked relieved when
Har nseway stirred. Hazard supported him hel ped himsit upright.

Har nsway's face was drawn, lines of fatigue sharply etched.

Faro said, "The ship's waiting."

Avel | ar nodded, pushed hinself to his feet, fighting back
his own exhaustion. "Let's go."

Two guards were standing by the cargo door, one with rifle

| evel ed, staring toward the far door where the crates had fallen,
t he other babbling into a hand-held comunit. He didn't seemto be
getting any satisfactory answers, but Avellar shrank back into the
shelter of the nearest stack of crates. "Faro," he whispered. "Can
you take hi nP"

"I can take him" Faro said, and nodded to the closer
guard. "But that one wll spread the alarmthe m nute he goes
down. "

"Leave that to ne," Harnmsway whi spered.

"Don't be stupid," Hazard began, and the el ectrokinetic
shook his head, the ghost of a smle weathing his nouth.
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"The comcircuit has to go, or we're all shot. Lucky you
have ne."

"Be ready when he takes out the com" Avellar said to Faro,
and the ol der man nodded, his eyes fixed over the |eveled gun.
Africa dropped to his knees beside him tucked the |aser rifle
agai nst hi s shoul der.

Har nsway cl osed his eyes, drawi ng on what renained of his
power. H's whol e body seened for an instant to be stretched to
br eaki ng, as though the psionic stress had translated itself to
every nuscle in his body, and then the pain had passed. He reached
al ong the wres behind the distant wall, searching carefully to
avoi d anything that was not part of the communications system and
teased his way into the handset. For an instant, he considered the
spectacul ar, blowing all the circuits in a shower of gaudy sparks,
but he no |l onger had the strength for that. He reached for a fuse
I nstead and quietly poured what was |left of his power through it.
The cylinder nelted, and he allowed hinself to fall back into his
body.

The guard stopped, shook his head and then the handset, and
stepped forward to join the other, holding out the suddenly silent
comunit.

"Now " Avellar said, and the others fired al nbst as he
spoke. The guards fell wthout a sound. "N ce shooting. Let's go."
He started across the narrow space w thout | ooking back. The
others followed, crowding into the narrow space between the outer
door and the ship's hatch, and Africa fiddled with the controls to
cl ose the door behind them Avellar nodded, and laid his hand
agai nst the sensor panel in the center of the hatch. There was a
soft click, and then a high-pitched tone.

"Royal Avellar," he said, and waited. A heartbeat |ater,
the cargo | ock creaked open. Fam liar people, famliar faces, were
waiting inside the |lock, and Avellar smled with open pleasure.

“"Danile," he said, and a man -- greying, thin, a |long,
heavily enbroi dered coat thrown open over expensively plain shirt
and trousers -- | ooked back at him gravely.

"I''"'m back, Danile," Avellar said again, and the greying nman
nodded.

"You're here."

"And | have Harnmsway, and the others," Avellar went on. "W
had an agreenent, Danile."
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Dani | e nodded again, nore slowy. "Yes."

"You said," Avellar said, a note of nenace in his voice,
“you said you woul d support nme, support ny claimto the throne, if
| brought Desir of Harnmsway out of Ixion's \Weel. W' re here,
Danile. Are you going to keep your part of the bargain?"

"I didn't think you could do it,"” Danile said. "I thought --
| thought |I'd be rid of you. But if you can do this..." H's voice
trailed off, and he shook his head. "If you can do this, yes,
you're the best choice for the position. Yes, |I'l|l support you --

Mpj esty. "

Avellar smled with wolfish triunph, and one of Danile's
crew said urgently, "Sirs -- "

"She's right," Danile said. "We have to hurry. We're
cleared for departure; we'd better go while we still can.”

There was a ragged nmurnur of agreenent, and the group began
to nove farther into the ship, follow ng Avellar and Danile. The
cargo door slid shut again behind them closing off their |ast
vi ew of |xion's Weel.

*Day 16*
_Storm Ransone's Loft, O d Coast Road, _
_Newfields, Above Junction Pool _

Li oe cl osed down the systemfor the last tine, running her
hands over the secondary controls to disconnect the nonitors. She
al ready had all the data she needed, stored in spheres until her
new space was up and running -- a newer building, dow in the Dock
Road District, closer to the clubs. A haul age conpany woul d cone
for the machines later, or at |east for the ones she had deci ded
to keep. It was a generous | egacy, maybe too generous, especially
since she was still not sure if Ransone woul d have wanted her to
have it. She was better than he had ever been, at both ganes,
politics and the Gane itself, and once the novelty had worn off,
it m ght have becone awkward between them But there was no point
I n m ght - have- beens. She | ooked around a final tine, nmaking sure
she hadn't forgotten anything. There was nothing left, nothing
that she wanted, and she |let herself out into the sun-warned
corridor. The elevator was in use, as always; she scranbl ed down
the new stairway, walled in storm hardened gl ass, barely aware of
the cityscape spread out below the cliff edge beyond her. Roscha
was waiting, with a borrowed denki-bi ke, and the new Gane began
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tonight. Lioe smled, and hurried.

Visit ww. e-reads.comfor information on additional titles by this
and ot her aut hors.
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