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Thal assa

Conmmonweal t h Col ony of Elyas

Sunmer, Year One

My nanme is Torin Clase, and | have been charged with witing the story of Jan
Kilian. Wio she is, and how she canme to be.

A quarter century ago a Vynsha priest naned ni Tsecha Egri prophesied that one
day his race, the idonmeni, and ny race, the humani sh, would blend in the
fullness of tine to forma single people. In his quest to promote his vision
Tsecha conpelled his people to allow humanish to Iive on the idomeni homeworl d
of Sherd, and to establish a consulate on the outskirts of the dom nant city
of Raut a Sher aa.

Tsecha al so conpelled the idomeni to allow humani sh into their dom nant
educational institution, the Acadeny. That first class of six students |earned
docunents protocols fromthe race that devised them as tensions grew between
t hose bornsect idomeni who feared the humani sh presence within the Sherdin

wor | dskein and those few who believed that Tsecha's bl endi ng propheci es
defined the future.

When these tensions erupted into civil war, one of those six humanish
graduates, Jani Kilian, had attained the rank of Captain in the Conmonweal t h
Service. As she worked to nediate rel ati ons between humani sh and i donmeni, she
| earned of illegal dealings between themthat woul d have
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given victory to the ultraconservative el enents of the idoneni and bol stered
repressive forces within the humani sh governnment. But when she acted to expose
this conspiracy, she was killed, nurdered as the transport in which she rode
expl oded on takeoff outside the hospital -shrine of Knevget Sheraa.

But killed and dead are two different things. Kilian was saved by a hunmani sh
physi ci an named John Shroud, who refashi oned her using idomeni genetic
material. He believed he had inactivated what he considered the undesirable
aspects of that material, but he had not.

As the war drew to its bl oody conclusion, Kilian escaped with her life. For

al nrost twenty years she lived a fugitive existence in the colonies, on the run
from her past, each day growi ng nore aware of the change that had begun to
claimher. Last year, she traveled to the Commonweal th home-world of Earth for
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the first time, to the capital of Chicago. There she investigated crines that
provided her with the |inks between her past and her future, and revealed to
her the path she was destined to follow as the first of her kind. The first
hybri d.

She lives in Chicago still, working with the idomeni enbassy and studying the
ways of a priest with ni Tsecha, whom she calls "inshah." Teacher. Doing that
whi ch she is bound to do, for she is, as ni Tsecha nanmed her, the Kier-shia,
the "toxin," the bringer of pain and change. She is also, as | have said
before, the first.

And | so wish to neet her..
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CHAPTER 1

"Chicago is a cold place. In every way."

Cl ase, Thal assan Histories, Book I

"Coppelia is a classic tale. In it, a doctor naned Coppelius builds a

cl ockwork doll and tries to give her life." Colonel N all Pierce sat with his
booted feet propped on the edge of the portable comarray consol e, hands
folded primy in his lap. "A young couple, Franz and Swanil da, cross his path.
Franz falls in love with the doll, named Coppelia, whomhe thinks is a rea
girl. Swanilda beconmes determined to find out nore about this mysterious
beauty who has stolen her lover's heart, and breaks into the doctor's house to
find her." He | eaned back, the harsh overhead |ight washing out his bronze
Service burr to pale brown and casting his features in sharp relief. Narrow
Angl ed. The wolf in repose. "And it's a conmedy, |I'll have you know. Nobody
dies."

"I'magi ne ny amazenent." Jani Kilian tucked her hands inside the sleeves of her
field coat and huddl ed agai nst the curved wall of the prefab bunker. Cutside,
freezing rain fell —she could hear it patter on the domed roof. Insets in the
pol yfoamwal | and fl oor supplied the heat that nmade the space bearabl e—she
pressed agai nst the hard snoot hness, soaking up all the warnth she could. "I

t hought someone had to keel over every five minutes for an opera to qualify as
a classic."”
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"Coppelia is a ballet, not an opera.” N all tilted his head back and spread
hi s hands pal ns up, begging the ceiling for respite. "I told you all about it
at lunch |l ast week, but it appears to have slipped your mnd." He turned to

| ook toward the figure who sat on the floor next to Jani. "Have you ever
attended a ballet, nf Tsecha? Humani sh danci ng?"

"No, Colonel." Nf Tsecha Egri, the Haarin dom nant, shook his head back and
forth, his |l atest adoption of humani sh gesture. "I have seen plays, and

hol oVee programs. Histories and such. No dancing." He pushed up the edge of
hi s headscarf with one gol d-skinned finger and scratched his scalp. "Nia," he
| eaned close to Jani, his voice falling to a whisper, "ballet is |eaping about
to nusic?"

"Pretty much, inshah."

"I saw a dancing goat once. |Is that as ballet?"

"It is quite simlar, yes." Jani unfolded to her feet and wal ked across the
shelter to join Niall at the console. She placed a hand on his shoul der, felt
his warnmth through his blue fatigue shirt, and tried to renenber the days when
she could feel warm under conditions |ike this. "Any change?"

Niall glared in injury, the scar that cut his left cheek fromhis nose to the
corner of his mouth deepening as he frowned. "A dancing goat?" H s eyes spoke
to the frustrated patron of the arts that he was. Honey-brown and | ong-I| ashed,
his only handsone feature, they were currently laced with aggravation and
regret over mssed performances and unapprecia-tive students who ignored

[ unchtinme instruction.

Jani offered a rueful grin. "I'"msorry you couldn't attend your ballet. | know
you | ooked forward to it." She dragged a stool from beneath the console and



sat next to him then pointed to the display screen in the center of the
flickering comunications array. "Doesn't | ook any different than it' did
twenty mnutes ago."

"Part of that's the fact that the pickup's mal functioning. Qur contech should
be back any minute with the replacenent parts." N all sighed. "The inmage
strai ghtens out every few mnutes. Fromwhat | can see, they're still clearing
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snow. Marking out the cordon."” He massaged the back of his neck. "M ne

cl earance is one of those dichotomous activities. Nerve-w acking to perform
but boring as all hell to watch. Especially when no one seens to be doing
anyt hi ng. "

"I heard that." A male voice |aced with annoyance energed fromthe array's

speaker system "If you're both bored in that nice, warm dry bunker, two
hundred neters fromall the stuff that goes boom I|'d be nore than happy to
trade places with you."

Ni al | and Jani | ooked at one another and smiled. "Hey, Pull,"” N all said with

a laugh. "How s it goi ng?"

"Saturday night at the Haarin enclave-what a rip-roaring place." The
irritation in Lieutenant Randal Pullman's voice was pal pable.

Jani gl anced back at Tsecha, who had risen and now wal ked across the bunker to
join them He stood taller than she by a head—the top of his headscarf grazed
the light fixture as he passed beneath it, sending it sw nging back and forth
and casting his thin frame in weird shadows on the wall.

"Ri p-roaring, nia?" Tsecha stood over Jani, arns fol ded and hands tucked in
his sleeves, his long face skull-like. "Wat is rip-roaring?"

No sound emerged fromthe speaker for a time. Then canme a throat-clearing
cough. "lIs that you, ni Tsecha?"

"Yes, Lieutenant Pull man—glories of the night to you." Tsecha gl anced at Jan
and bared his teeth, cracked anmber eyes bright with hunmor. "What is
rip-roaring?"

"Rip-roaring? It's—+t— A long sigh rattled. "Ah, boy."

"Qut withit, Pull.” Niall's shoul ders shook

"Rip-roaring nmeans ... exciting, ni Tsecha. Thrilling." Pullman's voice grew
softer with each passing syllable. "Electrifying."

"So you find standing in deep snow |l ate at night an excitenent? | learn nore
of you each day, Lieutenant." Tsecha's air of mischief faded. "What of the

m ne?"

Pul | man's voi ce energed nore busi nesslike. "From what
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| have been able to determine thus far, ni Tsecha, the mne is nost likely a
remmant froman old field exercise. The Service used to operate training
facilities here before the |and was | eased to the idoneni."

"What sort of m ne—have you yet determ ned such?" "No. NI Tsecha. That's stil
under investigation." "It is a trainer, as you say? O a dud? Such objects
emt signals particular to their type, do they not? One sinply identifies the
signal, and thus the type of mne, and renoves it accordingly."

"Yes. Ni Tsecha. W have not yet identified the signal." Jani gl anced at Nial
to find himregarding her, his face set with concern. They had both sensed
Pul l man's reluctance to discuss the situation. They've had two hours to ID
that mne, and they haven't yet. \Wat's the problem?

She reached for the console controls and tapped one of the pads. The fl at

di spl ay shi mered, then the two-di nensional image pushed out fromthe screen
| engt heni ng and wi dening to forma three-di nensional |ayout of the nmine site.
The casualty radius, centered by a black X and encircled by an orange ring two
hundred neters in dianeter, stared out like a huge bull's-eye. The inmage
stuttered every few seconds as the relays mscued, but it remained steady
enough to discern the novenent of personnel and equi pnent, both hunan and

i domeni. "There's the denolitions tech."” Jani pointed out the Ione figure
standing within the cordon, operating the renote-control 'bot that cleared
snow from around the mne. "He's still digging the thing out, but | can



already spot it at this scale. Wiy's he still working?"

"Where is DathinP" Tsecha | eaned over the consol e and searched the

m niaturized scene for the towering figure of his suborn. "I will contact him
and | earn what he knows." He wal ked to the far side of the bunker as he dug

i nside his coat for his handcom

Ni all | eaned close to the speaker and dropped his voice. "OK Tsecha stepped
away for a while," he said, the sharp
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tones of Vynsharau Haarin serving as background. "Wat's going on?"

In the three-dinmensional image, a figure at the edge of the cordon raised a
hand. Pullman, kitted out in grey and white winter canou topped with a | ayer
of body arnor. "The disposal tech thinks that some water got into the brain of
the mne and is screwing up the thing's ability to respond to signals. 1'd
never heard of that happening, but your guy confirmed. Faber, your comtech
He's at the supply truck hunting for parts for your console."

Ni al | edged about in his seat as he studied the scene. "So if the tech doesn't
know what kind of mne we're dealing with, how the hell is he setting up?"
"According to Ordnance, it's one of two types. Either a Slager that's live but
sans detonator, or a Beeknman trainer that's nost |likely a dumry but could be

live as well. The Slager's casualty radius is the greater of the two at one
hundred neters, so that's what we've gone with." Pullman-in-mniature paced a
tight circuit on the edge of the cordon. "It's getting tense here, sir. The

VWnshar au have al ready gone nose-to-nose a couple of tinmes with our folks.
They' re picking apart the fact that one of our denmis detected the m ne signa
inthe first place—they want to know why we were flying that far inland over
their territory. D plomats fromboth sides are weighing in with all Kkinds of
guestions and demands, and to top off this shitcream sundae, | don't think
this tech could find his ass at high noon in the Hall of Mrrors."

Niall patted the front pocket of his shirt, the usual resting place for his
ni cstick case. "Who's handling the diplomats from our tean®"

"Dubrovna. Problemis, everyone at this level is used to dealing with Ca
Burkett. Hard to back down to a major when you're used to dealing with a
general . "

"So why the hell isn't Burkett there now?"

"He's with the PM sir, back in Chicago. They're patched
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in via the sane live feed you have. It's ny understanding that they're

bri efi ng Arbassador Shai."

Ni al | massaged the back of bis neck in earnest. 'Tell ne about the tech."
Pul | man nuttered sonething foul under his breath. "Name's Wde, sir. Lance
Corporal Ri kki—+two k's and an i. Supposed to be good, but you wouldn't know it
fromthe way he's fartin' around out here. He's recalibrated his equi prent
four times already, and if he digs out any nore around that mne, the entire
forest floor is going to collapse.”

Jani tried to imagi ne the thoughts going through Wde's m nd—surrounded by
testy soldiers and bureaucrats of two species, mndful that every nove he
made, or didn't make, would be exam ned under a dozen m croscopes, each using
a different filter. "A Slager would require one type of code to ensure di sarm
a Beekman another. A cross-up in signals would precipitate a crisis | don't
even want to think about. If the mne brain is nmalfunctioning and he's unsure
about which type he's dealing with anyway, isn't it better that he take his
time?"

"He has to nake a decision sonmetinme, ma'am or hand it over to soneone who
can. We have to clear this thing and get these people and idomeni out of here
before a fistfight breaks out." Pullman's inmage seened to stride atop the
consol e board fromone set of touchpads to another. "Wy can't we just clear
the area and blow it up? Hell, we could have blown it up from Sheridan."

Ni al | hung his head. "W have to be able to show the intact device to
Anbassador Shai and prove it didn't pose a danger to the Haarin."

"They're not willing to take our word for it?" Pullman asked.



"Over the last three nonths, four Haarin have been attacked and the encl ave
itself has twice been the target of vandalism The newssheets are questioni ng
the presence of the Haarin enclave so close to the Commonweal th capital, and
the last time Anbassador Shai's skinmer floated
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t hrough Chi cago unescorted, sonebody heaved a brick at it." Jani could sense
Niall's stare, and avoided it. Sonetimes she felt as though he didn't want her
to tal k about the worsening rel ati ons between the idonmeni and humani sh, as if
doing so made matters worse. "G ven that," she continued nore quietly, "

don't think they'd take your word for the time of day, do you?"

Pul | man-i n-mini ature kicked at the snow. "No, na'am"

Jani sensed soneone approach from behind, and turned to find Tsecha standi ng
at her shoulder. "Dathimhas told nme that Shai has sent niaRauta Elon to see
to this matter, along with her suborns, ni Rau Ghos and ni Rau Feres." Tsecha
turned his head to face his left, then brought up his left hand chest-high
pal m faci ng outward. It was a H gh Vynsharau gesture of dismay, of the sort he
sel dom enpl oyed since his outcast to Haarin. That he felt conpelled to express
his consternation in such a definite nmanner said all that needed to be said

about Elon. "I recall her fromny tinme as anbassador. The Council wlled her
as nmy security domnant; thus was | forced to tolerate her." He broke off his
posture and |l ooked to Niall. "I should attend this matter, Col onel. Your

Li eutenant Pul Il man shoul d not be left alone to deal with such as Elon."

"No, nf Tsecha. Sorry." N all shook his head. "Wile your concern is

appreci ated, your assistance is not required. W have Major Dubrovna to dea

wi th ni aRauta El on—tieutenant Pullman is safe."” He patted his shirt pocket
again, his longing for a dose of nicotine etched in every line of his face.
"You have not dealt with Elon. She is as a mine whose signal you do not know "
"You stay herel" N all's voice shook the air in the small space. "N Tsecha.

Pl ease." He sat forward, hands dangling between his knees, his gaze fixed on
the floor as he struggled to regain his conposure. "To npbst Chi cagoans, you
are still the synmbol of the idoneni presence on Earth. That presence ... is
bei ng questi oned by sone hunani sh at the
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present tine, and because of that, both your domi nants and nine feel that you
shoul d not be observed involving yourself in this matter."

"OK. " Jani stepped between the two, nman and idoneni, and felt the current of
tension that fl owed between them "That explains why you' re keeping Tsecha
hol ed up here." She stared down at Niall until he raised his eyes to neet
hers. "Why am | here?"

They studi ed one anot her—Jani sensed the tinme pass just as she di scerned

Ni al Ps exam nation, just as she knew how she appeared in his eyes. The strange
gol den cast to her brown skin. Her long-linbed gangliness. Her eyes, dark
green irises surrounded by the paler sea of sclera, eyes unlike those any
human bei ng ever possessed.

Ni al |l took a deep breath. "You know dammed wel |l why you're here. Everywhere
Tsecha goes, you're never far behind. You' re as much associated with the

i domeni presence here as he is. You' re— He reached into his pocket, then
yanked out his hand as though it burned.

"I"'mthe hybrid. I'mwhat all those questioning humani sh fear they'll see one
day when they look in the mirror." Jani swallowed a how of frustration. "I'm
not contagious, Niall. It took nmonths of medical intervention to get ne this
way. "

"l know that."

"So why— Jani fell silent as a sharp thunk sounded from outside. Another
They all | ooked to the door of the bunker as the panel slid open. A young nan
decked out in Service raingear blewin, escorted by a gust of chill wi nd.

"I"ll have those relays retined in a mnute, sir." He swept back his hood and
undid his coat fasteners as the water dripped and puddl ed around him The cold
had bitten his ears and nose—they flared red against his pale skin and dark
hair. "I spoke with the techs down at the truck—they said the sub-Msty's



functioning normally. \What we're seeing up here is what's really happening
down there."”

"Thank you, Faber." Mll's face lightened, his relief at
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the interruption obvious. "What's the nood |ike down there?"

"Irritable, sir." Faber hung his coat in the gear alcove at the far end of the
bunker. "Everyone's wet. Cold. Waiting for sonething to happen.” He turned to
face them and hesitated, his gaze passing over Tsecha and Jani before settling
on Niall. "At the rate things are going, they're going to be there awhile."
"And every hour spent here translates to a nonth's worth of follow up

i nvestigation." Niall shot Jani a questioning | ook. "Aren't you supposed to be
going on a trip soon?"

Jani nodded. "Quter Circle. Day after tomorrow "
"Hrm Looks |ike you may miss nost of the fun."
away nothing. "How long will you be gone?"

"Si x weeks out; sanme back. Wek or two to do what | have to. Cose to four
nont hs. "

"We' || be well into spring by the tine you get back.” N all stood, then wal ked
across the bunker to the gear al cove. "Probably about the time the first
reports get issued." He dragged on his field coat. "I'mgoing to take a wal k.
See what | can see fromout here." He activated the door panel and pushed

t hrough the gap w thout a backward gl ance.

"I do not believe, nia, that he wants you to | eave."

Jani turned back to Tsecha, who had cocked his head to one side, a gesture of
curiosity nore humani sh than Vyn-sharau. "He will have to get used to the
fact, inshah."

"Yes. As will you."

Jani hesitated. "l'm going outside.'
over the console. "Excuse ne."

Faber straightened, then slowy lifted his gaze to | ook Jani in the face.

"Yes, ma'am" The top of his head only reached her shoul der, and the
difference in height seened to rattle him

Among ot her things. Lance Corporal M cah Faber of Suprenme Conmand

Conmuni cati on Systens, Jani decided, didn't like her. She'd run into it nore
and nore often as of
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late, this sense from sone hunmanish that they didn't want her to get too
close. If | kissed himatop his pointy little head, would he run screan ng
into the rain? Gven the tension around the place, maybe now wasn't the tine
to experinent. "Could I borrow your coat?" she asked, knowi ng full well that
to himthe request mght constitute the same sort of invasion. "l need to talk
to Colonel Pierce, and ny coat isn't keeping me warmas it is."

"Ma'am " Faber |ed her back to the alcove. He lifted his coat fromits hook,
shook off the remaining droplets of water, then held it out for her

Jani took the coat and flung it across her shoulders |like a cape. "I promn se
["lI'l touch it as little as possible,"” she said, leaving himto redden |ike an
al arm as she slipped out into the rain.

She found Niall huddled in the shelter of a nearby stand of evergreens. He
turned when he heard her approach, but didn't speak

"You want to go down there, don't you?" Jani wedged into the shelter beside
him The rain fell about themin a steady patter, but the canopy of branches
slowed the flowthrough to the occasional drop. "Go ahead-—we're fine up here.”
"I have been ordered to remain with you and Tsecha, and remain with you and
Tsecha | will." N all had already flipped open the top of his nicstick case
and renmoved a long, white cylinder. He bit down on the bul bed end—the tip
flared blue-white in the cold wind. 'Tell me about this trip of yours." He
stuck the other end in his nouth and took a Iong drag, then rel eased a stream
of snoke with a groan of relief.

Jani pulled Faber's coat nore tightly around her shoulders. "I told you about
it last week, during lunch. It crossed paths with Coppelia—they nust have

The flatness in his voice gave

She wal ked over to Faber, who stood bent



cancel | ed one anot her out."

"Hurmor ne," Niall replied, not anused.

"I"ll be paying a courtesy call on the Haarin at the Karis-
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tos encl ave on Elyas. Their dom nant, na Fey6 Tal, is a favorite of Tsecha's.
He wants me to deliver a gift to her." Jani knew how i nadequate the

expl anati on sounded, but Tsecha had given her little nore to go on

Feyo requires an assistance, nia.

"You're leaving at atine like this to deliver a gift?" N all exhal ed anot her
cl oud of snoke, which the wind sliced to nothing. "Haarin shuttles | eave Luna
once a week. Let one of them play errand boy."

"You just finished saying that | require protection to continue to work in
Chicago. | think ny getting away for a few nonths night be a good idea."

/ cannot | eave this dammed cold place, nia—Shai will not allow such. But you
may go, and go you nust.

Ni al | shook his head. "On the contrary—+ think it will make matters worse.
You'll be acting as the internmedi ary between two Haarin enclaves. How is that

going to dispel the perception that you' re not human anynore?"

"But |I'm not human anynore."

"That's news to ne."

"Only because you don't listen."

They | apsed into edgy silence. In the distance, dimillumnation shown through
the trees. Every so often a shout would carry. A flash of light froma piece
of equi pnent.

Yes, it is dangerous here for Hadrin. It is dangerous everywhere, nia. You
nust go

The bunker door opened a crack—Faber's head energed. "Wde's started to nove
the mne, sir!"

"About dammed time." N all extinguished his 'stick against the wet trunk of a
tree and shoved the spent cylinder in his pocket.

Jani followed himinto the bunker, to find Faber sitting at the consol e,
Tsecha | oom ng over him She returned Faber's coat to the al cove, then joined
t hem

"They just got started, sir." Faber glanced over his shoul der at Jani before
switching his attention to Nall, who had
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dropped into the chair next to him "Wde's decided to use a biobot to hoi st
it. He nust be too worried about signal cross-up to use a standard comnave."
"Jack up the mag on this,” Nall replied. "I want to see what's going on."
Faber worked contech magic on the console. The outer edges of the image

di sappeared as the area of the cordon itself expanded. As if on cue, Pullman
gl anced up—Jani could see the droplets of rain that dotted his arnor and ran
down his face |ike sweat.

"Drop that face shield, Pull,” N all grunbled.
"Sir." Pullman flipped down the poly barrier. "Wde's ready to lift the
t hi ng. "

"WIl wonders never cease." N all braced his el bow on the edge of the console
and covered his mouth with his hand, his eyes fixed on the scene playing out
before them

Wde | ooked even younger than Faber. Colder, too. The wi nd had ni pped his
cheeks as well as his nose, so that he | ooked flushed with fever. He stood
thirty meters fromthe exposed nmine, his hands gloved with the transl ucent
sensor web that enabled himto control the cylindrical biobot. He stood still,
straight, his arms bent at the el bow and hands facing in as though he held a
box by the sides. Every few seconds one finger would nove, then another. Each
ti me he noved, the biobot woul d edge closer to the mne

The mne itself seened a puny thing. A blank silver oval the size of a man's
hand, it vanished |like an eclipsed noon as the biobot rolled over it.

"The "bot's hollow," N all said, eyes still |ocked on Wde's every nove. "Once
it's settled above the mine, it will hoist it up inside."



"Then the bottomof the "bot will close,” Pullman added. "The mine will be
encased until it can dry out. Wde figures fifteen mnutes with sonme warm air
circ, and he'll be able to identify the signal."

"Why's he standing so close to the mine?" To Jani, Wde appeared |like a nman
entranced, eyes cl osed, shoul ders
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slunped, fingers twitching. "Can't he do that from outside the cordon?"

"He says that the problemw th bio signals is that they' re weaker than
standard comwaves." Pullman's voice held a skeptical edge. "He says he has no
choi ce. "

As they watched, one of the VWynsharau broke away fromthe crowd and wal ked

i nside the cordon to stand by Wde. A young nmale, his thin franme padded by
arnor, his face covered by a shield.

"It is Feres," Tsecha said, "Elon's suborn.”

Ni al | stood and bent over the console. "Pull, what the hell is going on?"
"Feres is a witness, sir. The VWnsharau don't trust our transnissions. They
want one of their own to watch the mne be contained.”

"That's bullshit!"

"We tried to block it, sir, but Dubrovna overrode."

"Well, | just trunped her. Stop everything nowl Get that VWnsharau out of
there now "

"Yes, sir!" Pullman stepped inside the cordon. "Wde, pull up now 1"

Wde and Feres both turned.

Light travels faster than sound. The flash filled the i mage space like a

m ni ature sun. Yellow white. Blinding.

Then came the thunder of the explosion. The bunker shook, the light fixture
trenbling as though a giant set down his foot.

They had all dropped to the floor. Now Niall bounded to his feet and ran for
t he door. "Faber—stay behind and watch them " he shouted as he pushed through

t he gap.

Jani lay on her stomach, the echo of the explosion still sounding in her ears.
"N Tsecha?"

"I amnost well, nia."

"Good." She boosted to a running crouch and headed for the door, then fell to
one knee as a hand gri pped her coat sl eeve.

"You're not supposed to | eave." Faber's eyes were wide.
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H s hands encircled her armw t hout clanping down, as though the thought of
contact repul sed him

"Stop nme." Jani shook himoff and bolted.

The rain fell harder now. Jani coursed through it, following the Iight and the
equi pnent sounds. The cri es.

Then she broke through a ring of trees, and the console inage rilled her eyes.
The vehi cl es. The humani sh. The i doneni .

She took one step. Another. Tried to avoid the shattered branches, the flecks
of red in the snow Wtched nedics hoist Pullman atop a gurney and cover him
with a medbl an-ket. They're taking care with hi mhurryi ng—Fhat meant he lived.
Pl ease.

"What the hell are you doing here!"

Jani turned to find Niall bearing down on her fromthe other side of the
cordon.

"Who let her in herel"™ He waved toward a figure in body arnor. "Mrton! Get
her out of here now Carry her if you have to!"

"I"mgoing!" Jani held up her hands |like a surrendering prisoner, two steps

ahead of the advancing Morton. "I said |I'mgoing!" She broke into a run
didn't stop until she stood am d the trees again. She | ooked behind her to
find Morton had returned to the site. Emergency illum ns flashed yell ow and
orange agai nst the night sky. An anbul ance siren wail ed.

CHAPTER 2

Jani checked every room and al cove as she wal ked down the aisle of Service



Medical's Trauma Center, keeping one eye toward collision avoi dance as doctors
and nurses darted around her and orderlies pushed past her w th skingurnies
and carts bearing equi prment.

She found Niall in a waiting area within sight of the main nurses station. He
sat in a darkened corner, hunched over a spent nicstick, the floor in front of
his chair wet and nud-streaked fromthe ness shed by his boots.

He | ooked up as she entered. A streak of nmud coated his | eft cheek, snoothing
over his scar, erasing his sinister air. Indefinable dark stains spotted the
coat he'd draped over the back of his chair, as well as the front of his
fatigue shirt and trousers. They m ght have been bl ood, but it was inpossible

to tell in the poor lighting. "You nmade it out of the madhouse."

Jani lowered into the chair next to his. "I saw Tsecha back to the encl ave,
then hitched a ride on one of the equi pnment trucks. The |ast anbul ance had
just left." She glanced toward the hall in tine to see two nurses break into a

sprint. "How s Pull?"

Niall started to speak. Stopped. Licked his lips. "Something hit his right
side hard. Part of the biobot casing. A
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pi ece of Whde or Feres. Medical doesn't know for sure yet, but there nay have
been a fault in his arnmor.” He patted his left side. "Kidney's gone. Liver's

banged up. Even though his augmentation had kicked in, he bled ... alot." He
exhaled with a shudder. "They got to himin time. They don't need to break out
the brain boxes and nake sure he's still hitting on all boards."

"So the tally is?"

"Two dead, Feres and that... tech." N all slunped back. "Twenty-seven wounded,

i ncluding two Haarin and three deputy ministers.”

"I heard on the way in that Mako just left to see the PM" Jani tried to

i magi ne the mood in that neeting, and found she didn't want to. She despised
Admiral - General Hiroshi Mko, and though he preferred to deny it, he felt the
same way about her. But a menber of his Service had nade an error that

t hreatened to kneecap humani sh-i domeni rel ations already crippled by recent
tensions, and it fell to himto explain what had happened. Jani al nost felt
sorry for the man. Al nost, but not quite. She ached for N all, however. He was
the A-G s man-on-the-scene, and even though it hadn't been his show to run
she knew he'd bl ane hinself for every error and m scue. "So what went w ong?"
"Where do | fucking start?" N all held up his closed fist, then raised his

i ndex finger. "W should never have let Diplo make the calls.” The niddle
finger. "W shouldn't have allowed all those observers on-site." Ring finger
"Li ke Pull said, we should have cut all the crap off at the pass by doing a
renote disinter-di sarmfrom Sheridan, and told Shai to kiss our collective ass
when she howl ed.” He glanced at Jani sidelong. "In so many words." He let his
hand drop and lay his head back. "Of course, none of this would have happened
i f whoever had been in charge of the initial |and clearance had done their
job. Alot of brass is going to go over the side before this investigation is
signed off."

Jani rose and wal ked across the alcove to the vend machi nes, digging in her
trouser pockets for tokens. "You're
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using sone pretty nasty training mnes now conpared to what they used in ny
day." She found the coffee selector and ordered two cups.

"That was no trainer. It was a live and kickin' Slager with an intact

det onat or sensitive enough to respond to the biobot signal. Once Wde pulled
it out of the ground and enclosed it in the 'bot conpartnent, a heartbeat
could have set it off." N all took the dispo cup of coffee Jani handed him
but instead of drinking it he just stared into the steamrising fromthe
liquid. "I'mgoing to see his face in nmy sleep. Looked like a dammed

twel ve-year-ol d. Should have been operating a renote control skimer in his
parents' backyard, not a mine renpval device in the woods in the mddle of the
ni ght."



"It's not your fault."

"Yeah. "

Jani returned to her seat. Sipped her coffee, and winced at the taste of the
sour machine brew. "So what was a |ive and kicking Slager doing buried on the
grounds of the Haarin encl ave?"

Niall tried his coffee. He swallowed it wi thout a change in expression. Either
he was made of hardier stuff than she or he was sinply too nunb to taste. "You
renenber the drill. Sometines the deno techs play it too smart and put the
real stuff out there to practice on." He scratched at the dried nud on his
face, then stared at the dirt under his nails. "That's agai nst procedure,
however, because, well, people can get hurt. So they fudge the records, which
then nmeans that they can't always depend on themto tell themwhat's out
there. The old hands know that. But they didn't send an ol d hand—

fresh-out-of -t he-box Wde got the call. By the tine they got soneone out of
bed who realized what that could nean, it was too late."” He rose and wal ked to
the vend area, still scratching at his nuddy cheek. He grabbed a di spo napkin

fromthe di spenser next to the machines, then soaked it in the streamfromthe
water fountain. "Not to change the subject, but what are you doi ng here?" He
| eaned agai nst the
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wal | as he cleaned his face. "I thought you'd stay with Tsecha."
"I wanted to find out about Pull." Jani peeled an advertising sticker from her

cup, a pass good for two free tickets to a m dweek showi ng at the base
Veedrone. "Tsecha and Dathimare administering to the injured Haarin."

"I thought that was the sort of thing he'd been teaching you over the |last few
months. How to act as a priest.”

Jani nodded. "I've | earned sonme of the cerenonies and protocols. But there are
a few Haarin who haven't adjusted to nme yet. One of them was anong the

i njured—¥secha and | both figured that the Iast thing she wanted to see was ny
face bending over her, nuttering prayers."

Ni all finished cleaning his face, then checked the results in the snooth netal
surface of one of the coolers. "I wouldn't have expected Tsecha to give in
like that. He's a great one for shoving things down people's throats."

"He's starting to feel discouraged.”

"Wel conme to the damed club."” N all tossed back the |ast of his coffee, then
crunpled the cup into a ball and banked it off the wall into the trash. "Not
to change the subject again, but how do you feel ? My augnmentation's activat ed.
Peopl e keep backi ng away when | try to ask them questions.™

Jani watched N all kick at the floor like a restless horse paw ng the ground.
She coul dn't imagi ne backing away from himfor any reason, but she nursed the
same Service-made gland in her head that he did, and the synthetic
neurotransmt-ters it punped out had nuch the sane effect on her as they did
on him "I feel focused. Like | have things to do, and I can't rest until |

get them done. Col ors are sharper. Sounds seem | ouder. Everyone el se nobves too
slowy. The usual."

"Started to come down yet?"

"No." Jani paused and tried to get a sense of herself. "Maybe a little. The
hybridi zati on has nade it |less predictable than it used to be." O rather,

| ess predictable in its unpredictability. At one time, her augi e caused her
senses to junbl e. Sounds becane aromas, while touch and scent sang
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to her in a range of tones. Now she sinply grewtired and jittery as her brain
and body said "Enough" and battlefield alert gave way to noody exhaustion
"Sonetines | think I should take all that nedical advice |I've received over

the years and have the thing taken out. | feel like hell." N all gathered his
coat. "If you contact Special Services, one of themcan see you hone. | have
to check on Pull. Then | need to contact his parents."

Jani watched her friend nove with the heavy-footed gait that spoke of
exhaustion and the enotional bottonmi ng-out that in his case went along for the
ride. "Niall, stop hanmering yourself. Pull will be all right."



Ni al | | ooked at her and nodded, his predator's face reddened from rough
washi ng, his poet's eyes dull. "Yes. | can tell his folks with conplete
confidence that the Service is up the spout with the finest nedical staff in
exi stence anywhere." He wal ked out into the hallway in the direction of the
nurses station, shoul ders bowed. "And idiots aplenty to ensure they keep in

practice."
Jani wal ked out into the night to find the rain had finally stopped. The sky
had cleared as well; only some fast-noving clouds remai ned to obscure Luna,

and hide the few stars that could be seen through Fort Sheridan's bl aze of

out door I|ighting.

"I"mnot calling Special Services," she said to herself. She'd never tel

Niall, but his regard didn't buy her much in the way of acceptance—except for
Pul | man, no one else on his staff |iked her very nmuch. A silent ride into the
city |l acked appeal under the best of circunstances. Wth humani sh-i doneni

tensi ons now thick on the ground, the word best did not apply.

I nstead, she followed the wal kways fromthe hospital to a |l ess-travel ed area
of the base. On the way, she passed office buildings in the sem dark of
graveyard shift. Mintenance sheds. Rolling | andscape buried beneath nelting
snow, broken up by stands of bare trees and wi nter-stripped shrubs.
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Before long South Central Bachelor O ficers Quarters came into view, a

mul tistory cenent bl ock devoted to the housing of male officers in various
stages of transition. Jani walked in the front entry, ready to avert her eyes
on the off chance she encountered anyone in the halls or the stairwell. /
shoul d have applied filmto them But her identity as a human-idoneni hybrid
was wel | -known—al | of Chicago knew what her eyes |ooked |iked. Wat good did
it do to apply a filmto nmake them appear human, when everyone knew what |ay
beneat h?

She keyed into the stairwell, took the steps two at a tinme. Stopped at the
fifth floor. Negotiated the famliar tw st of hallways before coming to a stop
in front of the door nmarked west-1, the nane L. pascal etched into the neta
nanepl at e.

Jani reached for the buzzer, but the panel slid open before she had a chance
to press the doorpad.

Luci en Pascal stood in the doorway, a disheveled vision in Service blue pajama
bottons, white-blond burr diffusing the backlight to a pale aura around his
head. "I've been trying to track you down for the |last hour." He stepped back
to allow her to pass. "You have a real talent for falling off the map."
"Atalent | worked at for years. Nice to know I'mstill in practice." Jan
caught the barest whiff of col ogne as she entered the spare three-roomflat. A
peppery scent, lighter than the throaty nusk Lucien favored. She | ooked toward
t he bedroom The door was open, the corner of the bed that she could see was
runpl ed. "How much have you heard?"

"Good nmorning. It is officially morning now " Lucien stepped in front of her,
bl ocki ng her view of the bedroom "I'mfine. I"'mnot hurt. Tsecha is fine. So
is Dathim Everyone you knowis all right. If any of those coments are

i ncorrect, could you tell ne now so that |I'm not caught by surprise later." He
noved closer. The light fell across his neck and chest, accenting scattered
red blotches, along with several fresh bruises that formed a characteristic

pattern.
Jani touched a red mark near the holl ow of Lucien's throat.
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"I"'mfine. Tsecha is fine. Dathim Everyone you know." She pressed her
fingertips against the bruises, gauging them—yes, they had been left by
someone who had gripped far harder than they had to. "You, on the other hand,
look a little roughed up."

Lucien gripped Jani's wist and eased her hand away. In contrast to Niall, his
face was the poet's, fine-boned and full-1lipped, with just enough softness
about the jawto inply a vulnerability that in truth had never existed. Again
in contrast to Niall, his eyes were the predator's, chill brown and



calcul ating, windows to a nind that saw life as a ganeboard and all others as
pawns, to be played, or sacrificed, as the situation demanded.

"You want to know how rmuch |'ve heard?" He backed away and wal ked about the
sparsely furnished sitting room picking up clothes, straightening couch
cushions. "Dem skimner on | ake patrol flew too close to the Haarin encl ave.

Pi cked up a choppy transm ssion that spelled 'one of our nmines.' They inforned
Ordnance, who said 'oops' and informed the world, who converged on the

encl ave. The denolitions tech they sent to pull the m ne msread the signal
killed hinmself and a Vyn-sharau." He stopped in md-pillow fluff and | ooked at
Jani . "Anyone you knew?"

"Feres. One of Elon's security suborns.”

"One of the hardcore elite. That should play well back on Shera." Lucien
resumed hi s housekeeping. "Have | m ssed any of the high points?"

"Not really. Except that they thought the mine was a trainer, but it turned
out to be live and fully arned."

"Quch. "

"Yeah." Jani started her own wal kabout, poking through the places Lucien had
yet to straighten. "For someone who | ooks like he just rolled out of bed, you
sure do know a lot." She arrived at a chair one step ahead of him grabbing
for the object that lay in a small heap beneat h.

"That's not yours." Lucien bunped her and tried to pull the thing from her
hand as she reached down for it.
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"It's not yours, either." Jani held the article up for inspection. It proved
to be a man's Service-issue T-shirt. "Wong size." She sniffed the neck and
detected the sane spicy odor she had when she entered the flat. "Wong scent,
too. Besides, you don't fling your clothes around the room"

"Not unl ess sonmeone asks ne to." Lucien plucked the shirt from her grasp and
folded it. "He works for the Public Affairs Ofice. Wen the first calls cane
in, his admn tracked himhere. It's his job to head up damage control, which
in turn nmeans he has to know what damage needs to be controlled." He gl anced
at her beneath his lashes. "I can be very persuasive when | want to be." He
lay the shirt over his arm "Another nenento to add to the others,"” he said as
he smoot hed his hand over it. "Are you even a little jeal ous?"

"Of what? Those | ovely bruises?"

"Sometines you have to give a little to get alot in return.”

Jani patted a chair cushion into place, then slipped off her coat and sat. The
standard i ssue ergoworks braced her back and | egs, but not well enough to ease
the growi ng aches that signaled the need for sleep. "You played him It's a

tal ent you've worked at for years. You're still in practice, too." She tried
to stifle a yawn and failed. "If we were both dropped in the mddle of a
strange city, | daresay we'd manage pretty well. But we're both in Chicago,

and the natives know our footprints. W need to take care.”

Lucien strolled to the couch and sat. "You're not maki ng nmuch sense, you do
realize that?"

"I"'mleaving for Ely as the day after tonorrow "

"1 know. "

"Il be gone awhile."

"I know that, too." Lucien lay the T-shirt on the cushi on beside hi mand
stroked it like a cat.

Jani followed the smooth flow of his muscles, the play of Iight across his
chest and stomach. An hypnotic sight, marred only by the bruises that had

bl ued and darkened in the time since her arrival. M. Public Affairs plays
rough. She toyed with the idea of tracking down the man and giving
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hima little of what he dished out, except.. .It's none of ny business. Lucien
lived nmost of his life outside her purview, and he never did anything w thout
a reason. If he felt that what M. PA offered was worth the knockabout, the
best favor she could do himwas to stay out of it.

He does what he feels he has to. Crcunstances had conpelled Jani to live the



same way once. Maybe it was the nmenory of that tine that touched the anger in
her now, a vein of hostility that opened nore and nore frequently as her
hybri di zati on advanced and the idoneni aspects of her personality energed.

So much rage. Jani struggled to focus on the present. What do | have to work
wi th? Look at the situation as it is, not as | think it should be. "Seeing as
you're in Intelligence, how difficult would it be for you to attach yourself
to the mne investigation?"

Lucien's hand stilled atop his souvenir shirt. "Oficially, my spec is
conmuni cati ons. Weapons interface falls roughly under that header, but there
are people in Ordnance who know a | ot nore about the subject than | do, and
they're the ones who will be called in to answer questions."

Jani exam ned the back of her right hand. She had cut it sometine during her
run through the woods—a thin line of dried blood traced al ong her knuckl es.
"Unofficially, your spec is killing inconveni ent people."” She flexed her
fingers, felt the wound sting. "Apply yourself in that direction for a bit."
Lucien's hand noved to his thigh, the T-shirt forgotten. "You think that nine
was put there deliberately?"

"I heard a whol e truckl oad of reasonable explanations during the return ride
across the lake. Now l'd like to hear the unreasonable ones." Jani gazed at
the sitting roomwalls, flat white and as bare as the day they were finished,
wi t hout even a tacked-up holo to indicate the personality of the man who |ived
within their bounds. "The Haarin took up residence in the enclave four nonths
ago. At first, things seemed peaceful. The Holland area wasn't popul ated by
hurmani sh,
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so no one lost their property. The Haarin had | ess reason to go into Chicago,
so they didn't rattle the natives by turning up in odd places, as they had
been wont to do when they lived on the enbassy grounds."

"Dathi mused to enjoy doing that." Lucien grinned. He nursed an infatuation
for the Haarin that had led to the devel opment of one of the Comonwealth's
stranger friendships.

"Yes, he did. The people who | ooked up to find two nmeters worth of |ong-faced
VWnsharau | oom ng over themdidn't find it so enjoyable, however." Jani sniled
anyway. The tales of Dathim s exploits had made for an evening' s entertai nnent
on nore than one occasion. Then she sobered. "As | said, things seened
peaceful at first. The honeynoon | asted for about three weeks. Then one
norni ng an Haarin security suborn found one of the enclave food repositories
broken into and hu-mani sh excrenent sneared over the bins."

"I don't need the recent history lesson." Lucien dragged the T-shirt onto his
| ap and picked at the hem "I spend as much tinme there as you do, if not nore.
I know all about it."

"Did you know t hat whoever got in there destroyed kettles containing
experimental medi a? Thanks to some urging by na Feyo and the other Elyan
Haarin, Tsecha had sanctioned research into synthetic foods. Wen Shai found
out... ny old teacher barely managed to talk hinself out of a one-way trip on
a fast cruiser back to Shera." Jani fought the urge to rest her head on the
seatback. If she did that, she'd drift to sleep, Lucien's soft voice serving
as lullaby. "Then cane that sniper attack. Skimer sabotage. Add the nine, and
we' ve got people who not only know what they're doing but have access to very
nasty things."

Luci en | ocked his hands behind his head and spraw ed back, a pose that

di spl ayed his naked torso to its best advantage. No matter how serious a

di scussion turned, he never forgot what he considered the essential argunent.
"Do you think the Service is responsible?"

Jani admired the view, however cal cul ated. "The m nes and weapons are

manuf actured by Famly conpani es. They
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fear the Haarin's econom c conpetition just as the Service fears their inpact
on Commonweal th security. If you assune the Fanmily supplied the neans, then

t he question becones whether they do the dirty thenselves or hire it out. 1'd



say the field is pretty w de open.”

"Gven that, I'msurprised you' re still planning on | eaving tonorrow. "

Jani shrugged. "I have no choice." She felt Lucien's stare, knew he expected
her to tell himwhy she had to | eave, and knew just as surely that the |ess
she told him the better. That won't be difficult—+ don't know nuch. "Na Feyo
has told Tsecha very little—she doesn't trust the security of the Haarin
conmuni cations |inkages. All he can determine is that she's enmeshed in sone
sort of power struggle. An Haarin version of a bornsect fallout. He can help
her by throwi ng his support her way—nost Haarin still consider himtheir
religi ous dom nant even though he's no | onger Chief Propitiator of the ruling
bornsect. The ideal solution would be for himto visit the El yan encl ave
himsel f, but he's afraid to | eave Earth. He thinks he'll draw unwel conme
attention down on Feyo. He also thinks that once he's left Earth, digarch
Ceel won't allow himto return.”

"So he's sending you as his em ssary?" Lucien eyed her skeptically. "l1've
wat ched you train in bladework with Dathim He's told ne enough about your
religious instruction to know that it will take years to learn all you need

to. You' ve only been at this a few nmonths."

"I know. " Jani shifted in her seat. She nursed her own bruises thanks to
Dat hi M s enthusiastic teaching. A sword in his hand worked |ike a netal -pl ated
fist. "But | didn't cone into this wholly unprepared, and |'ve hel ped the

El yan Haarin before. If Tsecha tells them through ne, to support Feyo, they
will."

"I's she that inportant?"

"To him she is." Jani fielded Lucien's smrk. "lIt's not just that he esteens
her. Feyo's a radical by any neasure, and she has a revolutionary's
personality. She knows how to
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wor k i doneni and humani sh alike. If she |oses her position, there's no one of
her caliber to replace her. Considering how thoroughly Haarin shipping |ines
and trade routes have integrated with their Commonweal th counterparts, her
ouster could destabilize the entire CQuter Circle."

Lucien lowered his arms and sat up. "If she's so magnetic, why has she | ost

i nfl uence?"

"That's what | have to find out." Jani once nore fought the urge to cl ose her
eyes. Like Mall, she knew what she'd , see when next she dreaned

Pul | man's raw boned vitality,

I reduced to pools of blood in the snow. Wde's slow finger-

i ngs as he maneuvered the biobot over the mine. "I don't want to | eave now,
but | don't have a choice. That's why |I'm asking you to plug yourself into the
mne inquiry."

Luci en stood, purloined T-shirt in hand. "Someone is going to wonder why |'m
interested." He padded across the carpeted floor and di sappeared into the
bedroom "The fact that I'minformation-gathering for you isn't going to fly.
' mnot supposed to feed classified data to Haarin internediaries."

Jani listened for the sound of a dresser drawer opening, then closing, the
sign that the T-shirt had joined its brethren in their very private display
case. "Could you tell people you're doing a favor for an old Famly friend?"
"I"'msure I'll think of sonething. | always do." Lucien stepped into the

bedr oom doorway. "I found a blue-bordered envel ope in nmy paper mail yesterday.
It contained a nice, thick sheaf of docunments fromthe Ofice of Review al

signed off." He folded his arnms and | eaned agai nst the janb. "Effective |ast
nont h. "

Jani smled, and neant it. "Congratul ations, Captain. | know you were starting
to feel anxious."

"I"'mnot sure howlong I'll stay a captain if | have to keep the honme watch.

Thi ngs have a tendency to spin out of control when you're involved."
"I won't be here.”

"You'll be here in spirit. That should prove sufficient to
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upset the domestic bal ance of power." Lucien pretended interest in the
condition of his hands. "So, now that's settled, any plans until the sunrise?"
Wari ness worked through Jani's growi ng haze as the many possible replies to
Lucien's sinple question presented thenselves. She'd visited his flat only a
handful of tines, and had never stayed the night despite his veiled, and
not-so-veiled, invitations. As always, she felt that she intruded, that she
had entered a place in which she didn't belong, the inner workings of which
she didn't want to know. She stood and gathered her coat. "I should go hone."
"I hope | haven't offended your delicate sensibilities."” Lucien's voice
sharpened, the soft French Provincial accent faded to nothing. "I have
showered. Unfortunately, the bruises won't be heal ed before you have to

| eave—

"Lucien." Jani stopped in the mddle of the room The hand that held her coat
felt gloved in lead. It hung at her side, |leaving the garnent to drag on the
floor. "The psych job. Save it for someone who buys it."

"I woul d have done anything he wanted in order to find out how you were."
"Rough trade for information. You' ve done it before. You crave the power. The
control. You like it. Your. Choice." Jani fixed on the image of Pullman being
lifted fromthe snow onto the stretcher—the nmenory touched sone deep pl ace

wi thin her and rel eased sensations she'd | ong suppressed, touch and snell and
sound. "Well, there were tines in my event-filled past when | didn't have a
choice. So stop trying to nake ne feel guilty about all the awful things

you' ve put yourself through on my account, because your primary consideration
has al ways, al ways, been what's best for Lucien Pascal." Her breathing cane

| abor ed—+he sense of weight had noved up her arm and across her chest.
"Post-augie irritability, conpounded by fatigue and the effects of
hybri di zati on. Aggravated by all those nenories that bubble to the surface

because you've lost the will to

28 Kristine Smith

keep them | ocked down where they belong." Lucien left the doorway and wal ked
to her, shaking his head. "I know the feeling."

Jani opened her hand and let the coat fall to the floor. "You are a liar."
"Yes, but |I'myour liar." Lucien rested his hand on the open neck of her
coverall, then waited to see if she'd pull away. Wen she didn't, he opened
the top fastener, the second, the third, his fingertips brushing her skin with
each sl ow noverent. "Your spy. Your whore. Your whatever you happen to need at
the tine." He bent close, his |lips and tongue tracing swirls of heat along her
t hroat and neck as he slipped the garment from her shoulders. "All | want in
return is the chance to nake us both feel better for a little while. Is that
too nmuch to ask?"

Jani took Lucien's hands in hers and held them away from her body. Caught the

chill that flashed in his eyes, the anger at a need deni ed. Pushed down his
hands until they hung at his sides, then freed them Counted the seconds as
they stood, still and barely breathing, separated by a few scraps of cloth and

a gul f of understanding wi der than any sea.

"My choice." She | eaned forward and ki ssed him
CHAPTER 3

"I'f the mine was deliberately planted, how do you think the idoneni will
react?" Lucien exited the Boul just as the early norning traffic slowed to the
usual craw . "Relations are tense now, but when haven't they been?" He steered
the Service-issue sedan onto the deceptive quiet of the Parkway, a graceful
secl usi on of town houses and apartment buil di ngs separated by parks and
scattered shops and restaurants. "Besides, we |ost one of ours in this ness,
too. That must count for something."

"Not really."” Jani took what she could fromthe beauty of the hour—the
streaking of the eastern sky into bands of orange and indigo, the illum nated
col ums of the Chicago skyline that forned the Parkway's backdrop. "Ever since
he becanme digarch, Mrden ni Rau Ceel's goal has been to turn back
humani sh-i donmeni relations fifty years.™

"Fifty years ago there were no humani sh-idonmeni relations.'

Luci en turned down



the first in the succession of tree-lined avenues that led to Jani's house.
"Isn't Ceel alittle young to be that cl osed-m nded?"

"Age has nothing to do with it. He was just as isolationist twenty years ago
at the Rauta Sheraa Acadeny." Jani thought back to the Ceel she had wat ched
fromafar that lifetine ago,
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t he green-eyed, slope-shoul dered warrior who turned away whenever a humani sh
crossed his path. "If we find out that the mne was deliberately planted,

predict a proclamation from Ceel that all bornsect and Haarin must forsake the
evils of the humani sh Commonweal th and return to the godly confines of the
Shera worldskein. | then predict that a certain percentage of the Haarin will
tell himto go to hell. After that, things should get really interesting." She
paused to yawn. She shoul d have taken the opportunity while at Lucien's flat
to grab a couple of hours' sleep. Needl ess to say, she hadn't avail ed herself
of that particul ar option.

The trees that lined the narrow streets had been strung with colored illum ns
Backlit by tw nkling | eaves, Lucien cocked his head |ike a young boy

consi deri ng what he wanted for Christmas. "You're thinking civil war?"

"No, we enter uncharted territory with that one." Jani sat up straighter as

t he skimrer rounded onto the street she called hone, a cul-de-sac of eight
identical three-story houses, each built of tan brick and ringed by netal
gates and hybrid greenery. "CGvil war is the divinely ordai ned sheddi ng of
bornsect blood that may or may not lead to a regi me change. A bornsect

of f ensi ve agai nst bal ky Haarin who refuse to toe the line hasn't occurred in
recorded idomeni history to nmy know edge. Ceel would have to have deci ded t hat
t he Haarin who di sobeyed were no | onger true Haarin, that proximty to
humani sh had degraded themto the point that they no |onger nerited his
protection. It would prove an interesting point for the theol ogians to debate
at Temple. | can see argunents for both sides.™

"Can you?" Lucien eyed her doubtfully as he turned up the narrow drive that
curved behind her house, then waited for the gate to slide open. "All that
religious instruction has sunk in, has it?"

Jani tipped her hand in a back and forth notion that spoke nore of the

humani sh bargai ning table than it did any idoneni gesture. "It's just rules.
Rul es and order. |I'm a docunents exam ner by trade, renenber. A paper pusher
That's all we
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know, rules." She glanced at Lucien as he unfastened the top of his shooter

hol ster, his gaze | ocked on the skinmrer's dashboard array. "Wat's w ong?"
"Readi ngs fromthe backyard. One skimrer. Two nen. One of themis arned.”

Luci en tapped codes into touch-pads—rultiple views of the house and yard
formed on a small display. "You have company." He relaxed, but only a little.
"Your doctors make house calls, | see." He drifted up the drive and around the
house, coming to a stop a few meters behind a silver sportster. Safety
lighting activated, illunminating the yard and the two men who enmerged fromthe
sl eek vehicle.

"So much for a little tine to ourselves,” Lucien nuttered.

Jani alit fromthe skinmrer just as John Shroud and Val Parini drew near. Va
led the way, his stride clipped and his head high

"Not that we were worried, mnd." He circled around to Jani, high-boned face
agi ng from boyish to mddl e-aged as he drew cl oser and the details canme into
focus. "How are you?" Hi s exam nation took on a professional sharpness as he

| ooked her up and down. "Wat happened?" A light brown forelock fell over his
eyes, and he pushed it back with a curse.

Jani | ooked Val over as well. A blue pullover and dark green trousers peeked
out beneath his brown coat. M snmatched clothes thrown on in haste. Not his
habit at all. "Wat did you hear?"

"That's my one and only girl—never give an answer when anot her question wll
do." Val took a step closer. The safety lighting struck himfull in the face,



illum nating hazel eyes gone dull and bl oodshot from | ack of sleep. "Service
Medi cal called our shop. They needed to borrow one of our De-Vries shunts.
Neur o demanded to know why, and managed to pull a story out with pliers. Bl own
m ne at the enclave. Thirty or so people hurt. People and idoneni, | should
say."

"The shunt isn't for Lieutenant Pullman, is it?" John asked as he slipped in
behi nd Vval. Unlike his business part-
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ner's, his clothing matched—a pearl grey daysuit topped by a coat of the sane
color. "I understand he was one of the injured." He stopped near the front end

of the Service skinmer, not too close yet not too far away, his nonkish face a
studi ed blank. Taller and rangier than Val, with the dour countenance of a
peri od painting, he | ooked inposing even in the harsh lighting.

Snow wrai th, Jani thought as she took in his white cap of hair and

parchnent -pal e skin, his eyes filmed the same silvery grey as his garnents.

Al bino, her less romantic side rem nded her. The sun is rising, and daylight
isn 't his tine. "It wasn't for Pull, no. He suffered abdom nal injuries, not
brain danage. He'll be fine, though."

John nodded. Paused. "Mall's all right?"

Despite the tension in the air, Jani hid a smle. / know that one was a
struggle, so we "Il give you full points for effort. John and Niall did not
like one another. N all felt that John had forced Jani's hybridizati on upon
her, which was true, and John felt guilty enough over the situation that the
criticismstung. But he knows Niall and | are friends, so he tries. It had
been a difficult thing to witness as of late, John Shroud's laboring to i be
flexible. Like watching an oak trying to bend as a willow, with all the
creaking and straining the inmage inplied. "Yes, Mali's all right." She wal ked
around Val to John's side. "You wouldn't happen to be carrying a shooter by
any chance?"

The qui ck change in subject caught John by surprise. He blinked. Then the | ook
in his eyes sharpened and the color rose in his cheeks. "W couldn't find out
whet her you'd been hurt or not, and we didn't know what we'd find here."

"John thought we might arrive to find mnistry security stripping the place.”
Val sauntered past, his hands in his pockets. "He's been taking |l essons." He
freed one hand and raised it, forefinger extended, mmng a weapon

"And they'd have dropped hi m before he had a chance to sight down." Lucien
paused to refasten his holster. "Speaking as ex-Mnistry security, that's what
I'd have done."
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"And on that note." Jani herded the nen toward the house, avoiding John's

gl ower and Lucien's jaundi ced gl are.

The house was pl easant enough, three floors of white walls, trayed ceilings,
and skylights, with enough old wood to inply an age it didn't possess. Nial
had chosen it for the location, the stone in a ring of older Famly dwellings,
set in the geographic m ddle of the Parkway nei ghborhoods. He reasoned that
wi t h human-i doneni tensions increasing as they were, the security forces of

t he ot her houses would guard Jani as well as their own charges, if only to
prevent any unpl easantness that might find her fromslopping over into their
jurisdictions.

Jani keyed her visitors through the rear entry and waited as they doffed their
coats. Her own, she kept on. The nunber of humani sh visitors she entertained
prevented her from adjusting the tenperature of the house to the higher
setting her hybrid internal thernostat denanded, and she had resigned herself
to feeling chilled until summer.

"You | ook beat." Val wandered over to her, his trousers and pullover now truly

reveal ed for the m smatched nuddl e that they were. "I hope you managed to
catch sonme sleep, at least."
"No, | didn't." Jani avoided Lucien's pointed | ook. She pressed a hand to her

stomach, and felt as well as heard the grumble. "Some food would be good."
"I"lIl take care of it." Lucien strode down the hall toward the kitchen, neat



in wnterweights, his orange captain's bars bright against the dark grey
shirt.

"Il make coffee," John grunbled as he took off after him

Jani watched the two nen di sappear through the kitchen doorway, then turned to
Val, who eyed her in tired anusemnent.

"Lucky you. It's been a long tine since | had two nen fighting over nme." He
grabbed her sleeve and pulled her after him stopping along the way to
straighten a holo of a city
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scene that hung crooked on the wall. "I was afraid sonmething like this m ght
happen i f we showed up unannounced. But after we got that first call from
Service Medical, John spent hours tw sting arnms for word about you. No one he
call ed knew anyt hi ng, which did wonders for his nmood. Lu-cien can say what he
likes, but if | had the choice between battling a mnistry security teamor ny

busi ness partner, | think I'd take nmy chances with the nom nal professionals.”
Jani | eaned against Val and | owered her head to his shoulder. "I should have
called him | suppose.™

"Yes, you should've." Val slipped an arm around her wai st and steered her
toward the kitchen. "That was the | east you could have done."

"Thank you."

"You're wel cone."

By the time they entered the kitchen, the aroma of brewi ng coffee had al ready
staked its claimto nost of the room The scent of frying onions, however, had
taken hold of the area near the stove and seened destined to beat back any and
all comers with the aid of a few nore ingredients.

"Onelets, | think." Lucien renmpbved eggs, cheese, and other itens fromthe

cool er and set to work m xing and chopping, revealing not only an enviabl e
ease around the kitchen but also the fact that he'd visited Jani often enough
to know his way around hers. This in turn wasn't lost on John, who shot Lucien
| ooks of increasing sharpness as he scrabbl ed through drawers and cupboards in
the hunt for coffee accessories.

"If anyone has any particular dislikes," Lucien said, "tell ne now because |'m
throwing in everything I can find."

"Hold the green pepper, if there's any green pepper to hold." Val held a chair
for Jani as she sat at the square, four-person table, then took the seat next
to hers. "Can't abide the stuff."

Lucien turned. Val never spoke to himif he could avoid it, and his surprise
at the man's response informed his face with
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a teenage lightness. "No green pepper, it is.
too long, then returned to his cooking.
"Christ." Val's face reddened, his voice dropping to a rough whisper. "Doesn't
he even bother to hide it when you' re around?"

Jani shrugged. "His is a continuing quest to make nme jeal ous—t irks himthat
| never rise to the bait. Besides, he's going to be on his own for the next
few nonths. He needs to lay groundwork for future conquests.”

"I amnot interested." Val watched Lucien chop and stir for a time, then shook
his head and | ooked away. "I told you before that avoiding stuff Iike himhas
becone a second vocation of mine. You sure as hell don't need his brand of
trouble, either."

"And John, of course, is no trouble whatsoever."

"So sometines he sticks his nose in where it doesn't belong."

"Try meddling and controlling."

"He's trying to learn to back off—give hima break. At least | don't see him
getting you killed anytime soon. Or trying to hurt you so that he can relish
some sense of power." Val paused to reload, but before he could continue his
defense, the object of his labors joined them a tray of cups in hand.

"I hear whispering." John had renmoved his suit jacket in the interim

reveal ing the white, band-collared shirt he wore beneath. "Wat are you two

pl otti ng now?"

He held Val's gaze just a beat



"The usual mayhem " Jani accepted the steam ng nug he handed her. "I should

have l et you know | was all right. I"'msorry."

"Not a problem" John sat down across from her, concentrating on his coffee as
t hough avoi di ng her eye. "I daresay you were otherw se occupied."

Jani heard Val mutter "John" under his breath, thought of a score of cutting
rejoi nders, and voted down themall. Instead, she sipped her coffee, and as
usual found it as rich, conplex, and overbearing as the man who'd nade it.
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"Breakfast is served." Lucien carried a plate in each hand and two nore
nestled in the crooks of his arms, setting themout with the skill of a waiter

from Gaetan's before returning to the counter for toast and other side dishes.
"You're al nbost out of these," he said as he set a small tablet dispenser

besi de Jani's plate.

Jani shook out two of the brown digestive enzyne tablets and tossed themin
her mouth, washing them down with coffee. "Should | just give Xenodietetics a
cal | ?" she asked, directing her question to Val

"I"ll take care of it." John shoved a forkful of onelet in his nouth, chew ng
with the stolid determ nation of a nman duty-bound to find sonmething to

conpl ain about. He couldn't, though. Cooking was part of Lucien's toolkit, and
like everything else in the set, the skill was flaw essly executed. For
several mnutes the sounds of cutlery clatter were the only ones to be heard.
Jani dredged a | ast corner of toast through a smear of cheese. "Loathe as | am
to eat and run, | need to find out what's going on." She popped the norse
into her nmouth, savoring the flavors as well as the final nonments of relative
peace in what pronmised to be a whirlwind of a day. "The Trib-Ti mes norning
edition is out by now, and the news services have had all night to patch

t oget her sonething lucid." She pushed back fromthe table and stilled, her
hands braced on the edge, trying to work up the nerve to stand up and walk to
her office.

John wadded his dispo napkin, tossed it atop his plate, then picked it up
again. "l didn't realize you put that rmuch stock in public information
sources. "

"I don't when it conmes to fact. But as a gauge of public nmood, of what the PM
wants people to think, they're hard to beat." Jani watched himtw st the
corner of the napkin between his fingers until it shredded, then glanced at
Val to find himstaring dowmn at his plate. "You know, | spent a few nonths of
my life in a basenment watching you two take turns not telling nme things. This
is Mealtime Ploy Nunber
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Thirty-Seven—Studiously Disinterested in One Another." She sat back and fol ded
her arms. "Wat's goi ng on?"

Val tapped his fork against his cup. "Could you spare us a few m nutes?"

"Even if this mine incident hadn't occurred, we still would have arrived on
your doorstep. W need to talk to you." John's netal stare never left Jani's
face. "Al one."

Jani | ooked at Lucien, who continued to eat as though unaware of the insult, a
skill |earned through years in Famly service. "l've asked Lucien to wangle a
pl ace on the nmne inquiry team If you know sonething that you think can help
in that regard, we both need to hear it."

John | ooked at Val, who held up his hands in a Who knows? gesture. "W're not
sure if it does or not." He glanced around the small, brightly it kitchen

t hen pushed back his chair and stood. "Not in here. Soneplace a little |less
closed in." He circled around the table, plucked his jacket fromthe drawer
pul I on which he'd hung it, and headed out the door

Wth Val and Lucien at her heels, Jani tracked John to the library. A shrine
to paper, to information, the roomwas her favorite in the house, a two-story
space topped by a skylight of shooter-proof scanglass and Iined fromfloor to
ceiling with filled shel ves and storage niches. Wen al one, as she usually
was, it served as her office, her dining roomand | ounge; when work clai med
too nmuch of her tine, it served as her bedroomas well. As she foll owed John



to the semcircular couch that served as the roonm s centerpiece, she harbored
the selfish hope that he didn't intend to deliver bad news, since she knew it
woul d affect her feelings toward the place, and nmake her feel as though she'd
| ost sonet hi ng dear.

"How secure is it in here?" John had put his jacket back on, and paced around
the couch with his hands shoved in his pockets.

"How secure do you need it to be, Doctor?" Lucien stood with his back to a
bookcase. Hi s voice canme sharp, the first
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sign that John's aninobsity had started to grate. "l recogni ze the position
Jani is in, as well as her penchant for privacy. | have adjusted matters

accordingly."

"That's what worries ne." John eyed the ceiling as though he expected a
recordi ng hol osphere to fl oat past at any noment.

"Before anyone says sonething I'll regret."” Jani wal ked to her desk, which was
| ocated near the french-wi ndowed rear wall. She opened a touchl ocked drawer
and renmoved a flat netal case. Opening it, she picked through various discs
and cylinders until she found the object she wanted, a brushed silver tube
that chirped when she twisted it about the m ddle.

"This is the newest block out there. Covers a fifteen nmeter radius." She

pl aced the device in the center of the low table that stood in front of the
couch, then fell into a nearby |ounge chair. "Wat is said here will stay
here.”

Lucien hurried over to the table, his eyes wide. "Were did you get that?" He
| eaned over the device as he spoke, and flinched as his voice fractured and
wobbl ed.

Jani set about getting confortable. She slipped off her boots, then tucked her
| egs beneath her and covered themwi th her coat. "A street vendor on South
Wabash." By the name of Niall Pierce. She | ooked fromJohn to Val and back to
John. " So?"

John wal ked to the couch and sat down, eyeing the block as though he didn't
quite trust it to do its job. "Approxinmately two weeks ago | received a

shi pnent of artwork fromone of nmy colonial brokers." He reached into the

i nsi de pocket of his jacket and renoved a netal case simlar to Jani's. "M
senior admn found this inside." He flipped open the case and renoved a
cylinder of his own. It was shorter and thicker than the block, and flared on
one end like a tiny trunpet. "He al nost disposed of it, thinking it was a

catalogue. | took it fromhim to peruse at ny leisure. | finally opened it
last night." He set the device on the table beside
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t he sound bl ock, then touched a raised dot on its side and sat back

Light flickered around the device's mouth, then burst forth toward the gl ass
ceiling. An inmage forned.

A young man—Ao nore than eighteen. Slim Attractive in a gawky yearling way.
Dark brown hair, clipped short. A green pullover that bagged at the neck

Jani stood. The hol ogram consi sted of the young man's head and torso only, but
it displayed at such a height that she could look it in the face. She |eaned
cl ose and studi ed the stark bones, the |ong neck. She |ooked to Val, who stood
off to one side, gaze fixed on the floor. Then she | eaned around the inmage to
guesti on John, but he sat on the edge of the couch with his head in his hands
and didn't answer when she call ed.

She returned to the figure, her heart pounding. G een eyes. Humani sh eyes.

Li ke hers had been before she changed. Strange, though. Too nonotone. Too dark
and lifeless. As though soneone had painted the irises with a single color

She felt soneone nove beside her, and turned to find Lu-cien at her el bow.
"You don't realize what you're seeing, do you?' He |ooked to the inage and
shook hi s head.

"We had nothing to do with it. Val and |I." John's voice sounded far away. "I
swear to you, Jani. You have to believe ne. W didn't do this."

"We didn't," Val said. "You have our word."



The young man rai sed his open right hand, palmfacing out, |ips nmoving as

t hough he recited sonething. Jani tried to deci pher what he said, but she
couldn't—+the i mage chopped in places and his nouthings weren't enphatic
enough. So she concentrated instead on his spindly fingers, which were so | ong
that at first glance she thought they contained extra joints. Arachnodactyly—
know you well Jani raised her own right hand and placed it agai nst the inage
of his, matching his spidery fingers with hers, Iength for |ength.
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She studied his skin and found it gold, studied his wist and found the

bi r d- boni ness she saw every time she dressed or bathed or checked her
reflection in a mrror.

"He | ooks enough |ike you to be your brother.
i mge, his voice hushed. "He's a hybrid, too.
CHAPTER 4

The library had a bar. They all made use of it. Val took his usual gin over
ice, and fixed a double shot of bourbon whiskey for John. Even Lucien, who
general | y avoi ded anything that could interfere with his self-control, opted
for a shot of vodka.

Only Jani, on whom al cohol had ceased to have much effect, played the
teetotal er. She nmade do with |l enon tonic over ice, to which she added severa
slices of bitter orange as substitute for the ethanolic warnmh and bite. "The
nost obvi ous question is," she said as she returned to her seat and propped
her stockinged feet up on the table, "are you sure this thing is real ?"

"I talked to several people—€apNet technicians, an actress friend of nine."
Val dragged a wirefrane chair beside Jani's and sat heavily. "Yes, these

i mges can be faked rather readily. But even if this one was, why bother? Wy
make John and me think that someone out there has manufactured another hybrid
if they in fact haven' t?"

"Bait. To draw you out." Lucien had taken a seat on the couch on the side
opposite John. He rested his head back, drink in hand, and surveyed the view

t hrough the skylight. "Soneone wants one or both of you to visit wherever this
thing came from"

Luci en | ooked fromJani to the
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Manufactured... thing .. . Jani thought of filnmed green eyes, and wondered at

the clarity beneath. Thought of a youthful face, and wondered how ol d he'd
been when the change took him Did you have a choice, whoever you are, or did
you have it thrust upon you ? Do you even exist, or are you sinply a trick of
[ight and technol ogy? "Where did the image cone from by the way?" She sensed
that she knew the answer, but asked the question anyway. "Were is this
particul ar col oni al broker |ocated?"

"I wondered when you'd ask that." John had boosted his |l egs onto the couch and
once nmore renoved his jacket, but appeared nore, runpled and tired than

rel axed. "Amsun, the Quter Circle's nost popul ous world. That's why Val and
woul d have cone to see you regardl ess of other events. You' re on your way to
El yas, another Quter Circle colony. You're acting for Tsecha in sone

di pl omatic capacity. | wondered if there was any chance that your trip and our
di scovery could be related."
Lucien kept his sights fixed on the skylight. "It's possible."

Jani picked a slice of bitter orange fromher drink and bit into it, savoring
what to her hybrid palate tasted |ike pleasant astringency. Judging from
John's wi nce, however, no hu-mani sh woul d have shared her opinion. "Tsecha
hasn't been able to learn the whole story. Al he's been able to piece
together so far is that someone has chall enged na Fey6 for dom nance of the

El yan Haarin. Qur feeling is that whoever the challenger is, they nost likely
don't possess Feyo's influence with the other Ha& in or the colonial hunanish.
G ven that, Feyo's loss could destabilize the region.”

"Qur feeling?" John's brow arched. "Have you adopted the inperia
you speaki ng for Tsecha, too?"

"W speak with one voice. | amhis suborn.'

our or are

Jani paused to drink. As she did,



she became aware of a quality of silence, a tension that evidenced itself
whenever she referred to herself as Tsecha's underling.

This time, Val issued the objection. "I thought your official position was
human- Haarin |iaison."
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"It's hard to liase when one side isn't interested in participating." Jan
tried to keep her voice | ow and even, but over the past nmonths she'd expl ai ned
herself nore tinmes than she could recall, and the idoneni half of her had | ong
ago lost what little patience it possessed. "First the neeting notices
stopped. Then |I had ny mnistry security clearances pulled, one by one. If |
hadn't turned over my docunents business to Steve Forrell and Angevin Wl e,

all three of us would have gone broke."

"You coul d have said sonething," John nmuttered into his glass. "I have nanaged
to put alittle aside over the years."

"Then you coul d have been criticized for involving Neo-clona in an

i doneni - owned busi ness venture. "

"You' re not idoneni!"

"I know that, and you know that, but no one else in this city is interested in
the distinction anynore!" Jani hesitated as her heart skipped a beat and a
reenergi zi ng warnth punped through her veins. Her idoneni tenper, which took
hold lately anytime her blood rose. Slow down—this isn't the time. She pulled
in a deep breath, another, and waited for her throat to unclench so she could

speak normally. "I don't know if you've noticed, John, but your association
with me has been com ng under some heavy scrutiny lately."
"I's that all it is?" John's voice emerged softer as well, his gaze fixed on

not hi ng. "An associ ati on?"

Luci en's head cane up. "Could we please keep to the subject? W have an i nage
of a hybrid that may or may not be real. If it isn't real, who faked it and
why, and if it is real, how did that boy beconme a hybrid and who treated hinP"
Ti me passed as the four of them practiced not |ooking at one another. Then Va
rai sed his hand |ike an uncertain student in a difficult class.

"John and | have a guess as to who could have provided treatnent." He | ooked
at Jani. "You aren't going to like it."

"I don't like any of this so far. So it gets worse?" Jani net Val's

bl eary-eyed stare, and read his thoughts as though they were her own. "No. Not
him"
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"I bet | know who you're thinking of, Doctor." Lucien concentrated on the view
above his head once again as he tilted his enpty glass back and forth. "Eanon
DeVries. The third man in the Neoclona triunvirate. He used to be ny physician
when | worked for Exterior Mnister Uanova. | think he's the one who
augnmented nme, but | was never able to determine it for sure. He's been
spending nore and nore tine away from Earth these past few years. Sone say he
attends to Mnister U anova when she's in residence at Exterior Miin on Ansun,
but I know for a fact that she's had anot her personal physician for the |ast
two years because | ran the woman's security screening nyself."

Silence fell once nore as everyone pondered Lucien's information. He'd been
Anais U anova's |lover for over ten years, fromhis early teens up to the

previ ous year, when he met Jani —ho one felt inclined to argue with him
regardi ng his know edge of the Exterior Mnister's nedical issues.

"So what's Eamon been up to if he hasn't been seeing to Anais?" Jani twi sted a
| ength of orange peel into a tight knot, then dropped it back in her glass.
"Don't you two check up on hinP"

"OfF course we do." John massaged his forehead. "W have a contract—eall it

di vi si on of |abor—=

"W stay out of the gadget business, Eanon stays out of the gene business.”

Val got up, glass in hand, and wal ked across the roomto the bar. "W felt it
woul d be better for all concerned if we each stuck to our specialties."” He saw
to his own refill, then poured out a splash of bourbon and carried it over to
John, all the while ignoring Lucien's enpty gl ass.



Jani waited for Val to return to his seat. Waited for a frustrated Lucien to
push to his feet and get nore vodka for hinself. Wiited, all the while sensing
John's eyes on her as she nursed the feeling that the past never died, but
sinmply bided its tine until it saw the chance to insert itself into the
present. "There are people out there who felt you shoul d have been i nprisoned
for the hybridization work you performed on ne all those years ago. But if
every person who broke the
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| aw during the last idomeni civil war was sent to the Lunar shipyards, we

woul dn't have anyone left to run the governnent. O the NUVA- SCAN busi ness
congl orerates. O the Service. So, after the Conmonweal th reopened rel ations
with the Sherd worl dskein, a few deals were made to cal mtroubl ed waters.
Peopl e went away, or went into other lines of work. Was this contract

Neocl ona's deal ? Did Eanon officially take the fall for all of you?"

John tossed back his drink in a single swallow. Val ran his finger along the
edge of his glass and stared at the floor

"Looks like he may have gotten a little of his own back, doesn't it?" Jan
stared across the roomat John, who eventually raised his eyes to neet hers.
"Am | correct in assunming that you'd like ne to look into this while I'"'min
the area?"

"No." John swung his legs off the couch and sat up. "I want to acconpany you."
He | eaned forward, el bows on knees, |ooking as gangly as the figure in the
imge. "If Eanpbn is involved ... his dispute is with ne, not Val. Mtters have
accrued between us for years. Now s as good a time as any to sort them out
once and for all." He rubbed his chin. "And if he isn't involved, he may know
who is. He always did have a nose for the nasty."

Jani hoped she didn't | ook as unconfortable as she felt. Just me and John. In
the cl ose confines of a ship. For the next six weeks. "l don't see howit can
work," she said too quickly. "It was hard enough getting the dispensation for
me to travel on an Haarin craft, and you're not ne."

"W can al ways travel on a Neoclona ship. W do have one or two to spare.”
John sat back slowy. "It does offer advantages. It's |ess

of ficial -1o00ki ng—that should serve to keep the Comobnweal th off both our
backs. There would be nore privacy for you—we have private slips at every dock
bet ween here and the Quter Circle, so you won't have to worry about being
hounded by the press.”

Jani had to give John credit. His ability to sustain an attitude of studied

i nnocence had i nproved over the years. "You've been thinking about this."
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"Not at all." John glanced at her, and the light in his eyes flickered, the
first crack in the facade. "Well, perhaps just a little."

"It makes sense." Lucien still stood at the bar. He had finished his vodka and
nmoved on to fruit juice, a sign that recess was over and the tinme for

cl ear - headed thinking had arrived. "Everyone will be so fixed on trying to
figure out whether or not you've resumed your relationship, they'll forget

about all the other possible reasons for your being together."

Jani sensed John's surprise at an unexpected ally, Val's restlessness as he
wai ted for what would cone next. "The ones whose opinions count won't be so
easily distracted."

"They will be if Doctor Parini and | drop a few well-placed hints." Lucien
| ooked to Val, his smile brilliant. "I think we can come up with a story
acceptable to all, can't we, Doctor?"

Jani stared at Lucien until she drew his attention away from Val. Then she

rai sed her glass. "Bravo!" She savored Lucien's disconfort, the sight of his
smle slowy fading. "You play the pinp for nme and wedge Val into a corner

all in one masterstroke. John and | can't say no, because | need to get to Ely
as, he needs to see to Eanon, and we both need to find out about this alleged
hybrid. Meanwhile, you stay behind with Val and plan, and oh the planni ng you
need to do. Hours and days and weeks worth, as all the while you work to wear
hi m down. "



Luci en had been | eani ng agai nst the bar. He drew up straighter now, his free
hand clenching into a fist. "I"msure | don't know what you nmean." H s hand
rel axed. "I'mmerely suggesting a strategy for getting you off Earth with as
little conplication as possible."” Cench. Relax.

"That woul d nake two of us with an in at Neoclona. You're tallying the
ill-gotten gains already, aren't you?"

"I really don't know what you're tal ki ng—

"Hah! Liar!"

"Jani ?" John rose. He pocketed the i mger and the sound bl ock, then edged
toward her in a sideways shuffle, as
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t hough approaching an aninmal he didn't trust. "Did anyone in Service Medica
exam ne you after you left the encl ave?"

"No. Why?" Jani grew conscious of her pounding heart, the sing of blood in her
veins. Her skin prickled, as though she sensed an approaching storm "I fee
fine."

"I"ll get the bags." Val shot out of his seat and headed for the door, waving
a dismssive hand at Lucien along the way.

Jani tried to bolt as John closed in, but his hand on her shoul der stopped her
before she could rise fromher seat. "I"mall right."

"Hurmor ne," John said, his grip like a trap

"Follow the lights." Val held a black cube the size of his head, dotted on one
side with an array of pinpoint red illu-mns. "Wen | say 'Now. "'"

"Do | have to?" Jani sat atop the kitchen counter, poundi ng out a beat against
t he cabi net doors with her heels. "It's just my augi e experiencing a storm
surge. It's been happening off and on for the past nmonth or so." She gave the
doors an extra hard ki ck—ene jarred open under the inpact, and she pushed it
closed with a bang.

"Do what Val says, please." John set up the sound bl ock, then stepped off to
the side, arns folded. "If your augmentation is still firing, we may need to
bring you down."

"Now, " Val sai d.

Jani struggled to avoid | ooking at the Iightbox Val held, even as she felt
herself drawn to the flickering lights |like an accident scene. "But | feel..."
The first pattern splashed across the surface—she followed it like a cat
tracking the flight of a bird. "I feel better than | have in months. My joints
don't ache anynore. My back— The patterns continued, irregular junps and
flutters, abrupt changes in speed and direction. "You know, those lights are
really irritating."”

Val shut down the box and shook his head. "Whatever's going on, it has nothing

to do with her augmentation. If it still fired, she'd have gone under by now. "
John wal ked to the table, on which Val had placed two
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hefty carryalls. "You' ve felt this way for a nonth?" He scrabbl ed through one
of the bags, and after a few nmonents' digging came up with a sensor stylus. "I
wi sh you' d said sonething before now " He approached Jani, gesturing for her
to hold out her hand.

Jani held out her right hand, feeling a trenor of warnth as John enclosed it
in his and pressed the vibrating end of the stylus against the tip of her

i ndex finger. "The anger conmes in a rush, like a drug. Once it surfaces, it
needs to di scharge sonewhere, | guess." John rel eased her—as always, she felt
the pressure of his grasp long after the flesh had parted.

"While | couldn't think of a better target for your wath than Captain Pascal
| can imagine tines when it would be better for you to keep your nouth shut."
John exam ned the stylus readout and frowned at Val. "Bl ood readings are
normal, relatively speaking." He tucked the stylus into his trouser pocket.
"Tact and di pl onacy were never your strong suits, and now that idoneni nood
swi ngs have apparently entered the picture, it's only going to go downhil
fromhere.'

"Tsecha's idonmeni, and he nanages all right," Jani nuttered.



"No, he doesn't— John and Val replied as one. Then all three of them grinned.
Val wal ked to the table, lightbox in hand. "A full Neuro workup would be a
good idea." He slipped the device into a padded sack, then zipped the sack

cl osed and tucked it into one of the bags. "If we determ ne where the changes
have occurred and to what extent, we could design an augnentation to act as a
noder ator. "

"We don't have tine." John drew up next to the counter and | eaned against it,
a nove that brought himcloser to Jani. "I could start the prelimnary work on
the ship if | took one of our neurol ogists along."

Jani shook her head. "Drag someone away from hone for three nonths or nore on
a day's notice? Not on ny account, please.”
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"It's an unwitten part of the job description," Val said as he slung one of

t he bags over his shoul der. "Neoclona offers classes. If you can't learn to
pack for a twelve-week long haul in ten mnutes flat, we kick you out to live

anongst the heathen.” He hefted the other bag and trudged to the door. "If you
pass the test, the Conmmonwealth is yours to conmand. "

"Ten m nutes? Why not make it a month?" Jani called after him "I can do it in
| ess than five."

"Unfair." The sound of Val's steps receded down the hall. "Too nuch practice!"

A muffled curse drifted back as he pushed through the rear door, followed by
si | ence.

Jani stared down at her socks for a tinme, then | ooked up to find John
regarding her with an odd m x of anusement and concern that it seemed he
reserved lately for her and her alone. "Wuld a new augnmentation hel p snmooth
out the nobod sw ngs?"

"Possibly." He boosted atop the counter next to her. "The problemis. that it
woul d need to function all the time, as opposed to your Service augnentation
which only has to operate at times of extrene duress. You'd experience many of
t he sane issues—isfirings, over- and undercontrol, the risk of chronic

bi oenoti onal di sorders, which may turn up that much nore quickly because of
the increased exposure to nodified neurotransmitters. Then there's the fact
that you possess the only hybrid brain in the Cormonweal th. Even with advanced
nodeling, it would all be guesswork on the part of ny Neuro group until we

| earned nore about how your brain functions, and I'mreally not anxious to see
you becone a test subject for every tweak and nudge that cones down the pike."
Jani thought back to the hybrid boy's image. A smile and |ong, thin hands |ike
hers. "What if |I'mnot anynore? The only hybrid brain in the Comobnweal th."
John snoot hed a hand over the front of his jacket, then started fiddling with
one of the fasteners. As usual, tension made himfidgety. "Like Val said, holo

i mges can be very readily faked. I'mmore concerned with who it is who's try-
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ing to attract our attention. And why." He forced a smle. The harsh kitchen
lighting accentuated every line on his so-pale face. "I'll let you worry about

whet her it has anything to do with your little matter."

"I wish it was a little matter." Jani rubbed her stonmnach, where Lucien's
onel et wei ghed heavily anmid the growing churn. "Alittle matter at this stage
in the game would be a positive delight." She held out her hand to John. "Are
you still carrying that shooter?"

John's brow arched. Then he reached into his inside jacket pocket and renoved
a burni shed C curve of dull silver

Now it was Jani's turn to act surprised. "Fancy." She took the graceful weapon
fromhimand examined it, conscious at every |level of the residual warmh the
nmetal held. "A Beecham Grenoble S-40. Strong enough power source to kick it up
into the medi umrange class. How | ong have you been taking shooting | essons?"
"About two nonths. A club | belong to has a range. One of our new staff
menbers in Orthopedics is ex-Service." John | ooked down at the floor. "She's
been showi ng ne the ins and outs."

Has she? Jani's heart skipped, but not because of a flood of idoneni anger

No, this was nore a humani sh brand of enotion, unreasonable though it was. He



has every right—+ showed up here with Lucien, and he knows we didn 't spend
the night sitting around tal king. "Just remenber that if anyone who knows
weapons sees this, they're going to assune you know what you're doing and
react accordingly." She handed the shooter back to him taking care not to
touch his hand.

"Funny. Marya said the sanme thing." John's lips curved, an al npbst-snile that
cont ai ned enough self-satisfaction to inspire violence.

/ won't push himoff the counter. What she wanted to do, against all reason
was push her hands through that silky mass of hair and pull himto her
shatter twenty years' separation with a single kiss. Wpe away the snile

i nspired by
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anot her woman and replace it with one inspired by her. / love you, John
Shroud. She'd admitted the fact |ong ago, to himas well as to herself, and
knew he felt the same. But it would never work. No matter how they tried, it
al ways cane down to her independence versus his desire to protect her. There's
nothing left to talk about. Nothing left to feel jealous over. Yet jeal ous she
was, painfully so. That neant it was time to change the subject. Tine to stick
to business. "Lu-cien was right, you know. Any ministry guard worth a dam
woul d have dropped you before you'd sighted down."

John's smile died. "I still believe he exaggerated."

Jani shook her head. "Tensions are mounting. The born-sect Vynsharau think
they're losing their souls and their Haarin. The Families know they're | osing
nmoney and their grip on the Commonweal th frontier. Everyone's trying to figure
out a way to keep what they have, and that ozonelike odor you snell is the
short, sharp scent of panic in the wind."

John sighed as he slipped the Beecham back inside his jacket pocket. "That

m spl aced mne didn't help, I'msure."

"No, it didn't help one bit." Jani slid off the counter and wal ked to the
table. Val had stacked the dirty plates and cutlery to one side in order to
deposit his and John's nedical gear. She picked themup and carried themto
the cleaner. "I need to take a trip back across the | ake. Break the news to
Tsecha about the ship, find out what transpired at the enclave after | left."
She inserted all the tableware into the appropriate slots and holders. "I
thought 1'd try to catch sonme sleep first."

"Are you going to tell him about our possible hybrid?" John pushed off the
counter, then paused to fuss with his jacket.

Jani closed the cleaner, then activated it. "I have to, especially if it's
possible that it may be entangled with Feyo's problem ™

"How do you think he'll take it?"

"I't's what he prophesied. What he prayed for all these
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years." Jani yanked a dispo towel froma countertop di spenser and w ped her
hands. "On the other hand, considering the current climte, he may w sh our
young friend had chosen a less tangled tine to make his appearance." She
crunpl ed the dispo and tossed it into the trash, followed the flash and the
puf f of snoke that signaled its dem se, then wal ked with John into the hall

"I don't knowif I'lIl see you before we |leave." He seemed subdued, as though
the inmport of their upcomng journey had just struck home. "Seventeen-up is
t he usual departure tine for an afternoon trip. I'll send a skinmrer for you at

about sixteen."
"Al'l right." Jani felt his presence beside her, and tried not to think about

it. "I should have called. I"'msorry."

John grinned weakly. "You have this knack for putting yourself in the mddle
of things. When | heard that a m ne had expl oded at the enclave, | thought the
wor st . "

Jani touched John's arm pulling away just as a |l ook of surprise crossed his
face. "I was in a bunker, 200 neters away, with Niall, Tsecha, and a contech

who didn't like me very nuch."”
"More fool him" John hesitated at the door, as though he wanted to say nore



Then he saw Val |ower the skimer boot lid and circle around to the driver's
side. 'Tonorrow," he said, his businesslike denmeanor returned.

Jani took John's coat fromthe rack and handed it to him feeling its softness
long after she released it. "Tonorrow. " She saw himout, watched himget into
t he skimrer, then watched the vehicle float out of sight.

She then returned to the library to find Lucien standing at the bar sink

cl eaning the gl asses. He | ooked up when she entered, then quickly away. Jan
wal ked to the couch and | owered onto it, yawning as the cushi ons swal | oned her
up. The remains of her augnentation, her idonmeni nature, both had retreated,

| eavi ng her drained. She hoisted her |egs aboard, |ay back, and contenpl ated

t he square of blue sky visible through the skylight.
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"You enbarrassed ne."
Jani lifted her head. Lucien had finished with the gl asses and now wander ed

the room straightening and adjusting. When he's on edge, he needs to nove.
Just like John. Just like me. We're none of us confortable enough in our skins

to stay in one place. "It's going to happen nore and nore often. My brain is
changi ng. My bi oenotional bal ances."” She tried to inject some levity into her
voice. "If you think you're getting the raw end, ook at ne. I'mgoing to w nd

up even nore popular than I amnow. " Lucien ignored her as he continued his
housekeepi ng pronenade, and she decided that in this particular instance,

surrender was the better part of valor. "I"'msorry." She tried to think of a
bright side. "If it's any consol ation, Val had you figured out before | opened
my mouth. He doesn't fool easily.”

"That's all right. | love a challenge." Lucien gave a chair one | ast
shove-into-place. "I need to get back to Sheridan." He headed for the door

but at the | ast nonent he sl owed, then turned and approached the couch. "You
want himto be real, don't you?" Sunshine streaned through the skylight,
lightening his hair until it |ooked as white as John's. "The hybrid boy. You
want himto be real and you're afraid that he's not."

Jani opened her mouth to protest, but no words emerged. As usual, Lucien got
right to the heart of the matter, then grabbed and twisted. "It's a mistake to
get one's hopes up,"” she said after a tinme. "I learned that the hard way."

"If it's any consol ation, two hybrids woul d upset people twi ce as nuch as
one." Lucien drew al ongsi de the couch, then | eaned over. "Even nore than that,
considering that one is you." He kissed her, softly at first, then not softly
at all, leaving her breathless as he slipped away w t hout anot her word.

"Au revoir, non capitain." Jani regarded the closed door as the ninutes
passed, and gradually another sensation took hold. Less painful than |ove,

| ess urgent than lust, yet in its own way as inplacable, as undeniable.
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She held up her hand, inagined the hybrid boy's still hanging in the air
before her. Saw them neet, felt warmflesh instead of cool |ight. Pressed

hard, pal m agai nst palm finger against finger, each nmatching as though they
mrrored one anot her.

"I al ways wondered what it woul d have been like to have a brother.'
there, holding her hand in place until sleep clainmed her

CHAPTER 5

A muddl e of imges. Wde's face as he turned to the sound of Pullman's shout,
nelting into that of Feres, the dead Vnsharau

A sound. A nane. Her nane.

Jani .

Feres's face shortening. Wdening. The eyes altering fromgold to green

scl era paling, whitening, changi ng—

Jani ?

—to0 a face she knew well though she'd seen it only once. A young face with
filmed eyes, humani sh filns that covered, but not well enough—

"Jani . "

Jani opened her eyes.

"Jesus, gel." N all Pierce released a shaky sigh. "You weren't waking up and

She | ay



you weren't waking up. | thought 1'd have to call Shroud." He sat on the edge

of the low table, one hand braced on the couch cushion near Jani's head. "l've
been jawi ng at you for five mnutes—didn't you hear ne?"
"I fell = Jani stared above her head at the view through the skylight, and saw

only dark slate grey where there'd once been sunlit blue. "Ch, dam."
"Ch damm is right." N all sat back, his expression |ighten-
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ing as he realized she was conscious and aware of her surroundings. "It's a
little after nineteen. You slept nobst of the day away." He offered a fangy
grin. "Join the club. | called Pull's folks fromthe doctors' |ounge, then sat
back to take a breather. Too many hours later ..." He shook his head. "One of

the neuros ordered themto let nme sleep. Damed augie. After | woke up, |
shanmbl ed to the office. Far North Lakeside was a beehive, of course. Sat

t hrough nine neetings in as many hours, then decided the hell with it and

bol ted. "

Jani tossed back her coat, which had served as a coverlet, and slowy sat up
"How s Pul | ?"

"Awake, but bleary." N all reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out his
ni cstick case. "Doesn't renenber the blast, which is a good thing, if you ask
ne."

Jani notioned for Niall to nove down the table so she could swi ng her |egs off
t he couch. "And the neetings?"

"The usual . How, what, when, why, and who can we throw to the dogs?" He pulled
a 'stick fromthe case and crunched down on the tip with intent. "Everyone's
poring over field exercise notes going back six years. Pulling in everyone
from Spacers First Cass to Ordnance chiefs, questioning themon every nove
they made during this or that night naneuver a year or nore ago. |If Service

I nvestigative thinks people are hiding things, they're going to break out the
truth sera, and won't that be fun for all concerned." He slunped, the snoke
curling around his head like a free-formhalo. "Mako's still with the PM
Coupl e of loons burned an idonmeni in effigy on the grounds of the Exterior

M nistry, which was as close as they could bl oody get to the enbassy, thank
God. Shai's in special session with the AQigarch, or in as much of a special
session as she can be via M sty comruni cations. Could be the end of the nmonth
before they get all that back and forth sorted out."

Jani tried to imagi ne Morden nmRau Ceel's response when the news of the nine
reached him WII you think past the end of your nose for once in your life,

you chill bastard, or
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will you thank the gods for giving you the excuse you need to cl ose the

encl ave? "Any word from Tsecha?"

"He gave a short interview on CapNet this norning. Spoke English, and | ooked
right into the cam Sincere regrets for all lives lost. Said the word
"accident' three tinmes that | counted. Wly old bird, trying to cal mthe
whi t ecaps. Hope soneone listens.” N all stood up and wal ked to the bar. "You
still |eaving tonorrow on your gift-giving excursion to Elyas?"

Jani watched N all pour hinmself a drink. Scotch and soda, his usual. He'd
swi tched out of his soiled fatigues for civvies, tan trousers, and a cream
pul | over that seened too casual a choice for the man who wore them N al

doesn't relax well. At the noment, he didn't appear relaxed at all. "Yes, |I'm
still |eaving tonorrow "

Niall turned to face her, glass in hand. "I stopped by the kitchen on the way
down the hall, thinking you mght be in there. Quite a few plates stacked in

the cleaner." He didn't |look at Jani but at some spot above her head.

"You had to open the cleaner to find that out. Did you think I was hiding

i nside?" When N all didn't reply, Jani sat up a little straighter. She'd been
gquestioned in this same of fhand manner countless times in her past. The best

response was, of course, to tell the truth. At least regarding the facts that
could be checked. "I went to see Lucien after | left you. He brought me back



here. We found John and Val waiting for ne. Service Medical borrowed sone

equi prent from Neocl ona, and they found out what happened. They cane by to see
if I was all right. W all cane inside. Lucien made breakfast."

"John and Pretty Boy in the same room That nust have made for sonme fun."

Ni al | set aside his drink, then wandered to Jani's desk and riffled through a
stack of old newssheets. "That's the whole story?"

"Are you asking as ny friend, N all, or as Colonel N all Pierce, Special
Services, hatchet man-in-waiting to Admiral -CGeneral Hiroshi Mko?"
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"Wuld the answer be different, dependi ng?"

"You didn't think I was hone. You thought | was at the enclave. You cane here
to search the place."

"Better me than anyone else.” N all circled around to the opposite arm of the
couch and sat down across fromJani. "Two hours ago a Neoclona shuttle filed
an O Hare-Luna flight plan. Luna Station reported soon after that a Neocl ona
cruiser submitted Gate Way requests from Mars through to Ansun. Elyas is a
four day skip fromthere. John Shroud's going to take you to deliver your gift
hinmself, isn't he?"

Jani shrugged. "He's rich. He can afford to be generous."

"Jani." N all sat back and thunmped his head agai nst the couch cushions. "You
can't shove things down people's throats. Tsecha tried that with his

predi ctions of hybrids and a bl endi ng of the human and idomeni races, and
where did that get hin? He lost his position as religious |eader of the ruling
bornsect, along with all the power that went with it. The soapbox. The ability
to persuade, to change fromw thin. And oh, he's such a charismatic bastard-he
coul d have charned the birds fromthe trees, but he blewit." He took a | ast
pull on his 'stick, then pondered the spent cylinder. "And then there's you,
taking up where he left off. There's no one 1'd rather have at ny back with a
| oaded shooter, but so help me, if there's one person | wouldn't want arguing
for my life before a judge and jury, it's you, with your 'my way or go to
hel |' approach to everything."

"I recall telling you once that I was not political." Jani concentrated on

pi cki ng through the past, on uncovering the evidence to counter Niall's
assertions. On countering the words thensel ves, w thout stopping to consider
their neaning. "I recall you replying that politics had gotten us into the
nmesses we were in, that the city needed soneone with ny point of view"

"I have been known to make mistakes." N all hung his head. "You strong-arned
Chi cago into opening the doors for an Haarin enclave before they were ready to
accept Haarin in their mdst. W' re paying the price for that now "
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"Encl aves have existed in the colonies for close to half a century. Chicago is
a tad behind the curve.”

"It's the Commonweal th capital. The heart of hunmanity. It already had an
enbassy, just like we have our enmbassy in Rauta Sheraa. It didn't need

anything else until it was prepared to accept it. It's a bigger step to take
here." N all snapped the "stick in two and tossed it into a dish set out for
the purpose. "It feels threatened. It's overreacting, falling on any hint of

trouble and nmagnifying it a hundredfold."

Jani imagined Niall's speech in a voice other than his Victorian twang. A
guttural baritone, Earthbound in accent, educated w thout sounding cultured.
"Thank you, Colonel, for delineating the Admiral-Ceneral's point of view so
well."

"It's mine also. To an extent." N all rubbed his eyes. H's skin appeared dul
and sagged, as though he hadn't slept at all. "I'ma human being, Jan. This is
my Service. This is my world."

"I am not a human being." Jani | ooked down at her hands, the hands that had
mat ched so well those of a boy who odds were didn't exist. "Do you understand
t hat now?"

Ni al |l sniffed, kept his gaze fixed on the floor. "You re— He took a deep
breath and tried again. "You' re | eaving tonmorrow at seventeen-up."



You ought to know. Jani bit back the words. She didn't want her farewell to
Niall to consist of a fight. "Yes."

"You need to see Tsecha." N all stood, worked his shoulders. "I'll take you."
Jani wat ched hi mnove, his actions controlled and ca-denced. He's conserving
his anmp. Warmi ng up, but not too nuch. Expendi ng just enough energy to get

hi m where he neeCed to go. Oh, N all. You still have another shoe to drop
don't you, me |lad? She rose, gathered her coat, and started for the door, then
waited for himto join her

The ride over the lake to the enclave proved nore pl easant than Jani expected.
Ni al |l stuck to opera, ballet, and general Sheridan gossip. For her part, Jan
t al ked about her parents
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and her youth on the colony of Acadia, since Niall had been orphaned at an
early age and often hinted that he liked hearing tales of famly life.
"They' ve gone back, your folks. To Acadia." N all swore under his breath as

| ake chop struck the underside of the skimmer, sending a shudder through the
cabin. "I thought things weren't safe there."

"They' ve i nproved. The PMinstalled a new governor, who happens to be sonmeone
the Acadi ans actually like. A few heads rolled in the Legislature. A few
undesirables left in their socks." Jani |ooked out the wi ndow to the

nmoon- dappl ed swell that stretched to bl ackness beyond. "Papa never adnitted
it, but he always felt that com ng to Chicago was tantamount to running away.
Maman didn't want to admit it, but she was homesi ck. When Oncl e Shanus sent up
the distress flare late |last year that his resort business had grown too big
for himto handle alone, | knew it was only a matter of tinme." She thought
back to the day they canme to break the news to her, their eyes alight. "Manman
knows twel ve ways to coax an obsol ete dicad battery back to life. Not nuch
call for that in Chicago."

"Aren't they worried about you?"

"Yes. They want me to join them Shanus has enough work to merit keeping his
own docunents examiner on staff."

"Seens a ready-made job."

"It's too cold." Jani hunched deeper into her coat. "That's why the Haarin
never tried to negotiate an enclave there. The weather's too rough, even for
the Ga, and they're the northernnost idonmeni. They've experience with harsh
winters."

"That's why coats were invented." Niall eyed her askance. "Wat's the rea
reason you don't want to go back?"

Jani tried to glare himinto subm ssion, but as usual he net her straight on

"Some of those people formny first nenories,"” she said finally. "I know t hem
| know how sone of themwould react if they saw ne now. They haven't taken
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it out on ny parents because |'ve been gone so long it's like | never really
lived there, but if I showed up now ..." In the distance, the lights of the
encl ave burned through the dark, and she bid silent thanks for this

conversation's end. "lIt's ny parents' home. They love it. | don't want to ruin
it for them"
"You were born there. It's your hone, too." N all |ooked to her for sone

response, but before he could argue one out of her, Haarin security cut in
with an I D request.

"Not anynore." Jani whispered it under her breath, so he couldn't hear. They
veered north and foll owed the beach. Before long the first encl ave

out bui I di ngs cane into view She saw Tsecha standing at the head of the dock
Dat hi m at hi s side.

Tsecha | ed Jani onto the glass-walled veranda of the enclave's meeting house.
The buil ding had been constructed atop an artificial hillock. The veranda
itself faced the | ake, and overl ooked the rest of the enclave. N ghttine
security lighting cast eerie shadows on the short streets that ran bel ow,
lined with snmoot h-wal | ed houses, the business exchanges and ot her buil di ngs
that served the needs of the Chicago Haarin.



"So you travel with Shroud." He lifted his right hand wai st high, then curved
it in puzzlement. "There is a Neo-clona hospital in Karistos for himto visit.
O herwi se, what purpose does he serve?"

"Cover, inshah. If it is thought that |I travel with him no one will question
closely why | travel to Elyas." Jani fielded Tsecha's bew | dered posture.
Despite his extensive experience with matters hunmani sh, the ways of the heart
left himlost. Well, that nakes two of us. She waited for nore questions, and
when she didn't get any, |ooked to her teacher to find himstaring out the

wi ndow.

"The injured Haarin are well. They wal k, and have returned to their honmes. The
VWnsharau Feres is nost likely dead, but Shai still confers, and Sanal an
informs me of noth-
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i ng. Such, she said, is of no concern to nme, as she is now Chief Propitiator
not |I. Yet | knew Feres, and feel the concern | amnot allowed." Tsecha

started to pace. He wore a typical Haarin color-clash of purple overshirt and
yel low trousers. H's shirtsleeves billowed over his hands, sweeping back and
forth intinme to his stride. "If your John treated him there would be no
guestion of recovery. Feres would be made whol e again. New |inbs, as were
given you nearly twenty of your years ago. New organs. But because he is

i domeni, the extent of his injuries are seen to cast doubt upon the whol eness
of his soul." He paused in mid-stride and regarded Jani, anber eyes dulled by
worry to old gold. "Did you ever question the whol eness of your soul, nia,
after your treatnent?"

Jani | ooked down at her hands, pressing themtogether as though in prayer. The
real right and the animandroid left, outwardly identical, inwardly so
different. Red bl ood flowed through one, dark pink carrier through the other
The sane held true for her legs, fake left and true right. My cobbl ed-toget her
linbs. Just one aspect of her cobbl ed-together body, which if one pushed the
point, could serve as an outward mani festation of her hybrid psyche. Watch
your step, Kil-ian—philosophical waters run deep. "Quite often, inshah," she
adm tted, because the faster she adnmitted to it, the sooner she could stop

t hi nki ng about it.

"But you knew enough to consider such, which is sonething that | find nost

i ndi cati ng an unchanged state of self." Tsecha nodded at his own response, too
wr apped up in thought to notice his pupil's disconfort. "Sanal an, of course,
woul d deny such. Such an ungodly chief propitiator she is. To her, Feres's
destroyed body indicates that his soul is no I onger whole. If he has not yet
died, | fear he soon will."

Jani spread her hands apart, then |lowered themto her sides. "Wen | see you
consider as a priest, | wonder if you wish you still served as ambassador
Politics is easier than religion.”

"No | onger, nia. It seens to ne, and truly, that Chicago is
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as Rauta Sheraa was when you school ed at the Acadeny. The nearness to humani sh
woul d destroy us all, so they said in Tenple and Council. Six docunents

students, and a Consul ate set behind high walls. So few, to be accused of so
nmuch. "

Jani stood near the center of the bare room absorbing the VWnsharau-I evel
heat through every pore. Wshing she nerely paid a social call, and could

| eave the difficult questions she needed to ask out in the cold where they
bel onged. "Qur nearness hel ped destroy the Laum"

Tsecha chopped the air with his right hand, a harsh Vn-sharau Haarin
negative. "The Laum destroyed thensel ves. They took the worst of humani sh, the
greed and the need to control with secrets. If they had taken the best of
humani sh, the ability to adapt and explore, to change, they mi ght have
survived. "

Jani took a step nearer the wi ndow. "The hell you say?"

Tsecha hung his head. "You are npbst correct, nia. The best of humani sh is not
what | am seei ng now. "



They stood side by side, watching the occasional Haarin, swaddled in

ankl e-length coat and trailing scarves, energe froma buil ding and dash down
the street. "Even before | left Acadia to school on Shera, before | realized
the depth of variation between worlds, | never thought of nyself as a citizen
of the Comonwealth. | always referred to nyself as Acadi-enne. Une jeune
fille de Il es Vieux Rouges." Jani caught Tsecha raising a curved hand in

puzzl ement, and smiled. "A young girl of the dd Red. My birthplace, Ville
Acadie, is built on red clay. The first colonists christened it 'Le Vieux
Rouge.' That's al so the name of our football team™

"Ah. The Commonwealth Cup." A little of the confusion cleared from Tsecha's
face. "Acadia Central United. They lost the final match to a group fromthis
pl ace."

"Gruppo Helvetica." The nane still stuck in Jani's throat, nmonths after the
fact. "Acadia tried too hard. They wanted it too badly. Guppo had its
weaknesses—they' d have beaten thenselves if given the chance.” She watched a
youngi sh
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trudge up the street, kicking a stone. "Niall thinks the Haarin tried too hard
to force their way in here, that | tried too hard hel ping you. W set Chicago
back on its heels, threatened them Gave them sonething to fight."

"Your scarred col onel does not like ne. He believes | keep you fromwhat you
shoul d do, whatever that is. | nost doubt he could tell ne, if | asked."
Tsecha drummed his fingers against the window "So little | understand of
humani sh pairings, even after so many years. You are not with Col onel Pierce
as you are with Lucien?"

"No, inshah." Jani sighed. Maybe if | drew a diagram.. . "W are friends, as
you were with Hansen Wle."

"Angevin's father. My Hansen of the godly hair. He taught ne much of hunmanish
ways." Tsecha brightened for a nmonent, baring his teeth wide. Then the
expression faded. "Not enough, nost sadly, to understand your colonel. He
seened nmost as upset when you said you would speak to ne al one.”

Before Jani could reply, the door to the neeting room opened.

"Aories of this damed cold night to you, Kiershial!" Dathim Nare, Tsecha's
secul ar suborn, strode in coatless and hatl ess, his gold-brown skin paled to
dun fromthe cold. "Pierce has returned to his skimrer, to snoke. | renmind him
of the protocols forbidding open displays of eating on idoneni |lands. He tells
me that a nicstick is not food, and | should | ook the other way. He enjoys

argunent, that one." Two meters tall, broad-shoul dered, a face of shadowed
hol | ows and heavy bone, he seemed suited to chill and wi nd even though he had
been born in a desert and craved heat as nmuch as Jani. "He tried to question
me of what you both would speak of. | pretended | did not understand his
English."” He dragged a wirefrane seat from against the wall and set it by the
wi ndow. "So," he said as he sat in a humani sh nale spraw, "do you speak of

Ki ershia's bruises, and why | shall always be able to defeat her with bl ades?
Do you speak of Feyo? OF m nes? Wat ?"
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"W speak of football, and old clay, and old tines." Tsecha | ooked down at his
suborn and shook his head in a humanish display of frustration. "Ask your
qguestions, nia. Dathimgrows inpatient."

"I played himto a draw the day before yesterday. Only the third time | fought
with two blades—+ think I surprised us both." Jani caught Tsecha's
teeth-baring and Dathim s grimace, then turned back to the wi ndow to watch the
youngi sh continue to kick her stone. Another young Haarin had joi ned her
darting back and forth in front of her in an effort to distract. "How nuch did
Feyo tell you, inshah, about this challenge to her dom nance?"

"What | have told you, nia, is all | know " Tsecha replied. "I have no
secrets.”

Jani heard the youngish cries through the glass, the stone clatter against a
nmetal post. "John received a shipment from Amsun sone days ago. Inside the
contai ner he found an imager, a device that displays recorded hol o i nages."



Tsecha sighed. "I do know of such things, nia."

"The i mage contained in the device |ooks just like a male hybrid. D d Feyo
tell you anything that mght indicate that sonmeone on El yas engaged in that
sort of research?" Jani |ooked to Dathim to find himregarding her, back
straight, gaze fixed. This is the first he's heard of this.

"Anot her hybri d?" Tsecha raised a hand to gesture surprise, but stopped

hal fway. He | ooked Jani in the face, eyes now clear and bright. "Feyo told ne
that she did not trust the security of our comunications. This was why she
gave so little information, and made certain she spoke in terns nost vague."
He nade to gesture again, and stalled again. "Another hybrid." He fell silent,
left hand curved and resting against his chest, a gesture of great surprise
cut off in md-flourish.

"Hol o i nages may be easily forged, may they not?" Dathimstood and wal ked to
Tsecha's side. He hovered over the elder nmale, his usually blank posture
tensed and curved with worry.
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Jani nodded. "Yes, nf Dathim But if the image is indeed a forgery, it then
begs nore questions than it answers. Wy use a hybrid image as a lure, and
what, if anything, does this inmage have to do with Feyo's probl en?" Qutside,

t he youngi sh had noved on to other distractions, |eaving the street enpty and
qui et .

Tsecha let his hand fall to his side. "Dathimfears that | will take such joy
in the discovery of another hybrid that I will forget how to question." He
turned away fromthe wi ndow and made a sl ow pronenade of the room his hands
cl asped behind his back, half hidden by his shirtcuffs. "He does not know ne
as well as he believes he does." Hi s tone sharpened, his English harsh with

i npati ence. "\Wat do you believe, nia?"

"I can speculate until the sun cones up." Jani turned and | eaned agai nst the
gl ass, wondering if any of the Haarin could see the three of themfromtheir
houses. "I wish | had nore facts. John and Val recognize the possibility that
the i mage could be faked, a lure to draw themto Elyas. Add to this the chance
t hat Eamon DeVries may be involved, and the plot gets nurkier and nurkier."
"Eanmon!" Tsecha threw his head back and emtted a barking | augh. "Al ways the
secrets, with that one. A ways nobney." Cruel hunor shaved years fromhis face

and posture. "I nost envy you, nia, for you will learn so nuch strange truth,
and | fear you may not trust the security of our comunications sufficiently
to informus of your discoveries. Thus will | live for nonths and nonths

wi thout word." Hi s posture softened. "Do you believe it possible, nia, that
this hybrid exists?"

Jani | ooked about the room Dathimhad worked his tile-nmastery on the
surfaces, decorating themw th interlocking networks of cord and chai n that

made it seem as though the walls were | ashed together. Al |inked. Al

i nseparabl e, one fromthe other. "I exist. Wiy not another?" She followed the
path of one chain, tracking it until it lost itself in a tangle
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near one corner. "But | refuse to speculate. I wll wait for facts."

"Ah." Tsecha cl asped his hands. "I know many at Tenple who woul d say that you

do not sound nuch as a priest."

"It is better to wait for facts." Dathimwal ked to the far wall and traced one
length of chain with a discerning hand, frowning at an inperfection only he
could see. "W will remain here, and wait for Mako's facts about his mine
Kier-shia will go to Elyas, and search for facts of an imge that vani shes
when one alters a switch." He rapped the wall with his fist, then wal ked to
the door. "Safe journey, hybrid priest. Do not cut yourself, and glories of

t he dammed col d night to you."

Tsecha wat ched Dathi m | eave, then tilted his head and curved his shoulders in
a posture of regret. "He and his suborns have spent the tine since the

i nci dent scanning the enclave for nore mnes. | have seen in hima fear of
humani sh that | have never seen before." He straightened. "Do you fee
prepared, nia, for this journey?"



Jani hesitated, caught by the abrupt change in subject. "No," she said
finally, "but I've never felt prepared for any journey |'ve taken. | learn
what | can beforehand, and deal with each thing as it cones."

"You depend on your Lord Ganesha to renove all obstacles fromyour path, as
al ways? Your wi se el ephant god who sits atop a nouse?" Tsecha offered a

cl ose-1ipped, humani sh smile. "Your Lord nmust have every roomin his house
filled, so many obstacl es has he cleared over the years."

Jani laughed. "He conplains to me that he nmust build nore." She crossed to
where Tsecha stood, and as she approached saw hi mas Feyo, as any of her
Haarin woul d. Reassuring in his age, his lined face a testanent to a comon
hi story, a conmon belief, both in their gods and the path down which they |ed.
When they see ne, they nmust not see ne, but what | amthrough him Tsecha vo
Ki ershia. Tsecha's toxin. She felt a nowfamliar inward quaver, and
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hoped her ol d teacher couldn't see her fear of failure. As she joined him
they uttered a prayer to Shiou, the goddess of order, and as she did with
Niall, Jani concentrated on the words, not their neaning. / go to help Feyo,
and find a hybrid. Saving souls would have to wait for another tine.

"You | eave a cold place behind," Tsecha said after they uttered the cl osing.
"I understand Karistos is quite warm"

"That, | look forward to." Jani wal ked to the door, pausing so Tsecha coul d
catch her up. "It's possible that | may be able to conmunicate with you via
Neocl ona—they' re known for their security. But if | see any problem | wll
not risk it."

"And if you see the hybrid?" Tsecha | eaned cl ose, the lack of gesture in his

speech betraying his excitenent. "I would so wish to know, if possible."
"I'"ll do ny best." Jani gave his arma tentative pat, felt old nuscle like
cord beneath her hand. "You will take care? Stay out of trouble?"

Tsecha | ooked her in the eye. Bornsect idomeni reserved such fanmliarity for
their nost intimte nonents, but as a whole, their Haarin had adopted the
humani sh approach. "I will do as | do, nia."

"One nmore thing to worry about." Jani sighed. "G ories of this strange night
to you, inshah." She took her |eave of him her boots sounding a nuted cadence
down the enpty hall.

She wal ked down the deserted street, conscious of being watched yet unable to
tell by whom Down one alley, then another, until she came to the bare dunes.
Niall waited for her there, huddled inside the skimer, coat collar pulled up
to hide his contraband nicstick. He rel eased the passenger-side door as she
drew near; she lowered inside. Niall then banked the vehicle around and they
headed back across the | ake.

The ot her shoe. Jani rested her head agai nst the seatback, the soft thrum of

t he ski mrer notor providing counterpoint for
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her thoughts. Wth all that's happened, why is he here? She gl anced at N all,
then away before he sensed her gaze. Al hell's broken | oose at Sheridan, Mako
's on the hot seat, and where's his right-hand nan? Carting one of the root
causes of all the trouble back and forth across the | ake like a hired driver.
Granted, N all did see to her security. But that can't be forenost in his nind

ri ght now.
She yawned. However |ong she'd slept, it hadn't been enough. "This rem nds ne
of a few nights at Rauta Sheraa Base. |'d get dragged out of bed to answer

guestions about this or that shipment that the Launrau clai med we hadn't
cleared with them Wen | showed themthe signed-off paperwork, they pulled
out the tweezers and | ooked for mstakes." She sniled hunorless remenbrance.
"Foodstuffs, mostly, that they couldn't classify under their strict
fruit-nut-meat-veg system Prepack nmeals drove themcrazy."

"I couldn't have handled that crap."” Niall shook his head, voice heavy with
the man-of -action's disdain for the clerk's side of things.

"Turned me into a stickler where the rules were concerned." Jani ignored
Niall's derisive snort. "And it wasn't |ike a Sheridan transport dexxie's job.



The Fam lies still controlled the Service back then, so you found yourself
faced with these situati ons where you knew no one had broken rul es, but yet
and all they had these cesspit aromas about them 1 spent half ny tine digging
for the rest of the story." She |laughed. "Chicago at its worst had nothing on
a Fam |y nenber out for their due. They had a way of turning the nost sinple
procedure into a personal mnt. Billet privileges were the worst. Chapter and
verse, quote, "Any civilian craft is required to offer any and all assistance
to a Service nmenber requiring emergency transport in the course of perfornance
of his duty,' unquote. In ny day, the owner of the ship involved could bil

the Service for expenses incurred. Service nenbers who were also Famly
menbers used it as a way to billet thenmselves in style on one of their own

shi ps.
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Then they'd bill the Service for the cost of everything fromfood to fuel to
crew sal aries and uni fornms. Abascal, the Treasury M nister—his uncle once
tried to pass off the cost for a conplete refit for a spaceliner. | nade a | ot

of friends shutting that one down."

"That's changed,” Niall said quietly. "The reg now states that assistance is
to be provided free of any financial consideration."

Jani studied his profile in the half-light. Too sharp to ever be bland, too
wary to ever count as unassuming. "Had reason to look it up recently, did
you?" She tried to feel angry, but settled for a vague di ssonance. The echo of
that |ast shoe hitting the ground. "And your duty is?"

"Cbserve the situation in Karistos. Report sane."” Niall held up a hand, let it

fall. "Better ne than anyone else, like | said before."

"Yet you'll do your duty as you see fit."

"So will you, Jan. So will you."

It was still many hours to sunrise. The wi nd had picked up, driving spray over

the skimrer. They'd left the lights of the enclave behind, and the gl ow of

Chi cago had not yet conme into view The only Iight was the moon through the

cl ouds and the ski nmer headl anps shining off the black water

They pulled into Jani's drive to find two skimers had beaten themthere. Jan
recogni zed Val's sportster, and assumed the nondescript brown four-door as yet
anot her of Lucien's refugees fromthe vehicle pool

"Sounds like a reunion,"” N all said as they entered the house, voices raised
in loud discussion reaching themfromthe library.

John, Lucien, and Val had staked out separate corners of the roomthey rose as
one when Jani entered. She tried to catch John's eye, but he had fixed on

Niall, his pale skin reddening.
Ni al | nodded in brusque acknow edgment. "Doctor."
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John didn't nod back. "You m ght have conme to ne first before sending in the
Judge Advocate's rep with a wit."

Niall wal ked to the bar. He hefted the scotch decanter but set it aside and
took a soft drink fromthe inset cooler instead. Duty called, after all. "I

m ght have." He popped the cap, took a long swallow "And you would have
agreed wi thout any argunent whatsoever, woul dn't you have?"

John opened his mouth to di ssent but thought better of it and turned to Jani
"Bad weather moving in." His | ook gentled. "Qur departure's been shuffled. W
| eave before sunrise."

"Doesn't |eave a body any tine to say good-bye," Lucien said. He stood at the
far side of the room out of range of the trio of male glowers that greeted

his veiled coment. "I'lI|l keep an eye on the place."

"Thanks." Jani burned a nmental image of the boyish grin she received in reply,
to savor as needed. "I can sleep on the shuttle, | guess." She backed out of
the room "I'Il get ny gear."

She mounted the stairs and entered her bedroom wal ked to her closet and
opened t he door. Pushed aside a rack of Lu-cien's clothes, revealing the shelf
hi dden behi nd. The narrow | edge contained one thing only, a snmall blue duffe
of the sort the Service had issued twenty years before. Jani's Noah bag,



Luci en had dubbed it. Contains two of everything, in case of disaster
Coveral I s, underwear, bandbras, socks. Qther essentials she'd added as the
date of the trip grew closer. One scanpack, however. And one shooter, nestled
i n the scanproof depths.

She pulled the bag off the shelf and hitched it over her shoul der. Rearranged
Lucien's clothing, then slid the door closed. Trotted down the stairs and back
to the library. Four exam ning stares noved fromher face to her bag, then
back again, none showi ng the | east surprise at the |ightness of her |oad.
"OK," she said. "Let's go."

CHAPTER 6

M cah Faber keyed into his flat, waiting until the door opened conpletely
before stepping inside. A mnor point for some, but inportant to him H s
training dictated that door panels were to be ramed aside, punched through
denol i shed, if necessary, that they were barriers to be breached rather than
portals to be entered. Hi s hone, he had decided fromthe start, needed to be
treated differently.

The lights came up, revealing a sitting roomin disarray fromthe previous
night's panic. Contents yanked from drawers and shel ves and strewn across the
floor, cushions pulled fromthe small couch and single arnchair and tossed
about like playing cards. In the far corner, the hol oVee display, an

i ndestructi bl e one-piece panel spot-nolded to the wall, flashed and fluttered
in silent cacophony. A woman, weeping and gesticul ating, the CapNet reporter
who stood beside her nodding in professional concern, while behind them

byst anders waved, nmade faces, or yelled as the spirit noved them

M cah groaned. He'd seen the sanme story a half-dozen times since returning to
t he base that norning. The woman spoke for a group that had banded together to
protest the proximty of the VWynsharau Haarin enclave to the city. Only
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one Spacer had died as a result of this accident, but what if there were nore
accidents, and what if nore humans di ed? She couldn't sleep at night for the
fear. None of her friends could sleep.

M cah wal ked to the console and shut it off. "Spare ne." If the Weping
Madonna, as he'd dubbed her, wi shed to protest the enclave, there were things
she coul d do, and sobbing to a reporter wasn't one of them

He turned away fromthe hol oVee and stunbl ed over one of the chair cushions.
He pi cked them up and ramed them back in their wought-wire fram ng, then did
the sane with those for the couch. Rust-red pol ycanvas, water and stai n-proof,
identical to the cushions one would find in any of a dozen flats in the w ng.
The ot her dozen units lay claimto cushions in a green so moldy | ooking that
it served as the deciding factor when M cah had gone fl at-hunting that
previous sumrer. He'd had to cough up a ten percent |ease premiumfor a corner
| ocation, but considered the resulting cranp to his financial style an
acceptable price to pay for cushions that didn't |look like they'd been
liberated froma danp cave

The furniture seen to, M cah noved on, picking up the magazi nes, training
manual s, and other things he'd enptied fromthe drawers of the storage
cabinet. Wthin a few mnutes he'd restored the roomto its former order, and
celebrated the feat by braving the mayhem of the corner kitchenette to
liberate the half-liter of vodka he'd bought a few days earlier. He cracked

the seal and took a long, hard pull, the al cohol heat burning down his throat
and rattling his sinuses.

"Don't know why the hell | did this." He picked up a few pieces of cutlery,
the first things that he'd strewn across the floor after he received Wde's
call. Wdde should have known better, of course. Flat-to-flat conport calls

were a definite thunbs-down. Commpn sense dictated that Service Investigative
couldn't possibly bug every enlisted housing unit at Sheridan, but Wde and
M cah had been taught not to

74 Kristine Smith

t ake chances. Use public at all times had becone their nmantra since they each



| earned of the other's existence.

M cah stepped around a scatter of plastic bows and | eaned agai nst the
counter, bottle still firmy in hand. The last thirty-six hours had ripped
past in a blur—the mne site evac, the return to Sheridan, the report-filing,
the interviewing. Qualified personnel had been in such short supply that M cah
had set up the recording for his own debrief. He'd been tenpted to | eave the
waf er out of the recorder, but he knew sonebody would figure it out
eventual ly, and the next time around they night not go so easy on him As it
was, no one had asked the right questions. Interrogators fromthe vaunted
Service Investigative Bureau, and they m ssed every cl ue.

It had all been there for themto see, plain as the sun in the sky. Wde's
stupid errors, the too-peaceful |ook on his face as he worked the biobot.
Hell, it had been his idea to have the VWynsharau w tness the actua

excavati on—M cah had been standing near the tech truck pulling parts for the
bunker consol e when he overheard Wde put the bug in Dubrovna's ear! Ask the
VWnsharau to appoint a witness, ma'am And M cah had remained by the truck
his heart pounding until he thought his chest might burst, and kept his nouth
shut for the good of them both.

Fabe?

M cah took another swig of vodka. He hated al cohol, the fact that he poi soned
hinself, but it was the only thing that seenmed to help himsleep lately. Help
hi m wor k. Get through the day.

Fabe, there's a problem

M cah cl osed his eyes, and heard Wde's voice in his ear. Heard it as he had
that short day and a half earlier, soft and preternaturally calm

The mine. Soneone screwed up—they found the nmine. | switched tags with Ling.
I"mtaking the call

That's what staggered M cah—the calm As though Wde

CONTACT | MM NENT 75

tal ked of home, his favorite |lake for fishing, the girl he thought he | oved.
Can't let themfind it. Can't blow the Goup. | just wanted you to know. They
"Il probably call you in to run corn-arrays and you 'Il know what's happeni ng
and | want you to please, please |leave ne be. | know what |'m doing.

Anot her swal | ow of vodka, even though his gut ached al ready.

You don't know me. Renenber that.

No food since that norning. He knew he asked for trouble.

They' Il be there. The frog-eyes. Maybe 1'll take some of themwth ne.

But sonme things just needed to be washed down as quickly as possible, and this
was one of those things.

/ wanted you to know that | regard you as the truest of friends, that know ng
you has neant the world and all to ne.

Anot her gul p. Anot her.

Good- bye, Fabe.

M cah | eaned agai nst the counter, his breath comng in fits and starts, blood
roaring in his ears. H's stomach lurched—saliva flooded his nmouth. Only a
stride away, yet he barely made the sink in tine. He vonmted until his

abdom nal nuscles cranped. Tried to rinse his nmouth fromthe tap, but the
touch of liquid on his tongue set himoff again.

After he finished, his nose ran and his eyes teared, a nockery of grief.
"That's all the break you get, Faber, all the break you get!" If he lived to
150, he'd al ways despise hinself for what he did after Wde di sconnect ed.
"Worri ed about ny own cheap ass!" Smashed the comport, then tore his flat from
one end to the other, searching for any trace that Wde m ght have left behind
during his infrequent visits, ripping and shattering fromkitchenette to
sitting roomto bedroom and bath in a paranoid rage so fierce he knew that if
anyone had come upon himthen, he'd have killed them
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"Coward." He filled his hand fromthe tap, sluiced it over his face. Then put
his head down on the cool countertop, sheltering hinmself with his arns as

t hough the ceiling shook down. Breathed.



Heard t he knock eventually. The entry buzzer. The voice.

"Fabe! Hey—epen up! "

"Dam." M cah straightened as quickly as he dared. Wped his face with a dispo
cloth. Wal ked fromthe kitchenette through the sitting roomto the entry,
fought for control of his rubbery knees, checked his reflection in the nmirror
by the door and saw the red-rimed eyes and bl anched face of a ghoul staring
back. Opened the door, because the knocking and buzzing rattled his head |ike
artillery and he wanted it to stop. "Yo, Cash," he said, turning his back

i Mmediately on his visitor. O all the people he didn't want to catch himin
the mddle of a private flaneout, that meddling pain-in-the-ass Cashman had to
head the |ist.

"Where the hell you been?" Cashman squirted inside and hurried after him
round-faced and springy of step, bobbing at his shoulder like a balloon. "I
heard you | eave Saturday night. Figured you got lucky, but then I saw Court at
the Vee-drone | ater and she said you switched on-calls with Howie earlier in

t he week and you got reeled in." He grabbed M cah by the shoul der and spun him
around to face him "You were there." He | ooked Mcah in the face, and took a
step back. "Wat happened to you?"

"I was sick." Mcah patted his stomach, and al nost doubl ed over again.

"Hey, no disgrace there, ny friend, no disgrace at all." Cashman trundled to
the chair and fl opped down. He wore wi nterweights, and had al ready yanked out
his shirttail and undone his collar. "So what happened? All we heard was the
of ficial accident report, then that garble on CapNet."

"Afraid | can't add anything." M cah sat on the couch, forcing thoughts of
Wde fromhis mnd as he struggled to construct a reply to Cash's question
Not hi ng t oo i nf orma-

r
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tive, just a tidbit or two sufficient to get the creep off his back and out
the door. "I didn't work at the site. | was holed up in a bunker outside the
cordon. "

Cashman sat forward, all goggle eyes and messy shirt. "Ch, a bunker. Fabe hits
the big time. Only VIPs hole up in bunkers—who'd you pull to baby-sit?"

M cah coughed, groaning as a gut nuscle cranped. The idea of him of anybody,
havi ng to baby-sit Colonel Pierce turned his head inside out. "Scarface, for
one."

"The Pierced One?" Cashnman wi nced in synpathy. "Bet that was a party. Wo

el se?"

"Just two others.” Mcah tried to swallow the names in the hope Cashman

woul dn't catch them 'Tsecha. Kilian."

"You were holed up in a bunker with Jani Kilian!" Cash-man's nmouth gaped. Wth
his round eyes, he | ooked like a fish. "I saw her once. Last sumer, when she
was still in. Wal king across South Central on the way to the Doc buil ding."
Hs mouth slowy closed, his eyes narrow ng.

M cah's throat tightened. He'd seen the sane reaction all too nany times and
it made himsick. The wondering. What she | ooked like. Felt like. As if any
man who call ed hinsel f "human" would lay a finger on her. "And?"

Cashman rai sed his head, blinking as though he cane out of a daze. "Nothing.

Just saw her once is all." He sniffed. "Tsecha too, huh. Saw hi m nake a speech
once." The thought of the Haarin dominant didn't make himquite as
dreany-eyed. "Aren't you hot?" he asked, pointing to Mcah. "You still got

your coat on."

M cah | ooked down, saw the belt ends of his field coat curled in his lap Iike
dead snakes. How could he have forgotten? Haven't been back here since that

ni ght -|had to wear it—then I got here, had to clean up first—"1 had just cone
i n when you stopped by. Didn't have a chance to take it off." He shook his
shoul ders, felt the coat slide down, pulled his arnms out. She wore this. He
tried not to think about it. 1'Il get it cleaned. Wat he wanted to do was
burn
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it, but then he'd have to pay for a replacenent, and his rent was due next
week.

| promise I'll touch it as little as possible.

M cah felt the heat rise up his neck at the menory. Kilian standing over him
with her giraffe neck and frog eyes. The disdain in her voice, so matter of
fact, as if she talked to everyone that way. Hew of Knevget Sheraa, he'd heard
someone call her |ast week. Another colonial, of course. Figured. They al ways
stuck up for one another

" Fabe?"

M cah gl anced over at Cashman to find the man staring back, his chin propped
on his fist.

"You need to get out, ny friend. They finally got the latest installnent of
Raven's Raiders at the Veedronme, and Court thinks the gang should see it
toget her." Cashman pointed at him "And Court has a friend."

M cah groaned inwardly. Court was a civvie clerk at Base Adm n. A frustrated
general, with nore friends than hairs on her head. "Really."

"Yeah, you need to get out. W all need to get out." Cashman | eaned over and

patted M cah's shoulder. "Nasty deal, man. | wouldn't want to be whoever put
that mne there. But we're just a couple of Suprene Command comtechs, and the
wei ght of the world is not ours to carry." He headed for the door. "I need to

cl ean up. Be back in a half."

M cah waited until he heard the door slide closed. Then he sl unped forward,
his head in his hands, and tried to push all thoughts of Wde fromhis mnd

as he'd been taught. "Some will die. Don't think of their deaths as an end.
Don't even think of the sacrifice. Instead, think of what the act

acconpl i shed, of the good that resulted." One deadVynsharau, or as good as
dead, according to CapNet.

He reached around and dragged the field coat onto his lap. Stood and wal ked to
the kitchenette. Picked up a knife fromthe floor. Held the coat in front of
himwi th one hand, punched the knife into the back seamw th the other, and

ri pped down.
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Li ke gutting an aninmal, really. Sleeves off. Collar. Separate the back from
the sides.

"One little two little dead little frog-eyes." M cah cut and kept cutting,
rendering the coat into smaller and snmaller scraps. He could wear his duffe
coat to the Veedrone, and he'd think of sonething to cover the rent.

He thought of Kilian standing over him inserted the knife in a seam and
yanked.

"Now i f you'd been Raven, would you have trusted the Star Queen when she said
she'd cure Foxy's alien virus if you turned over the plans to the Death

Crui ser?" Cashman's head popped above the divider that separated his cube from
M cah's. "I mean, come on, you haven't been able to believe a damed thing she
says for nineteen episodes, all of a sudden you're trusting her with your
girlfriend s life?"

M cah adjusted his workstation display to block as nuch of Cashman's face as
possi ble. "Cash, give it a rest. You' ve been npaning since we got in this
nor ni ng. "

"I"'mgoing to wite a letter to the producer." Cashman's head vani shed. A few
seconds later the chimng sound that heral ded the activation of his

wor kst ation rang out.

"Raven had no choice. Foxy's the only one who can activate the Death Cruiser's
kill code." Hough, a new addition to the ConSys bull pen, kicked his feet back
and weighed in. "The virus affected her menory—f she can't renmenber the code,
they' Il never be able to stop the Cruiser fromdestroying the Queen's
hormewor | d. "

Cashman' s head popped up once nore. "But—=

"Good norning. "

Cashman fell silent. Hough's feet hit the floor

M cah stood.



"l need to find the Lakeside One-B conference room but the one | found has
been gutted.” A captain stood in the bullpen entry, decked out in dress

bl ue-greys, his brimred Iid tucked under his arm Tall. Blond. Famous for al
the wrong reasons, as Lieutenant Bl och, the bull pen wangler,
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once said. They don't give nedals for what he's good at. Lu-cien Pascal, who
sonmetines rival ed Raven and Foxy as the topic of bullpen conversation

No one answered him They all just stared. Then M cah gave hinsel f a nental

ki ck.

"You need One-B Junior, sir. The interimconference room" He cut through the
cubicl e maze and past Pascal into the hall. "The directions are a little

convoluted. If you'd follow e, please."

"Thank you, Lance Corporal." Pascal fell in behind him "Raven's Raiders. Poor
Foxy's virus is the hot topic everywhere, it seens."

"Yes, sir." Mcah tried to keep the sharpness out of his voice. He'd bailed
out of the bullpen to get away fromthe endl ess yanmer. Even tal ki ng about
tal ki ng about it nmade hi mwant to break sonething.

"G ves themsonething else to tal k about, | suppose.”

Instead of the death of a good Spacer? "Yes, sir."

"You're not a fan?"

"No, sir." Mcah | ooked back over his shoulder to find Pascal eyeing him
Pascal , who junped everything fromold ladies to guys to hybrids. Shit. He
turned around and qui ckened his step. "Sone friends took ne to try to cheer ne

up, but it didn't work very well." Shut up, shut up, shut up—he couldn't care
less and it's none of his business anyway.
"I sawthe first installment. | didn't find it very coherent." Pascal's French

Provi nci al accent broke through with his r's, that peculiar, throaty sound
that every fermale who'd nmet himseemed to conment on

Sounds |ike gargling. Mcah rounded one corner, then another. "Just down this
hal| and rmake a left, sir. Second door on the right." He stepped to the side
so Pascal could pass him

"Thank you, Faber." He blew past Mcah, a pair of majors in his sights,
catching themup just as they entered the conference room

M cah stared at Pascal's back, his heart tripping. Then he
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| ooked down at his winterweight shirtfront. "My nanepl ate reads 'Faber.' He
read it. That's what they're for." He flicked the gold rectangle with his
finger, then double-timed it back to the bull pen

"I heard Bloch call him'the CMO.' Chief of Mattress Operations. He'll do
anyt hi ng once, and nost things as often as possible." Cashman | eaned forward
and kept his voice |low so no one at the surrounding tables could hear him

M cah smashed a cracker inside its packet and poured the resulting crunble
atop his chili. Lunch at Far North Enlisted Mess—table after table of chatter
in a glass-walled cavern designed to nagnify every sound. Wde's nenori al
service today. But he hadn't dared go. Couldn't even send a note to Whde's
parents. Menbers of the Group weren't supposed to know one another. He and
Wyde shoul d never have even net. It had been happenstance. Accident. Al npst a
year ago. Cold spring rain, much |ike today, and a ness filled to bursting. No
place to sit but with a stranger

So they tal ked, and found they had nore in conmon than they possibly could
have i magi ned. A hatred of the idoneni as fierce as their love for their
humanity, deep as marrow, vital as blood. A determination to do whatever they
could to drive the alien fromtheir homeworld, their Earth, their
Commonweal th. A disgust for the attraction Chicago seened to feel for the

i domeni anbassador, Tsecha.

And as time went on and the trust between themgrew, the realization that they
bot h bel onged to an organi zation that until then had seened like a figment of
their imagi nations, a wish not quite cone true.

M cah grabbed anot her pack of crackers fromthe pile on his tray. If he kept
mucki ng about with his food, naybe no one would notice he wasn't eating.



"Bl och's going to get his ass creaned if he doesn't keep his nmouth shut."
Hough stabbed the air with his soup spoon. He | ooked like a | ecturer—too
skinny, with thin hair and
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pi nched features. Sonmeone who | oved the sound of his own voice. "Everybody
knows Pascal has an in with Ad Man Mako."

"Who' s everybody?" Cashnman singsonged. "You's everybody?" He batted his | ashes
until Hough chuffed in disgust and started eating again. Then he gl anced
sidelong at M cah. "Fabe's a sonebody, is what he is. D d bunker duty with
some pretty special people night before last." He paused. "Well, one of them
i s people, anyway."

"Who?" someone downt abl e asked

"Kitty-eyes Kilian, and Tse-cha-cha-cha." Cashman rocked his shoulders in
tine. "And d' Scarface."

"Pierce is good." Hough shook his head. "Scares the hell out of me, man."

"My nother scares the hell outta you," Cashman nuttered, interrupted again and
ticked about it.

'Too bad she didn't scare the hell outta your dad," shot the downtable
interrogator, to the anusenent of sone.

M cah took the sugar round fromthe table service and shook sone into his hot
tea. Hi s nother had always given himhot tea when he felt bad, with lots of
sugar and |l enmon. He knew it would take nore than hot tea to nake himfee
better now, but anything was worth a try at this point.

"Pierce left this nmorning on a |ong haul,” Hough said when the | aughter died.
"I shoved through a billet privilege chit first thing | signed on." He exhal ed
through his teeth. "He's tighter with Mako than Pascal is, and Pascal's bad
enough." He buttered a roll, pressing it so hard that crumbs tunbled to his
tray. "Everybody should just learn to shut up."

"I'ncl udi ng you, maybe?" Cashman took a too-big bite of his sandw ch. "Were
were you before you cane to Com Sys?"

"Fi nance. Tine-reporting." Another chorus of jeers greeted that adm ssion
"Laugh all you want," Hough said, coloring. "All expense reports go through
there so we can charge trip tine to projects. Pascal travel ed nore than any

| ooie that wasn't a courier, and all the tine got buried in
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pl aces where you couldn't follow up. No classes, training, neeting mnutes.
Just billets, neals, and mniscellaneous.” He |ooked fromface to face to see
who |istened, but he needn't have bothered. He had everyone's attention now.
"Hi s spec's comunications matrix desi gn—how best to lay out an array to

gat her info—but you' d never know it from how he spends his days." He took a
bite of his roll, butter shining his lips as though he |licked them "Sonetines
specs got nothing to do with what you do, and sonetines rank's got nothing to
do with what you are."

"He's in on the mine thing now" That froma full corporal named Chou who did
schedul i ng. "That was the room he asked about —Junior's where they net to talk
about how the full-bore Sl ager got confused for a trainer."

M cah's spoon hit the side of his cup, splashing tea. No one noticed, |uckily.
They'd all fallen into a Hough-induced funk, eating in silence, their eyes
fixed on their food.

He checked the view outside. The rain still fell, needling cold. Craving the
solitude, he'd wal ked to work that norning, and found he'd needed every bit of
warnth his duffel coat provided. Maybe it'll stay cold for the next couple of

weeks. Until he saved enough for a new field coat. After returning honme from
t he Veedrome, he'd stayed up half the night incinerating the hacked renmai ns of
his old one in his trashzap. The unit charger had gone dead tw ce, and toward
the end he'd had to make do with charring the scraps, then tearing them apart
with this fingers until only fine black fluff remained. And thinking about
Kilian as he did so, because for all he |loathed the idoneni and their
intrusion into his humanity, her medically induced hybridization sickened him
even nmore. Saved her life, he'd heard someone say once. Better she'd died



above the sands of Knevcet Sheraa, an honorabl e Spacer's death.

"So, Fabe?" Cashman gave Life of the Lunchtable one last try. "Wat's Jan
Kilian really |ike?"

"Tall," Mcah replied, to the biggest |augh of the day.
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M cah stepped out the side door of the Supreme Conmand C-wi ng, one arm of the
multilinbed sprawl that conprised Fort Sheridan's brain. The sky hung | ow and
snoke- hued. The wind had picked up as well, stealing the ends of his muffler
fromthe confines of his coat and whipping them about.

"It's supposed to be spring soon, dam it." But the cold rain still fell, its
soft pat-pat against his garrison cap interspersed with the occasional icy
tick of sleet. He broke into a trot, weaving through the end-of-shift crowd
that filled the wal kway. He thought for a tinme to catch a shuttle to his flat
bl ock, but each shelter he passed was packed with fell ow Spacers who' d had the
same thought. He'd have to stand and wait in the rain anyway. May as well keep
novi ng.

The crowds thinned as he left the | akeside office buildings and reached the
flat expanse of the Quad. Less shelter fromthe wi nd now-he hunched his

shoul ders and wi ped a hand over his tearing eyes.

"Good afternoon, Lance Corporal Faber."

M cah sl owed, despite the fact that every nuscle and bone in his body urged
himto run. Run and not stop until he'd put as much di stance as possible

bet ween hinsel f and the pounding footsteps that drew cl oser with every stride.
"Good afternoon, Captain Pascal, sir." He drew his hand out of his pocket to
sal ute

"Never mind that. Hands are for pockets today." Pascal drew al ongside. He

| ooked as cold as Mcah felt, his face half hidden behind the turned-up collar
of his field coat. "I hear runors that it will dry out eventually." Rain
dripped fromhis lid brim spattered his face |ike sweat.

M cah swal | owed hard. "Yes, sir."

"I didn't realize." Pascal |ooked down at him eyes shadowed by his lid and
the angle of the wal kway lighting. "You' d said this norning that your friends
had taken you to the Vee-dronme to cheer you. You're a contech. You ran the
bunker comarray at the enclave night before last.” A flash of white teeth,
framed by the dark blue collar. "You were there."
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"Yes, sir."

"W went over the site roster during nmy nmeeting this norning. | saw your
nane." Pascal paused. "You net a friend of mne, I'msure. Jani Kilian."
"Yes. Sir."

"Funny how things go. W all know soneone who knows someone. No one ever
remai ns unknown for long." Another flash of teeth. "Au revoir, Lance
Corporal." Pascal broke into, a |lope. "That means 'until later
"Cood afternoon, sir." Mcah slowed and watched the man dart around scattered
pedestrians, turn a corner and disappear. Hi s jaw ached from cl enching, and he
didn't quicken his pace until someone jostled himand told himto wake up
CHAPTER 7

El on stood outside the entry to niaRauta Shai's roons and awaited the sunmons
that she had expected for two human-ish days. Her right hand ached, the
heal i ng of her finger and wist bones not yet conplete. Her physician-priest
had offered her relief fromthe pain, but she had denied such. Pain focused
the m nd, and she had nmuch this day on which to focus.

"El on?"

She | ooked in the direction of the voice, tilting her head in regard even as
she raised her left hand in question. "Ghos. You have taken | eave of the

j ourney roonf"

Her suborn noved next to her against the wall, then took a half step forward
so that Elon stood behind him as was seemly. "Wen there is no journey to
take place, it is unseemy to remain. W pray, but to what end? W wait, but
to what purpose? W know what the decision nmust be, yet we delay." He had



finally discarded the soiled and torn outdoor uniformhe had worn that night
at the enclave, and now dressed as Elon had, in the garb of his skein and
standi ng, the pale green trousers and overrobe of enbassy security.

El on contenpl ated the color, savoring its calmng blend with the pale sand of
the walls and floor, the nmetal tones of
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the ceiling lanps, the pale brown of Ghos's braided hair. "Ni Tsecha believes
t he deci sion should be as different."

"Ni Tsecha is no longer Chief Propitiator of the Wn-sharau. If he cane to
such a decision as Chief Propitiator, he would be made as outcast as he
already is." Gros's shoul ders rounded in anger. "Why does Shai allow himhere?
H's place is over the water."

"Shai has asked ni aRauta Sanal an to prepare an argunment and use such to debate
ni Tsecha. Such is Sanalan's first attenpt to define a point of theology. As
Chief Propitiator, it is something she nust learn, and truly."

"The priests debate, and delay Feres's godly death." Ghos brought up his arns
and crossed his wists so that he hid his face. "Anathena."

"Perhaps."” Elon flexed her injured fingers, spread themw de, and savored the
t hr obbi ng spasns that resulted. A self-punishnment for her belief in theol ogy.
"But there are those in Council who consider tines as they once were, Tsecha
as the propitiator and Sanal an as his suborn. Tsecha is Haarin now, and
Sanal an speaks for us to the gods. Such is as it must be. Such is as they nust
accept. Therefore, niaRauta Shai will ensure that they do so."

Ghos slowy |lowered his arns. He stood hunched, his wists still crossed
before his chest. "Feres nust die."

"Yes." Elon enclosed her right hand in her left. Her physician-priest would
berate her for damagi ng his handi work, but such could not be hel ped—she
tightened her grip until her heart stuttered and her stomach felt enptied of
her soul. "But first, there is theology." She heard the door open behind her
and drew up straight. She felt as though she floated upon water, the cool ness
of sweat trickling beneath her shirt.

"N aRauta Elon." Shai's suborn stepped aside, and held the door for her to
pass.

"Go to Feres." Elon gestured in departure to Ghos, raising her right hand and

turning it palmout, so that it obscured the side of her face. "I will bring
word." Shai's suborn stared at
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her hand, and she hid it within the folds of her overrobe before she entered
the room

Ni aRaut a Shai's workroom conforted the eye as none other in the enbassy.

Rect angul ar in shape, each curved display niche in one |long side had been set
perfectly opposite a narrow wi ndow on the other. The two short sides each
contai ned a doorway, again in perfect opposition. Little furniture marred the
fineness of the space: Shai's worktable, a semicircle of chairs in sufficient
nunber to seat those attending, a scul pture stand in one far corner

"You must sit, Elon. | have heard from nmany that you sustained injury in the
expl osion." Shai sat to the left of the mdpoint of the semicircle, in the
second | owest-| evel seat, as befitted her penultimte status. She glanced up
in Elon's direction, then waved her hand in the vague, unreadabl e manner that
she had adopted for use with humani sh and unfortunately enployed in her
dealings with her own. "Sit, Elon."

"Indeed, sit, Elon." N aRauta Sanal an, possessing the highest standing as the
guardi an of the soul of every VWn-sharau, sat at the m dpoint of the
semcircle, in the lowest-level seat. As Shai, she wore trousers, shirt, and
overrobe in palest sand. Only the red banding that adorned the cuffs of her
overrobe served as disruption. Her light brown hair she still wore gathered in
the tight napeknot of an unbred. That woul d change, though, for an overture
had been made by Shai's suborn and the pairing had been deemed seemy. Soon
Sanal an woul d wear her hair in the braided fringe of a breeder, as did Sha
and El on.



El on wal ked to one end of the sem circle. Because of her |esser standing, her
chair stood higher than Shai's or Sa-nal an's—the hei ght of her seat required
her to brace her feet against a crossbar and boost up. To do so required two
hands to grip the chair arns—she set her right hand atop the cold, hard netal
to use it as guide without putting weight on it.
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Her pain was her own. There were those in the roomw th whom she did not w sh
to share it.

Yet they understood anyway, as was their way.

"I will not ask you to sit, Elon." Tsecha spoke Vynsharau Haarin, his voice
stripped of gesture. "It seens to pain you to do so, and truly." He sat at the
end of the semcircle opposite her, in a chair at a level slightly bel ow hers,
yet higher than Shai's. Such was a conpronise position, since as an Haarin, he
had no right to a place of respect behind any bornsect, but as forner Chief
Propitiator, he had once held the dom nance over every idonmeni, as Sanal an now
di d.

El on eased into her chair, her hand throbbing with a sharpness that spoke of a
bone rebroken. "Wat pain | feel, Tsecha, is nade even greater by the sight of
your clothes.” Shirt and trousers of differing hues of purple and a headw ap
of dull green, discordant as chemical fire against the sand and stone hues of
the wal s and fl oor.

"We know you despi se one another." Shai sat slightly slunmped in her chair, her
hands pressed together at the fingertips, another conflicting display of
humani sh posture and gesture. "The whol e of the enbassy knows you fought in
the circle prior to the war of Vynsharau ascension, that you each bear scars
inflicted by the other. Even ni aRauta Sanal an, who was as youngi sh at that
time, knows your story. Spare us further, if you would. | have sat these | ast
days ami d carpi ng humani sh, each blam ng one for the existence of the other. |
have no patience left." She uncurved, but only a little. "I speak here now as
Suborn Aigarch. If we sat nowin a neeting roomin Tenple in Rauta Sheraa,
the chief propitiators of all the bornsects would preside over this debate and
cast final judgnent as to the soundness of argunent. But this is damed cold
Chi cago—they are not here, and the issue is such that we have no tinme to send
a transm ssion and await their response. Thus will | act as Tenple concl ave
and decide." She tugged at the edge of her overrobe, straightening a fold.
"The technicians record this, Tsecha."
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"Yes, Shai." Tsecha sat in a hunmani sh posture, his el bows on the chair arns,
his fingers interlaced.

"After | have cast ny decision, this neeting will be transmtted to Tenple.
There, the chief propitiators will determ ne whether | decided properly."
"Yes, Shai."

"I explain this to you now, so that you have no reason to dissent later."

"I will dissent if | need to, Shai, now or later. Such is ny way."

"Then you will |ook as a fool."

"As is ny nane. 'Tsecha' is as 'fool' in Siah Haarin."

"It is as fool in every |language." Shai pressed her fingertips against her
forehead just above the bridge of her nose and held themthere. "I wll begin

by saying that Admiral-CGeneral Mako has inforned me that he regrets this
incident with his entire heart and soul, for whatever such regret is worth.
The fact that Dathim Nare and his facility suborns have uncovered no ot her
weaponry thus far supports the Admral-General's claimthat the mne uncovered
two humani sh days ago was an aberration, and that his Service left no other

weapons behind on the enclave property."” She |l owered her hand. "Is this not
true, Tsecha?"

"It is indeed the case, Shai." Tsecha nodded in an annoy-ingly humani sh
manner. "It would be nost hel pful, of course, if you permitted us to allow
Service Ordnance to screen the area with their equiprment. It is their
weaponry, after all. \Who better to scan for it? But we do what we can."

Shai's shoul ders rounded. "Such is not the reason for this meeting, Tsecha."



"No." Tsecha raised his right hand, then let it fall, another of his
nmeani ngl ess gestures. "The reason for this neeting is to decide upon a death."
Ti me passed. Shai may have believed that Tsecha w shed to speak further. When
he did not, she exhaled heavily and pointed to Elon. "Let us begin."
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Sanal an hesitated. Then she stood, her posture nost straight in honor of the
gods, and pronounced the opening prayer. An invocation to Shiou, a plea for
order.

El on gl anced at Tsecha, and saw that he nouthed the prayer as Sanal an entoned.
She touched a scar on her left forearm a ridged hack he had given her so |ong
ago, and rejoiced in his downfall.

Sanal an finished the prayer and | owered to her chair. Shai then gestured to
Elon. "Tell us of Feres's injury."

El on sat up nost straight. She had al ready described the circunstances many
times, yet each instance felt as the first. She labored to recall the details,
yet could only call up sensation. The cold rain that nunbed her. The sound of
the wind through the bare trees. The | ow hum of equipment. "At the time the

nm ne detonated, | stood with Ghos beside the enclave vehicles, just outside

t he boundary set by the humani sh technician. Col onel Dubrovna, Genera
Burkett's suborn, had advised that one of our nunmber act as witness to the
renoval of the mine fromthe ground. 'An act of good faith' is how she
referred to such. | watched Feres enter within the boundary and approach the
humani sh techni ci an. The technician spoke to him and Feres noved cl oser

until he stood within reach. Then | heard a shout—ene of the humani sh soldiers
sought to halt the excavation. 'W.de,' he shouted. 'Pull up now ' Feres and

t he humani sh technici an, Wde, both turned toward the soldier." Elon drew her
ri ght hand over her soul and pressed her left hand over it.

"I saw a flash, heard the detonation. | lay on the ground. Ghos |lay atop me—he
bl ed from shrapnel that would have struck ne. | fell atop ny hand, and broke
bones." She rai sed her hands before her, as though to push. "I ordered CGhos to
nove so | could rise. He did not understand. He could not hear. | could not
hear. | pushed himfrom ne and rose, and | ooked to the center of the boundary
circle." Al she could recall. Red upon white. The disruption. "I could not
see the humanish. | saw Feres. His legs. One arm Gone. Bl ood.
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pull ed Ghos to his feet, behind the Haarin vehicles. |I sought to run to Feres,

but Dat hi m Nare bl ocked ny way and said he was for the priests.” She | owered
her hands. "That is all."

"Feres also received an injury to the forward third of his brain. A fragment
of the mine." Sanal an spoke. Her voice seened at youngi sh, as wind through a
pi pe. "The physician-priests adm nistered to himnost quickly. In a physica
node, he lives, but great damage has been done to his processes of thought. |
have consulted with them and determined thus. If Feres recovers as he is, he
will be not-Feres. If Feres becones not-Feres, he cannot continue the journey
to the Star, for Feres had no proper death, and not-Feres had no proper birth.
They woul d each be as hal f-bei ngs, wi thout sequence to their lives, neither
with a clear path to the Star. Feres nust therefore be allowed to die, to
conplete his path in the way the gods intended."

El on |istened, each word Sanal an spoke touchi ng her soul. He nust die

his soul is as lost now, for it can no |longer think and knows not the path.
She shivered as fromcold, imgining its wanderings.

Tsecha still sat with his hands |inked. Even during Sa-nal an's invocation, he
had not altered his position. "When | still dwelled within Tenple, before the
VWnsha ascended to rau, | knew Feres. As a youngish, he took his place in
Templ e school, in the classes taught to seculars.” He bared his teeth. "Once,
he took col ored rounds of plastic and hung them fromthe branches of all the
garden trees. Wien we sought to reprimand him he clinbed to the top of the
tallest tree and could not be conpelled to | ower hinmself down. Aeri, ny

t hen- suborn and Sanal an's body-father, had to request a skimer fromthe
warrior base that could rise as high as the treetop. Thus did we bring Feres



down." He unlinked his fingers, then spread them w de, yet another

unf at homabl e gesture. "Vynsharau eval uation of brain function is not of
sufficient depth to ensure the proper decision is reached. Many of the
paranmeters for assessnent have not altered since the tinme of ny predecessor

Xi nfa ni Rau
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Ceel, at a time when Pathenrau ruled and the first col onies had just been
founded. John Shroud once calcul ated the tine as over 150 humani sh years. Such
is stagnation!"

"You now confer w th humani sh physicians concerning matters of i doneni
nmedi ci ne, Tsecha?" Shai's hand chopped the air in an Haarin gesture of

di smissal. "You have conferred also with Feyo of the Elyan Haarin, this | know
and truly, one who should be made outcast fromoutcast if such were possible."
"If you wish to enter this debate, Shai, you nust conplete the exans you

fail ed when we were both at Tenple. Gtherwise, it is to Sanalan that | speak."
But even as Tsecha spoke thus, he positioned hinself as though he |l ectured at
Tenpl e and spoke to no single idoneni, for it was well-known at the enbassy
that he despised his former suborn as weak, and di sdai ned any contact with
her. "Feres is, possibly, not-Feres now. But if tine is allowed, if he heals,
he may return to that which he was. Methods of eval uati on nust be inproved.
More intensive testing nmust be performed. It is not enough to say 'the wound
is here, therefore the damage must be/ thus,' for each brain is as different,
and at times wounds thought grave nay be strangely overcone."

Sanal an had rounded her shoul ders, conprehendi ng her former dominant's insult.
"And if Feres does not overcome his wound conpletely, then what? He is stil
not as he was, still not-Feres. What then, Tsecha? How then do we treat this

i nconpl eti on?"

"I maintain that even an inconplete Feres is yet sonething-of-Feres, and as
such still recognizes his particular Way, at least in part." Tsecha sat
forward, left hand clenched in a fist. "That part nust be allowed to continue
Feres's journey until as much as possi ble has been done to recover all of what
he was. Humani sh act as thus, preserving as nmuch as possible of what was,
conserving, aiding the soul in adapting to the trauma of the | oss. O herw se,
you allow to die one that would have lived, and affected, and | abored. You
nock life by surrendering too readily to death."
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Sanal an' s voi ce deepened as her anger grew. "I have said before, humani sh fear
death too greatly."

"And Wnsharau fear it not at all, which |leads to waste. Wiich is the greater

sin, Sanalan, to |abor greatly to preserve, or to turn one's back, and do
not hi ng?" Tsecha turned on Shai so quickly that she flinched. "You are not
qualified to decide the merits of our argunents, Shai, or questions of
theology. | will enter my protests of this nockery to Tenple as well. This is
not a decision to be nade quickly. The physician-priests nmust research
Arguments nust be prepared—=

"As Feres's soul stunbles on sone path not his own, on some path inconceivable
to any godly idomeni." Elon knew she did not speak al oud, yet she heard her
words. As did Tsecha, who |ooked fromher, to Shai, then Sanal an, and curved
his nouth in a humani sh smile.

"You reached your decision before you heard any argunment, this |I know and
truly. No matter ny reasoning, no matter if Sanal an renai ned silent and

declined to speak at all, your decision would be the sane. Feres nust die, so
order may be maintai ned. Feres nust die, so that your souls may rest as
content. But of Feres hinmself, you do not know, you will never know, because
he will never be allowed to speak."” Tsecha stood and wal ked to the door, his

shoul ders so bowed it was as though he coul d never straighten. "Each tine we
nmeet for argunent, you disgust me nore."

Sanal an rose to her feet, even as Shai sought to pull her down. "You have not
been given | eave to go by your propitiator, Tsecha!"

Tsecha turned. "Then let ne say to you, Sanalan, whom| reared as a youngi sh,



whom | sought to instruct in the ways of the gods, and so failed. Let ne say
to you here, so that all nmay know+ do not recognize you as propitiator. The
Chi cago Haarin do not recogni ze you, for you condenn the innocent to death. It
is you who are as anat hema. You whom the gods disdain!" He strode to the entry
and out before the
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door even swept aside conpletely, before Shai's suborn could attend him
Shai took on the sanme posture as Tsecha's. Tine passed before she spoke. "It

is most as convenient, is it not, that Tsecha spoke as he did on an official
transm ssion. Thus verification of his words has al ready been acconplished."
She gestured to Elon. "Go, and do as the gods compel. | must confer with

Sanal an. "

Elon slid off her chair. Her broken hand had swelled past the wist, and
burned to the touch. She felt as though she ran even as she noved quite as
slowy. "Aories of the evening to you, niaRauta Sanal an," she said as she
awai t ed benedi ction. But Shai and Sanal an al ready conferred, and no | onger saw
her even as she stood before them

El on foll owed Shai's suborn to the entry, stepped into the hallway, waited as
t he door cl osed behind her. Then she saw the physician-priest's suborn
standing at the hallway's end, and followed her w thout a word.

El on entered the journey room then stepped to the left side of the entry. The
roomheld little. Abed inits center, surrounded by the instruments and

machi nes of the physician-priests. A side table, draped with an altar cloth
and set with a scroll along with the handhel ds and scanni ng devi ces used to
test response and | evel of consciousness.

Ghos stood at the foot of the bed, head high, hands rai sed above his head, his
prayer voice a keening that resonated within the bare room

The physician-priest stood at Feres's swaddl ed head, from around which the
braci ng framework had been renoved. She hel d out her hands, pal ns down and
slightly cupped, so that they covered his face as a hovering mask. Then she
wal ked to each nonitor, each instrument in turn, and deactivated them

El on remai ned near the door, even though customrequired she stand behind
Ghos. She feared sickness, as did
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every idoneni, especially those who travel ed beyond the worl dskei n.
Unprotected by a bl essed environnent, surrounded by tainted air and soil, any

occurrence, any accident, infection, fever, could | eave them as Feres was now.
Such i s what happens when we | eave our godly hone. Such is what happens when
we live in the dammed col d pl aces.

Her thoughts stopped as Feres nade a sound. Quiet, alnost as nothing, a soft
gasp. Chos ceased his prayers. The priest returned to the head of the bed.

El on waited for another sound. Any sound. She watched Feres's hand, rested
atop the bed covering, still as the sculpture in Shai's room and |i stened.

Li stened. Li stened.

And heard not hi ng nore.

The physici an-priest brought together her hands so the cupped pal ns faced one
another, still above Feres's face. Then she reached outward and opened them
sendi ng Feres's soul to Ghos, his dom nant.

Ghos | owered his hands, crossing thembefore his chest, capturing Feres's soul
and holding it close. Then he turned to Elon, head tilting in question when
she del ayed draw ng near

Wth a stride so heavy her boots scraped the floor, El on stepped deeper into
the room holding out her hands just as Ghos dropped his arnms. Feres's soul
fled to her for safekeeping, feeling as a weight wi thin her broken hand,
stopping her breath in her throat and causing her heart to pound, her own soul

to ache. She wal ked to the side table and stood before the scroll. If she had
stood on the godly soil of Rauta Sheraa, she would have wal ked outsi de and
of fered Feres's soul to the sky that in the end would claimthemall. Inits

stead, however, she could only show himthis construct of parchment, wood, and
gilt fromhis birth house. Such woul d he inhabit until the next transport



ferried himto the Shera homeworld, where a Tenple propitiator would rel ease
his soul and send it upon its godly way.

El on pl aced her hands upon the open scroll until her hand
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ceased pai ning, and she knew that Feres's soul had left her. She then cl osed
the cover.

The three of them stood in silence. Then the physician-priest stepped back
fromthe head of the bed, and in doing so pronounced their vigil finished, and
Feres's life officially ended.

El on watched the priest's suborns enter with the floatbed. Mittering prayers,
they removed the bed covers and lifted the remains of Feres's body onto the
hovering platform She contenplated the still face for the first tine, and
found it as pale and snoboth as stone, strangely undanaged by the inpacts that
had destroyed his brain and body and forced himto the end of his journey.
Why? Because Tsecha, whom she had fought, prophesied a joining of races, and
because Feres, as a nmenber of the security skein, had pledged to protect the
hol ders of such chaotic opinion whether he believed in such hinmself or not.
Feres, whose soul stunmbled in blind pursuit of that which all godly idomeni
merited without question, an orderly death.

An orderly death. She foll owed Ghos fromthe room and contenpl ated such
CHAPTER 8

El on sat in the veranda enclosure, cradling her bandaged right hand in her

| ap. Her physician-priest had berated her about the damage she had inflicted
upon hersel f, as she had expected himto. An assault to the soul, he had said,
to rebreak bones that had al ready been set and nended. Thus had he shi el ded
the hand in a poly case and bound it with strips of altar cloth. Thus, as
wel |, had she cone to sit upon the veranda in the mddle of the damed cold
night, with a conmand to pray to Shiou to bestow a sense of order upon her
soul .

"There is no order." Not in this place. This she now knew, and truly. Even
Shai and Sanal an, whom she trusted, had in the end shown nore concern for
trappi ng Tsecha in his adnission of heresy than for the state of Feres's soul
From Shai, this m ght have been expected-she believed that the only way to
prevail agai nst humani sh was to act as they did. Thus had she prohibited godly
di sputation in their presence, and altered her own posture and gestures so

t hat even those who knew her since youngi sh days could no | onger determ ne her
t hought s.

But Sanal an ... El on had expected nore fromthe one who had di spl aced Tsecha.
There had been no benediction at neeting's end, and no prayers for Feres. For
one who en-

CONTACT | MM NENT 99

joyed the special esteemof both Tenmple and the digarch, Sanal an had shown
hersel f nost unwort hy.

El on | ay back her head agai nst the stone, blessedly warm fromthe heating
devices set within. The veranda consisted of a series of enclosures such as
the one in which she sat, walled-off spaces furnished with floor mats or | ow
chairs and tables, where VWnsharau could nmeditate in solitude or gather to
engage in godly disputation. She could overhear one such debate, far off in
one corner, a marvel of contention involving sone point of Council |aw She
listened for a time, taking solace in the raised voices as she sonetines took
such in the sound of the | ake waves striking the shore, or the heat froma
flame that remi nded her of the blessed warnth of hone.

"El on?"

She flinched at the sound of her name. Such was not her habit to take to the
veranda in the mddle of the night. None whom she knew would think to | ook for
her here—

"El on?"

—except one.

"Chos." Elon strained for sone sound of novenent. "/ amhere." She waited.

" Chos! "



A shadow fell across the enclosure entry. Then a looming figure in shirt and
trousers, a boot in each hand.

"What good does it do for you to wal k without sound when you shout ny name and
| must shout yours in return?" Elon pushed the low table to one side with her
foot so that Ghos could unroll one of the mats and seat hinself. "Your hearing
has not yet returned fromthe night of the nmine. You nmust go to your

physi ci an-priest."

"I have had enough of priests." Gros lowered to a crouch, then fell back onto
the mat, a sign that his nuscles still ached fromthat night as well. "Hearing
returns with time. This |I know, and truly."

"Not at all times, and if the damage is permanent, it rust be repaired or you
risk injury to your soul!"
"Hearing returns with tine.'
of fingers."
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El on bent one leg to her chest, sheltering her bandages from Ghos's view "Wy
are you here?"

'"To report of the enbassy, which | could not do as we attended Feres." Ghos
took up the handheld that hung froma cloth wap about his waist and activated
it. "The border with Interior is active, as always. Their guards have not
ceased patrol since the night Mnister van Reuter faced arrest, over one of
their years ago. \Watever they search for, they have not yet found it." He
tapped the display with his knuckle to change the entry. He spoke Vynsharau
Haarin, his voice conpletely stripped of gesture, as was his way when he
reported to Elon. "The border with Exterior is quiet, as always. Interior
shoul d send sone of their guards to them | nobst believe." Another tap. "The

|l ake is as quiet. W detect demis in flight well north of here. Service

exerci ses, one assunes, but we await confirmation." Another tap. "The

bi odef ense trials have been conmpl eted. The research dom nants fear, and truly,
that revised pink is not yet deployable throughout the enbassy as a way of
protection. It attacks all hunmani sh bi odevi ces eval uated, but it al so danaged
certain types of nedical inplants, as the material your physician-priest used
to remend your broken bones. It attacks some of our device boards, rendering

t hem usel ess. The bi ol ogi es dom nants fear contam nation. Humani sh have wal ked
these halls since this building began its function. Vynsharau have interacted
wi th humani sh, then entered the | aboratories.”

El on gestured in disagreenent. Mdst unfortunately, the action required the use
of her right hand. She could not curve her fingers properly, and felt the
anger rise as Chos bared his teeth. "The workers are trained in nmethods to
prevent such cross-contani nation, and | aboratory air systens are configured to
remove such as well."

"One mght believe." Ghos deactivated the handheld and returned it to his
belt. "It is ny feeling that enmbassy systens have not functioned as properly
since DathimNare's tine. He understood them how to maintain them"
"Dat hi m Nare now | ives over the water, Ghos."

Ghos pulled on one boot, then the other. "Breaker
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"He should return to this place, where he belongs." Ghos raised his gaze and
| ooked Elon in the face. "It is a matter of security, as the humani sh say. W

woul d be nmore safe if Dathim Nare resided here. Therefore, he nust reside
here."

El on regarded Ghos just as openly. "He will not do so, nor will Shai conpel
him He is nmore outcast even than Tsecha, and thus she does not trust him"
"Wthin the worl dskein, such would not nmatter. He would do as he is bid."
"W are not within the worl dskein, Ghos."

"No. We are outcast, beyond all godly bound." Chos | ooked away. Then he pulled
the Iow table toward himand reached for his belt once nore. "Feres's scrol
has departed for the enbassy dock at Luna. H s remai ns have been burned and
di spersed by Sanal an's suborn, whose training | nost doubt." He renoved a
smal | bag, untied the opening, then poured the contents atop the table.
Pattern stones, which caught what light there was and reflected it in



ever - changi ng spirals of blue, green, and yell ow.

"This is no place for games, Ghos." Despite her displeasure, El on found
herself drawn to the stones, nmarking the patterns as they changed, watching
Ghos align those that matched, then deducting the points he |lost as the
patterns changed before he finished.

"No. This is a place of discussion." Ghos gestured frustration as the spirals
altered to lines just as he constructed the final row "And what will we

di scuss, Elon? How little Shai has inforned us of her discussions with the
Servi ce humani sh concerning the m ne? How humani sh reporters speak of Feres as
t hough his error killed the technician Wde, and not the reverse?" His fingers
pl ayed over the stones, never stopping even as he spoke, aligning them as

qui ckly as the patterns reformed-whorls, sprays, |lines—yet not conpleting the
sets in time. "How much we are hated in this city, yet we stay? How wi th each
humani sh day, we |ose nore of our souls as the injury that is this place
wounds us, never to heal ? How we are dammed?"
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El on pi cked up one of the stones, ignoring Ghos's nmutter that she interfered
with his gane. "W are all those. There is nothing to discuss.” She turned the
stone over, held it to the light. A yellow and blue whorl, tightening to a
spiral, then swirling into concentric circles. "lIs there a remedy? Such is
what nerits discussion, Chos." She bared her teeth as CGhos | ooked her in the
face once nore. She relished his strangeness, his grey eyes agai nst paler skin
than hers, nuch as his body-nother, who was as Siah. "Ghos of the stones.”
Ghos did not respond to her hunmor. He concentrated on his patterns, as he

al ways had when he contenplated action. "If the Oa challenge Ceel, we will be
call ed back to Shera to fight. Ga nust not succeed. They have never ruled as
rau. They have not the experience to deal with humanish.”

"Oa will not challenge without the Haarin, and the Haarin foll ow VWnsharau."

El on set the stone back upon the table. "For now "

Ghos' s hand stopped in md-play. "Explain."

El on watched the pattern of the stones change. Ghos has conpleted only half
the Iines—he has lost too many points. Yet she knew fromhis attention to her
that he no | onger cared of stones. "Tsecha repudi ated Sanal an when his plea to
maintain Feres's life failed. He said he did not recognize her as his
propitiator. Ceel will thus nmove against him Wen the Haarin learn of this,
and they will, sonme will renove their support from Ceel."

"For what reason?"

"Tsecha is dom nant of the Chicago Haarin, and as such is considered by npst
Haarin as their domnant as well. Thus will they turn from VWnsharau and
support the bornsect that Tsecha supports, whether such is Ca, or Pathen, or

Si ah." El on touched her bandaged hand, which had nunbed. "We will not know
what may happen for sone tine. First Shai nust tell Ceel, then Ceel mnust
confer with Council and Tenple. Then the word will spread throughout the

wor | dskein, and all will know ..." She listened for the sounds fromthe other
side of the veranda and heard nothing. Did they listen
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to her now as she spoke of Tsecha's heresy? "It becones nost as conplicated.”
"Politics." Ghos mxed his stones together, then waited for the new pattern to
form "Blood is cleaner.”

"—and it should be a pretty good party." Cashman dragged the beer di spenser
out of the skimer boot and |lowered it onto the two-wheel er he'd appropriated
fromthe apartnent building's utilities chase. "I invited the bull pen crew,
and sorme of the folks from SysAdm n, and Court's bringing a couple of
friends."

M cah hoi sted the last bag of food out of the boot and set it atop the

di spenser. "The exam for Conmtech One is in a few weeks. | need to hit the
manual s. "

"That's my Fabe. They finally give us a day off fromall this inquiry crap
and you decide to cel ebrate by studying." Cashman sl amred down the boot hood,
t hen dragged the two-wheeler around in a wide circle and pulled it across the



garage toward the lift. "This was the first day in tw weeks that we didn't
have to record some poor bastard's inventory screwup or requisition mscalc
or scheduling cross-over, and | for one intend to take full and conplete
advantage of it." Wthout warning, he yanked the cart into a sharp turn and
headed toward the | ocked cage that housed the building s delivery slots, row
after tightly packed row of |ockers set aside for packages and ot her bul ky
personal mail. "Only take a second. | haven't checked in a few days. Last tine
| let it go too long, ny sister sent me real ice cream Who the hell sends
anybody real ice crean? Stuff nmelted. Stunk up ny box for a week."

"I remenber.” M cah waited as Cashman keyed into the cage, then followed him
in. His heart tripped-he felt a warnth spread through his body that was al nost
enbarrassing. It's been over three weeks. He approached his locker as if it
were a girl waiting for him his enotions warring. Eager to the point of
euphoria. Terrified enough to turn and run

"Not even a snack food sanple fromthe exchange." Cash-
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man sl amed his | ocker door closed. "I need to call ny folks and nmake them
feel guilty."

M cah pal med open his | ocker—his hand sweated so much that he needed to press
it down twice. Please... please... He caught sight of the famliar white

mail er anmid the trashzap chargers and buil di ng announcenents, small and
battered, bearing the mail code of an of f-base hol oVee store.
"Looks |ike some of us have friends." Cashman grabbed for the mailer, westing

it fromMcah's grip. "Woa ho," he cried as he read the mail code, "I know
what this is!"
M cah froze, his heart still pounding, mnd racing. This place gets too much

traffic. He glanced at the rows of |ockers, the narrow aisles that separated
them barely w de enough to wal k down. Couldn't hide a body here. At |east, not
for very |ong.

Cashman gave the mailer closure a half-hearted tug, then tossed it back to

M cah. "Studying." He grabbed the two-wheeler's handle and pulled it out of

the cage. " 'Space Vixens fromthe Planet Citoris'—that's what you'll be
st udyi ng. "
M cah gripped the mailer so tightly his fingers cranped, and still he held on

He wanted to shout How dare you! That's what you think! You 're wong!

But a wilier part of himinterrupted. Let himthink that. Let himthink

what ever he wants, as long as he doesn't guess the truth. He tucked the mailer
under his arm and wal ked out of the cage. O osed the gate after him Headed
for the lift only to find Cashman waiting, sly grin in place.

He stepped aside so Mcah could board, then let the door slide closed. "So."
He watched the floor nunbers creep upward. "Can | borrow it when you're done?"
M cah sighed. "Sure." That neant he'd have to waste tonorrow s |lunch break on
atriptothe shop to search for something appropriately snutty. It's called
cover, the wily part of himsaid. He thought of Captain Pascal and his nis-
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good.

M cah keyed into his flat, pausing until the door opened conpletely even as
his nerves screanmed. Stepped inside, waited for the panel to slide closed,
then activated the |ock

"Space vixens." Sonetimes he despaired of his fell ow Spacers, their |ack of

i magi nati on. He set the nailer atop the storage cabinet. Then he hung up his
coat, activated the kitchenette and bedroomlighting, all the usua

first-few mnutes-at-honme business that he did every day. He already wore
sui tabl e cl ot hes, base casual pants and a heavy knit athletic pullover. To
ease his grunbling stomach, he raided his cooler for a dispo of mlk and a
candy bar. Hunger dulled if not sated, he returned to the cabinet and picked
up the mailer.

"Why did they wait so long?" Mcah tore open the tough plastic envel ope and
renoved a small white fol dover the size of his palm Opened the flap and



renoved an umarked wafer. He held it by the edge, tipping it fromside to
side, watching the light reflect off the surface in pale curved rai nbows and
wonderi ng who el se had touched it. Had it been a | eader of their G oup?
Soneone like the AOd Man, who nonitored their scattered nunbers from some

al | -seei ng vantage point and chose or discarded, for the good of humanity? O
had it been a trusted second-in-comrand, soneone |ike Scarface Pierce, whose
job was to take the raw material his naster gave himand nold it into a

def ender worthy of his race?

M cah opened the bottom drawer of the cabinet and renmpved a headset, al ong
with a pair of earbugs and |inked gl oves and socks. The usual virtual training
gear, used by pilots, surgeons, mechanics, anyone who needed to |l earn a highly
speci al i zed skill.

"If I plarined to watch Space Vixens, |'d need another |inking connection." He
frowned. He'd need to get it tonorrow
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when he stopped at the shop to buy his decoy holo. That way, in case his flat
was ever searched, there would be no question in anyone's mind that the only
thing M cah Faber was guilty of was an unfortunate predilection for

i nteractive pornography.

"That means | should get nmore than one holo." If you're going to build a
cover, may as well make it shooter-proof. "This is getting expensive." He

wal ked over to his couch and sat, then bunched a couple of cushi ons agai nst
the arnrest and lay back. Pulled on the socks. Stuck in the earbugs and donned
t he headset.

M cah listened to his breathing, magnified to a slow gale within the confines
of the face-covering headset. Anbi ent sound had been bl ocked. Incident |ight.
He slipped the wafer into a slot in the headset, then dragged on the gl oves.
Wi t ed.

First cane a series of tones. Like chines, they sounded, first |ouder, then
softer. Repeating. Repeating. The preparative hypnosis, designed to | ower the
barrier between his conscious mnd and the scenario that woul d soon pl ay
before it Iike a—

—elassroom Chairs in two concentric circles, arranged around a worman dressed
in a steel-grey T-shirt and baggy fatigue pants. Razored Service burr,
accentuating a face too broad and bony to be fem nine. Chrivet. Sergeant.

M cah's god-on-earth for the duration of his training. He'd sat before her
three times so far, and liked her within certain tight Iimts. She knew her

j ob—therefore, she was worth listening to. Beyond that... he tried not to

t hi nk of her beyond that.

"The V-790 exoskeletal array is the nost advanced exo yet devel oped by the
Service." Chrivet stalked the center of the circle, the focus of all attention
and savoring it. "Wen you wear it, you will be able to run farther and
faster, jump higher, and shoot better than any hunman bei ng who ever |ived. You
wi Il be damed nigh invincible. "

M cah snatched glinpses of his classmates around Chrivet's stal king form
twenty-ei ght young, fresh faces

CONTACT | MM NENT 187

each evi dencing varyi ng degrees of attention. Bevan, narrow and dark, who

t hought he already knew it all but deigned to |listen anyway. Foley, shorter
and lighter, who foll owed Bevan |ike a starved pup. Manda, pal e-skinned and
bl ack-hai red, who gl anced back at M cah across the gulf of Chrivet's circle
and smil ed.

M cah smiled back. Felt the heat creep up his neck. Down. Knew that Chrivet
still spoke, and couldn't have repeated a word she said if his |ife depended
on it.

Don't do this to yourself, nman—that isn't even her face. He and Wde had

tal ked about the scenario setup many times after they stunbled upon the fact
that they were both nenbers of the G oup. How the odds were that since their
nanes had been changed, their faces nost likely had as well. That only the
downl oaded personalities remained the same. Voices, maybe. Enough to train.



Enough to bond. Enough to befriend. Not enough to identify.

Those eyes. So blue. It would have been unspeakably cruel of the scenario
brain to render Manda's eyes a fiction. So what does she see when she | ooks at
me? M cah saw his own face in every reflective surface, but that was because
that's what he expected to see. How different are we? And would it matter cone
the day they all finally met?

Wt hout warning, an expanse of darker blue obliterated his view of Manda. He
bl i nked, realized he stared at Chrivet's crotch, and lifted his head as though
she'd jerked hi munder the chin.

"Can't you hear me, Mster Tiebold!'" She glared down at him cheeks reddening.
"l asked you a question.”

Tiebold. He still hadn't gotten the hang of his scenario name. No one el se
seened to have a problemwi th theirs—why did he with his?

"I didn't..." He took the deepest, longest breath in the world. It ended too
soon. "l didn't hear you, ma'am"™

Chrivet's eyes narrowed. Small, close-set, piggy eyes, dull clay without a

gli mer of beauty.

Not |i ke Manda' s—M cah gave hinself a nental slap. No
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nore Manda. Not now. Not if he wanted to remain with the G oup. Learn about
the V-790. Avenge Wde, and drive the idoneni fromevery corner of the
Comonweal t h.

"You didn't hear me, Mster Tiebold?" Chrivet smled. Her teeth were square
and white with no spaces between, as though they'd been carved froma single
bl ock of poly. "You're bored. Nothing here of sufficient interest to hold your
attention. You know it all." Her voice, which normally skirted the edges of
agitation, energed dangerously calm "Wll, since you know everythi ng— She
stepped to one side and pointed to a place outside the circle, beyond the
double ring of chairs. "—perhaps you'd like to show us all howto suit up."
At first glance it seened that someone had beaten Mcah to it. A hel neted
figure stood outside the circle, taller than he and broad-shoul dered, tricked
out in a tight black coverall with articulated joints. Dull-finish body arnor
pl ated across the chest, abdonen, and thighs, while metal fram ng ran al ong
the outsides of the | egs and undersides of the arns.

M cah took one step toward the still, silent figure, then another, conscious
as ever of Bevan's sneer, Chrivet's eagerness to pounce on his anticipated
screwup. It's just an exo, stupid—o one's inside. He studied the snooth
front of the suit, |looking for fasteners, clasps, groping for some hint as to
how to get into the dammed thing. Shit. He stopped in front of it—it was
taller than he by half a head. / sat through a presentation once. His job had
been to set up and nonitor the inager, but he'd stuck around at the speaker's
request and got to listen to the whole thing. There's a rel ease near the top
of the left shoul der—e reached up, his fingers brushing what felt like a

rai sed seam He pressed down, and the shoul der sagged open with the sound of
cracking ice.

Keep peeling down. He sensed Chrivet nmove in beside him and gl anced over to
find her regarding himw th thin-lipped disgruntlement. Yanked away one chance
for you to hunmiliate me. He turned back to the exo. Sadistic bitch. He opened
up the side seamdown to the ankle. The netal frane
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supported the coverall as he worked his way inside, felt the slip of the
materi al over his hands. Rubbery yet silky, nubby in places frominset
connections and sensors.

"Unli ke previous exos, the V-790 is designed to allow the wearer to suit-in
thenmselves. But in the interest of time— Chrivet started at the ankle and
wor ked up, yanking the seanms together and sealing themtight. "The suit
contains a constrictor array so the wearer can tighten or | oosen as needed—
M cah drowned her out again as he adjusted his helnet, then started fiddling
with the controls. The air inside the exo snelled netallic, burnt, as though
the suit was brand new and still outgassing.



"A dammed manual woul d be nice," he nuttered under his breath. He heard a ping
in his left ear, followed by a flash of light. Then, as nicely indented and
nunbered as you pl ease, a series of headers scrolled across the inner surface
of the faceplate. "Voice activati on—good to know. " He scanned the words that

fl owed before his eyes. Bodily Functions. Weapons. Defensive Equi pnent. "How
about wal ki ng?" He | ooked past the words, through the display, and saw Chrivet
and the others eyeing himexpectantly. Ch boy. He bunched his mnuscl es as

t hough he prepared to |l eap off a | edge, and | egged forward—

"Shit!" Mcah went airborne, hitting the inner ring of chairs, scattering
wireframe in all directions. Shouts filled his ears. A woman's scream Anot her
stride and he hit the opposite side of the circle, blowing chairs aside |like
bits of foam Heard Chrivet yell, "Stop!" One nore i Mmense stride. Another

The wall cane to neet himlike a fist in the face—he dropped his weight on his
back heel |ike a ped-wheel kick brake, and stopped a hairbreadth in front of
the painted brick

Four strides. His heart pounded, colums of red bobbed on the display. Five

nmeters a stride-had to be. "I ran— Across a huge cavern of a roomin the tinme
it took to shout one word. "Shit." He said it again, softer this tine. He felt
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i ke the animal he rode had taken off beneath himand run down the face of a
cliff, carrying himalong for the ride. But |I stopped it. Could he have gone
through the wall? 1'd rather not find out.

"Turn around, Mster Tiebold," Chrivet called after him "and take it a little
nmore slowly this tine."

Mcah lifted his left leg, edged it to the side, and felt it swing out. Little
nmoverments go a long way. He let the nomentum take him noving into the
rotation like a dancer. It worked. He felt as though he drifted into position
like a leaf falling froma tree, but in the end he found hinself facing Bevan
and the rest, standing straight and tall

"You certainly know how to wal k across a room Mster Tiebold." Chrivet had
noved well out of Mcah's direct path, and now stood against the wall to his
left. "Now take one step forward. Then peel out and give soneone else a turn."
She | ooked around. "C ear the rest of these chairs out of the way."

M cah took the lesson fromhis turnaround, and edged his leg forward. Felt the
low glide. A single step—enly a neter or so this tinme. He raised his right
hand besi de his head and i nagi ned the nmuzzle of a md-range at his right

shoul der. According to the presentation, the weapon would be bolted to the
rear fram ng, all charged and ready to go. Just pull it down and fire.

"Peel out now, Tiebold."

M cah sighed. Lowered his hand, crossing it over to his other shoul der. Popped
the seam Exited the suit. Took a seat against the wall and watched everyone
el se. Imagined again and again the thrill of those few strides. Daydreaned of
the power inherent in the flick of a finger. The kick of a leg. Lay his head
back against the wall and—

—oepened his eyes. As always, he felt as though he'd been under for hours. But
when he checked his tinepiece, he found that only twenty nminutes had passed.
Not as compressed as a dream but not real-time, either. In between.

M cah sat up. He renoved the wafer from his headset,
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then pulled off all the gear piece by piece. Rose shakily, his thigh nuscles
aching fromtension, his gut runbling. Wen he wal ked, he felt the exo about
himlike a shield.

For a tine he felt the urge to crash Cashman's party. He wanted to shoul der
his way through a roomfull of people, shout to nake hinmsel f heard above the
din. Drink and | augh.

"Except..." He knew what he'd hear as soon as he wal ked in. Hey Fabe—ahat
happened to the hol 0? Hey everybody, neet ny buddy, the scholar. "I'Il stay
in." Heat up a prepack. Watch the Vee. First thing in the norning, he needed
to stop by the public comport kiosk at Forrestal Bl ock, two apartnent
bui | di ngs renmoved fromhis. Tuck into a booth and punch in the code that had



arrived with that very first training wafer, three nonths before. Then stick
his latest wafer into a player, jack the player into the conport, and send the
entire transmssion on its way to God knew where, this time suppl enented by
hi s physical data, his bioenp-tional scan, his responses to the training
scenario. A D 's recruit report, packed into a few seconds of transm ssion
chatter. After that, nelt the wafer down in his trashzap. Then wait for the
next mailer to arrive.

"How | ong?" Not three weeks, not if a training regi men had begun. "More
often.” A couple of times a week, maybe, for weeks and weeks to cone.

He relived sensations. The |ightness. The power. Then he shut his training
gear away in its drawer and wal ked to the kitchenette to make his supper

M cah decided later that he hadn't paid sufficient attention to his
surroundi ngs. He had risen early, showered and dressed, then transmitted his
data in the usual fashion. Caught a shuttle to Far North Lakeside and settled
into his cube early enough to catch the tail end of third shift. He took
advant age of the downtine to tap into systenms and dig up a schematic of the
V-790, secure in the know edge that it would be at |east an hour before
Cashman peered over the divider and regaled himw th details of the party.
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He was imersed in the Mdtion Control section of the manual when he heard a

t hroat - cl eari ng behi nd hi n-he spun his chair around, his heart in his throat.
"I didn't nmean to alarmyou, Lance Corporal." Pascal stood in the cube entry.
He still wore his field coat; a black briefbag hung from one shoul der
"Enmergency neeting in Lakeside Junior—we're having trouble with the conference
calling system™

"Yes, sir." Mcah reset his workstation to standby and pushed to his feet,

bl owi ng past Pascal nore quickly than was mannerly. Back down—you haven't done
anyt hi ng wrong.

Pascal qui ckened his pace and caught himup. "You're interested in
exoskel et ons, Faber?"

M cah's heart skittered. He hated the fact that Pascal knew his nane. "I ran
the imager for a V-790 presentation a few weeks ago. It |ooked interesting."
"The engi neers took too many shortcuts in the environnental controls, and

di verted power to novenent and weapons systens." Pascal's voice sounded tight.
"They feel that if you can run away fromit or shoot it, you don't need to
protect against it. Not sound, in ny opinion. But no one asked ne."

"No, sir. | nean, yes, sir." Mcah ducked into the conference room ahead of
Pascal and headed straight for the corn-booth in the far corner. Flicked the
switches he had to, then ran a systens check. Energed fromthe booth. "Should
be good to go now, sir." Made for the door, conscious as a hunted beast of the
gaze that tracked himuntil he left the roomand energed into the safety of

t he hal | way.

"Jerk." So no one asked the great captain's advice on the design of the V-790?
Well, soon a lowy |ance corporal would know nore about it than he woul d, and
woul dn't that be a great feeling? The thought nade M gah smile, until the
menory of those dead brown eyes eyes boring holes in his back wiped it away.
CHAPTER 9

"Because of the distance from Earth, the

Quter Circle worlds are the least traditional of

all the Commonweal th colonies..."

Cl ase, Thal assan Histories, Book I

"I"'ma colonial, too, Jan, a point you seemall too willing to overl ook."

Ni al | wal ked the edge of the exercise mat as though it were a tightrope,

heel -to-toe-to-heel, arnms held out to the sides for balance. "And when it
cones to the Jewel ers Loop gross domestic product rankings, Victoria is the
poorest of poor relations. | understand deprivation. | |learned all about
having to nake do with the dregs while others with nore clout got the cream"”
He wore sumer base casual s—grey T-shirt, dark blue shorts, and white

trai ners—and seenmed well-net with the ship's small gymasium Hi s arns | ooked
hewn from wood, his legs nmuscular and still faintly tanned despite five weeks



spent under ship lighting. "Just because Elyas and the other Quter Circle
worl ds can't get chocol ate sauce for their sponge cake is no reason for them
to allow the Haarin to take over their dammed shi ppi ng networks."

Jani sat on the far end of the mat and watched N all totter and turn. "The

i ssue that brought all this to a head last fall involved something a little
nore serious than chocol ate sauce. As | recall, the quality of Karistos's

wat er was at stake." She crossed her trousered |legs at the ankle. She wore a

| ong-sl eeve pullover as well, topped with a heavy crew
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sweater in a jewel shade of purple, their ship nane, denali, etched across the

front in silver. "You insist on trivializing the fact that the col oni es have
been chronically undersup-plied for decades, at tines to the point of crisis.”
"I don't trivialize it!"™ N all halted in m d-wobble and stepped to the niddle
of the mat. "The Families screwed up. They didn't think past the ends of their
credit bal ances. A few of them behaved in a remarkably stupid manner. Wl
guess what? They're finally waking up. The great beast is blinking and | ooking
around and sees reason for concern.”

"For its credit bal ance."

"For its security."

Jani worked to her feet and wal ked to the ganmes rack, which had been bolted to
the far wall. "If Cao and her cronies want to wi n back the confidence of the
Quter Circle Merchants Associations, their task is sinple." She took a wooden
martial-arts sword fromone of the slots and swng it back and forth |ike one
of Dathim s practice blades. "Let themrevanp the Comrerce and Transportation
mnistries. They've cleared the wharf rats froma few docks—et them keep

goi ng. Let them divest thensel ves of the shipping conpanies that they own to
elimnate any nasty little conflicts of interest, and let the new owners wn
busi ness in the conpetitive arena, not take it as sonmething they're owed." She
stilled, then began to shift her weight fromside to side, knees bent, guiding
the blade in a sl ow sweep before her

Niall tracked the end of the blade as if it were the head of a snake. "Dathim
teach you that?"

"He told nme that ny old bones require a gradual progression of novenment. In
other words, | need to warmup." Jani smled. "He's older than | am and he
needs to warmup even longer, but that's different, of course. He is the
teacher and | amthe student, and his is a life pure and free from
contradiction and pull ed nmuscles. ™

Ni al | watched her for a time. Then he wal ked to a bench set against the far
wal I, beneath which he'd stashed his gym bag.
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"I"ll say this, you're getting better at changing the subject. You even
managed to get the last word in the bargain." He dragged the bag atop the
bench and scrabbled through it, renoving a short-handl ed racket and a hand
towel . "We've had the sanme discussion in different fornms since we boarded this
bucket at Luna. Why don't we call it a draw and be done with it? You won't
change ny nind, and | won't change yours."

Jani stopped in mid-arc, then drew the blade to a neutral stop agai nst her

ri ght shoulder. "You're angry."

"Resigned, nore like. Returning to the role of concerned observer with a heavy
sigh.” N all began his own warmup, rotating his wists, then flicking the
racket back and forth. "You talk a very good game. But you play it, as well,
and have the scars to prove it. Proof for the doubting Thonases. You possess a
hefty share of credibility." He offered a sad half smle, twisted into a smrk
by his scar. "And you've got this revolutionary gloss that's difficult for we
nore boring souls to ignore."

Jani rolled her eyes. "I"'mnot a revolutionary. |I'm not—=

"Jan, if you tell me you're not political, I'mgoing to clout you across the
back of the head." N all pivoted fromside to side. Forehand. Backhand.
"You're about as political as they get, whether you choose to believe it or



not . "

"My political options dwindled to nothing when the mnistries shut me out. |'m
a priest-in-training now" Jani wal ked back to the rack and slid the bl ade
back into its niche. "I don't understand how you can defend the Conmmonweal th
as you do. It certainly hasn't treated you nmuch better than it has ne."

"I believe in the ideal, if not always the execution. Then there's the col ony
kid in me—+ hate waste. If a systemis flawed, you repair it. You don't turn
your back on it." Mali's back and forth slowed. "Unless you want it to
continue to devolve so that you have a knee-jerk justification for doing

somet hing that you know you shouldn't be doing in the first place."
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Jani waited for Niall to stop, to shoot a pointed | ook in her direction, but
he continued his warmup as though she wasn't in the room You bastard—you
don't even have to check to see if you hit the target, do you ? But then, he'd
hit it back in Chicago, where he'd first attached hinself to her like a second
shadow—+t was just a case now of gathering the details. Wich |'ve managed to
keep fromhim But they would dock at Elyas Station the next ship-day. At that
point all bets were off. He'd find out about the hybrid, real or faked. About
Fey6's problenms with her Haaiin. And he'd transmt it all back to Chicago, for
Mako to take to Cao on a silver platter, the peace offering found just in tine
to save his Admral - General cy.

"Good norning. "

Jani turned toward the gymentry to find John standing there, snile fixed in
pl ace as he | ooked fromher to Niall and back again. "l've interrupted another
political argument. | can tell." He had dressed as Niall had, in shorts,
T-shirt, and trainers, but any resenbl ance ended there. He had chosen white
and pale blue for his outfit, colors that matched his skin and the veins that
ran beneath. He was taller and |l ankier than Niall, and | ooked as though he

m ght break in a stiff wind until you saw how the rmuscles of his forearm
bunched and defi ned when he cl enched the handl e of his gym bag.

"You'd think that after five weeks cooped up together, you two would have
hashed everything out." He exhaled with a runble. "I guess not." He strode
toward them the soles of his trainers squeaking on the coated flooring. He
skirted the edge of the mat and tossed his bag atop the bench next to Mall's.
Then he dug out a racket and a dispo of balls, popping the container lid and
shaki ng one out so it bounced toward N all. "Qdds or evens?"

"Qdds." N all plucked the ball out the air, then turned it so he could read
the vendor mark. "Serial nunber ends in five. My serve."

John swung his racket in a relaxed arc. "It's a little late in the trip to say
this, Jan, but 1'd appreciate it if you didn't rile
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t he col onel before our matches." He tried to sound hunorous, but a warning
glint hardened his blue-filmed gaze. "He tends to take it out on nme in an
annoyi ngly predictable manner."

"He neans that | whip his ass.” N all jerked his chin in the direction of the
door that led to the ballcourt. "After you, Doctor."
"Col onel . "

Jani | agged behind the two men as they wal ked to the ballcourt entry,
listening to their banter. It sounded good-natured enough on the surface, but
she had sensed their nutual dislike bubble to the surface nore than once over
the course of the trip, especially when John perceived that she and N all had
argued. John never liked him and now he doesn 't trust him If trust stemed
from knowi ng exactly what a person would do in a given situation, however,

Jani trusted N all conpletely. He'll do what he perceives is his duty. Just as
she said he would back in Chicago. And so will 1. Just as he said she woul d.
We know one another too well. Trust, therefore, was absolute on both sides.
Pull the other one, Kilian, it sings "Ch, Acadia." She settled in front of the
observati on wi ndow and waited for the gane to begin.

After a few m nutes of warmup, the men noved into position. N all bounced the
ball off the floor and struck it, his racket hand a blur. Behind him John



| unged for the rebound as best he could, but it sailed past him striking the
wi ndow with a solid thuck. He took advantage of his location to glare at Jani
She shrugged an apol ogy.

"One to the server," N all announced, grinning. H s good nood vani shed,
however, when John won the next exchange and cl ai ned serve.

o, John. Jani punped a fist below the | evel of the win-dowsill and braced for
John's serve until a novenent in her periphery claimed her attention. She

| ooked to the side and found one of the Denali contechs standing there,
professionally sharp in a coverall of the same rich purple as her sweater.
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"Transm ssion for you, nma'am" the young woman said. "From El yas."

"Thanks." Jani settled into the conbooth seat, then nodded for the tech to
shut her in. As the door closed, the lighting in the booth dimed to half
power. The display, nmeanwhile, brightened with a series of vendor | ogos,

foll owed by a warning of the awful fate that would befall any unauthorized

vi ewers of the message about to play.

"How about the authorized viewer?" Jani grew conscious of her sweaty pal ns,
and wi ped them agai nst her trouser | egs.

The display image stuttered for a few seconds as idoneni and hunmani sh
technol ogi es collided. Then a face that had grown nore and nore familiar since
t he autum took shape. A hi gh-boned oval, the paler gold-tan of the Siah
graced by dark grey eyes softened by silvery sclera.

"Aories of the day to you, na Kiershia." Na Feyo Tal, dom nant of the Elyan
Haarin, spoke lightly accented English, and appeared as rel axed and
confortable as she usually did during transm ssions. She wore her

grey-streaked brown hair drawn back in her usual humani sh-style horsetail. Her
visible clothing was sinple in cut and pale in color, an open-necked crossover
shirt in the light green shade she favored. "W anticipate your visit. | |ook

forward and truly to news of ni Tsecha." She had angl ed her face so she woul d
l ook Jani in the eye if they sat in the sane room an attention to detail that
many Haarin overl ooked and bornsect eschewed on principle. "I trust your
journey proved nost pleasant, and that you anticipate our reunion as nuch as
|

"Gories of the day to you as well, na Feyo." Jani sat back, folding her arns
so she could tuck her hands up the sleeves of her sweater. "Ni Tsecha sends
his regards as well, and wi shes he could have made this journey hinmself."
Feyo's lips curved in a vague al nost-snile, which on a human femal e woul d have
been considered enigmatic. "I nmost wi sh he could have as well." She | owered
her gaze for
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a tine. Wien she raised it again, the clear-eyed reserve had returned.
"Tormorrow, nd Kiershia. It would be nost appropriate, | believe and truly, if

one of ny shuttles docked with the Denali, and if we took you off thusly and
escorted you to Karistos nyself. If you could consult with your ship's
engineer and tell me if docking arrangenents are possible? | may transmit to
you all the information needed for this determnation."

Jani studied Feyo's image for any sign of tension. The transni ssion was taking
place in real-tinme, with mninmal snoothing of any delays. WAs it an instrument
hi ccup that rmade for the tightening around the Haarin fenmale's nouth, the
furrow between her eyes? Or had the worry that she'd so far nanaged to hide
finally broken the surface? "Wiat's wong with neeting at Elyas Station?"

"The station is nost crowded, the humani sh docks especially. Transfer to the
Haarin side of the station is not always snooth." Feyo waved a hand in a
nmeani ngl ess gesture. "W would have nore of a chance to talk. O ni Tsecha,
and the dammed cold wi nter of which he conplains."

Chatter like a couple of old, dear friends ? Catch up on old tines? Jan
waited for Feyo to give her sone hint, and knew she could sit there all day.
She wants nme under her control as quickly as possible. "I will get the

engi neer, na Feyo." She pressed the al armtouchpad and sumoned t he contech
The next half hour passed in a flurry of discussion and data transm ssion



Feyo called in one of her technical domi nants to speak to the Haarin side of

t he docki ng equation. Jani wedged into a corner of the booth and watched the
uni versal | anguage of headshakes, nutters, and mathematics, but in the end the
concl usi on was what she expected. The designs of the ships were too different,
and the tinme too short. A straightforward junction wasn't possible, and a
retrofit inside twenty-four hours out of the question

"Na Fey6." Jani returned to her seat after the engi neer departed. "Wat is
goi ng on?"
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Feyo rai sed her right hand, pal mfacing out, and rested it against her left
cheek. That fallback to a H gh Siah expression of confusion told nore about
her state of mind than any words could. "I know little. |I suspect much."

"You believe soneone will try to get to me before you do. At Elyas Station, or
on the ground in Karistos."

"We have heard runors. W have | earned over the nonths of the need to listen
to such."

"Ni Tsecha believes that your dom nance has been chal |l enged. |Is your
chal | enger the one who wants to get hold of nme?"

Feyo's hand dropped, the sound of her sharp intake of breath gasping through

t he speaker system Then the tension left her |ike a drawn-out sigh. "Wen we
spoke in Chicago, ni Tsecha told ne how necessary it becane for himto | earn
to read between humani sh |ines. He explained to nme how such is to be done.™

Again, the Hi gh Siah gesture of confusion. "It seems, and truly, that he has

| earned to read between ny lines as well, for | told himnothing of any
chal | enge. "

Jani waited for Feyo to continue, but the female remained silent, the back of
her hand still pressed against her cheek. "It seenms to me," she said finally,
"that the Elyan Haarin have taken to subterfuge with a vengeance.
Unfortunately, you're still not clear as to which side you' re supposed to hold
back information from' She tapped the display with Jier fingernail until Feyo
| ooked up. "I'mthe one who's the focus of untoward interest. You can talk to
ne. "

Feyo nodded, then drew in a deep breath. If she'd been humani sh, one could say
that she was screwi ng up her courage. "The one who woul d chal |l enge me wi shes
to state her case to you in person, to persuade you to intercede for her with
ni Tsecha. She believes that with his support, she will face acceptance."

"You are the acknow edged dom nant of the Elyan enclave." A twi nge of paranoia
conpel l ed Jani to check the seal on the conbooth door, and make sure no one

st andi ng
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out side could overhear. "You enjoy the support of the Quter G rcle Haarin, and
t he confidence of humani sh as well. Anyone who woul d chal | enge you woul d have

adifficult time arguing their case. And if they tried to kidnap nme, or harm
me in any way, they would | ose any chance of gaining Tsecha's support."

"Thi s one does not understand such. She is arrogant, and believes that she has
only to speak to you to convince you of her position."

"What is her nane?" Jani asked. "What is her standing?"

Feyo hesitated. "Her nane is Gsa. She is an agrononist, as | am Her beliefs
are nost as extrene. She attracts the inpatient, those who do not understand
how an encl ave nust function if it is to survive alongside humani sh!" Feyo's
eyes gleaned with anger. "My security will protect you, na Kier-shia, of that
you have ny pledge. Gsa will not find hold of you."

Jani experienced a a sickeningly famliar turn of stomach. It's like | never

| eft Chicago. The same undercurrents. The same power struggles.

She thought of the single bright spot, the only thing that offered her any
sort of reprieve. "Anong the runmors you've learned to listen to, na Feyo, have
you heard anyt hi ng concerni ng anot her hybrid? A young nale, to be precise?"
"No, na Kiershia." Feyo shook her head. "No runors of young hybrid nmales." She
| ooked Jani straight in the eye, her gaze unwaveri ng.

Jani reached the gymentrance just as John and N all energed, sweaty and



silent. John offered a rueful smle. Niall, on the other hand, eyed her with a
wariness he normally reserved for strangers.

"Na Feyo contacted nme. She thinks soneone nmay try to kidnap me at Elyas
Station." She tried to nmaneuver to John's side but found her way bl ocked by
Niall's strategically placed foot.
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"Ki dnap?" He toweled his face, then stuffed the cloth in his bag. "Wy?"

Jani backed off, then wandered a semicircle in the niddle of the corridor

"Ki dnap" is so strong a word. Should she have said "accost"? "Del ay"? Besides,
all Feyo had to go on was runor and guesswork, and she didn't possess the
experience in handling either to make the nost reliable of sources. "It isn't
definite. But a rival named G sa has chall enged Feyo for the dom nance of the
El yan Haarin. Fey6 believes G sa w shes to convince nme of the |ightness of her
cause. She'll try to talk nme into supporting her, and ask ne to intercede for
her with Tsecha."

"We' || be disenbarking on the human side of the station." John set his bag
down at his feet. He held a towel, too, but instead of wi ping his face, he
worked it in his hands, first bundling it, then shaking it flat, then bundling
it again. "Any Haarin who tried to infiltrate the dock area would stand out."
"Those docks have enough twi sts and turns for sonmeone to hide in, assum ng
they decide to try infiltration rather than assault.” N all's grimexpression
lightened as he focused on their new problem The wolf on the scent. "Wat did
Feyo tell you?"

"Pretty much what | told you. She couldn't provide specifics. Al she has is a
feeling."

"A feeling? N all still held his racket. He tightened his hold on the grip,
wor ki ng the head up and down as though he shook sonmeone's hand. "Wat's that
wort h?"

"I don't know." Lacking a racket or a towel to worry, Jani shoved her hands in
her pockets and paced. "All | can say is that |'ve never seen her this angry."
The three of them pondered, expending varying | evels of nervous energy as they
di d.

Niall finally ended the silence by flicking his racket in a sharp backhand,

then stuffing it in his bag. "I can start with station security. Fort Karistos
shoul d be able to spare ne
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sone bodies." He turned to John. "What about Neocl ona, Doctor?"

"Whoever you need." John started down the corridor toward the conmdeck. "W can
light a fire under themright now "

Niall fell in behind, lagging until Jani caught himup. "Did Fey6 give you any
other information? Anything at all?"

Jani shook her head. "She's prom sed nme her security. If there's anything el se
to know, they should knowit."

Ni al | kept his attention fixed on John's back. "This political issue—+s this
what you didn't want to tell me?" He clenched his hand into a fist and pounded
his thigh. "Dam it, Jani."

Jani thought of a bright smile and badly filmed eyes, and said nothing.

The condeck get-together lasted well into the ship-afternoon. John bail ed
first, after tenmpers flared and it became obvious that there could only be one
Chi ef of COperations and Niall was it. Jani remained behind to act as Haarin
translator, but as it turned out, both Feyo's suborns and the Haarin who

wor ked station security all spoke passable English. Not only that, but they
seenmed to thrive under Niall's blunt direction, which in turn rendered Jani's
fears of diplomatic incident nmoot. When she finally slipped out the door, no
one noticed that she left.

She neant to return to her own cabin, but she didn't feel |ike being al one,
and that nmeant there was only one other place for her to go. |'ve done it
often enough this trip. And never stayed longer than a few mnutes. / respect
John's privacy, just like he respects mne. And all in all, they had both done
an excellent job of avoiding anything even approaching a delicate situation



More fool me. She pushed the thought fromher nmind as she turned down a short,
dead-end corridor, stopped before the lone set of doors, and hit the buzzer
"Cone in," sounded the so-familiar bass.
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Jani hesitated. Even in the niddle of a brightly lit hallway, John's voice

i nspired thoughts of the dark. She w ped her hand al ong her trouser |eg, then
touched the doorpad. The panel slid aside—she crossed the threshold and wal ked
down a short entry that opened into the white and yellow sitting room "Every
time | cone in here, | think the same thing." She took in the woodweave chairs
and couches, the brightly patterned cushions, and as usual felt as though
she'd wal ked onto the veranda at a sunny resort. "No Neocl ona purple? No
Persi an carpets? No ebony hardwood?"

"Very funny." John rose fromhis |ounge chair, the latest issue of the

Karistos Partisan in hand. His hair was still wet fromthe shower, and he'd
changed into a nore fam liar |ong-sleeve pullover and trousers in shades of
tan. "The colonel still whipsawing nmy security?" He rolled the newssheet into
a tight baton and slapped it against his hand. "I don't know how | managed to

stay out of harms way for the last twenty years w thout having himaround to
bark at nme."

"John, it's his job. He's good at it."

"I"ve only been shot at once that entire tinme. Guess who | can thank for

t hat ?"

Jani held up her hands and backed away. Then she wal ked to the wall -spanni ng
di spl ay case and pretended interest in an aquarium She heard nothing for a
time, then a slow tread of footsteps from behind that set her heart pounding.
John noved in beside her, a relatively safe arms I ength away. "Are you

fri ght ened?"

O what? The unknown danger awaiting at Elyas Station, or the nore inmedi ate
peril standi ng beside her now? Take ny pick. Jani wanted to nove closer to
John and take his hand in hers. Instead, she | eaned close to the aquarium and
tapped her finger against the glass. One of the fish, a blue and orange
swordfin, floated up toward the sound and shadow, bunping the glass with its
nose as it tried to draw near. "According to Feyo, Gsa just wants to talk. It
doesn't follow that she'd try to hurt me. She'd squander any chance she had to
i nfl uence Tsecha." She raised her finger higher
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The fish followed. "I'm concerned about what this challenge could nmean. To the
El yan Haarin. To Quter Circle stability."

"I"'mafraid ny concerns are nore i nmedi ate." John pull ed open one of the case
drawers and renoved the sane S-40 he'd shown her in her Chicago kitchen over a
nmont h before. "Do you still have your shooter?"

"Yes. Stowed safely in the bottomof ny bag." Jani reached out and took the
weapon from his hand. "You planning a Shootout in the nmiddle of the VIP dock
area?" She checked the powerpack and was relieved to find it di sengaged. d ad
to see Doctor Marya your shooting instructor actually taught you sonething
about shooting. "Speaking of weapons, how did the match go?" she asked as she
handed back the S-40.

John took back the weapon and slipped it back in the drawer. "I played him
close the first gane. Lost it eight-ten. Then it got ugly. He swept me—four
straight." He tapped his finger against the glass to draw the swordfin's
attention, but it ignored him intent upon Jani. "Watever happened between
you two, he needed to take it out on somebody. Lucky ne."

Jani pressed her face to the glass and | ooked nore deeply into the aquarium
Toward the rear of the tank a mniature shark swama lazy circuit,
occasionally grazing the bottom and kicking up silt. "He knows |I'm hiding
something fromhim He's known since we |eft Chicago. For now, he thinks I
hel d back informati on about Fey6, but once he finds out about the suspected
hybrid. .." She rapped the side of the aquariumw th her knuckles, sending
fish darting in all directions but for the steadfast swordfin. "John, he's ny
friend."



"I know." John folded his arns and | eaned agai nst the case. "You and Niall are
hal ves of the sane whole. Mody. Introspective. Hard on others, but even
harder on yourselves. A couple of damaged idealists on a never-ending quest to
find something to believe in. He thought he found that thing in you. Now
you're noving away fromhim and he's angry."
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The roomwas too bright for him Like a noon or a star, darkness defined John
Shroud best.

Jani | ooked up into tired eyes, filmed a pale anber that rem nded her of
Tsecha's. "You've been thinking about this a lot."

"Val does nobst of that sort of thinking. | listen and take notes." John
snm |l ed, then wal ked over to a free-standing ter-rarium and snoot hed a hand
over a broad green leaf. "I confirnmed for the unpteenth tine that Eanon

DeVri es has had no nore than a paper relationship with Neocl ona-Karistos for
the past six nonths of the Commopn calendar. His labs are closed. Hs office is
dark."

"Do you believe then?"

"Eanon was never the type to conmand loyalty. | see no reason for senior staff
to lie on his behalf, especially if they know that any illegal action on his
part could lead to crimnal charges against themall." John wal ked back to the

aquarium and grinned at the swordfin. "Looks |ike you made a friend."
Jani gave the glass a final tap, sending the fish wiggling in a series of

tight circles. "I didn't do anything special. | just tapped the glass and it
foll owed. "

"I know how it feels." John sniffed, then turned quickly away. "It was a

pl easant trip, overall, considering." He | ooked back at Jani, his expression

expect ant but guarded, wi thholding his reaction until he could gauge her
response, then temper his accordingly.

"Too bad it couldn't have been under different circunstances." Jani turned
away from himjust as he noved toward her. "I w sh you' d have given a thought
to yourself, though. You're a powerful man, and if you throw that power behind
me, nmy enemes will becone yours, and potent enenies they are. You' re not

unt ouchabl e. "

"I started you down this path. | swre a long tinme ago that |'d see you
through to the end."

"l don't know where the end is."

John stuffed his hands in his pockets and scuffed his shoe
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agai nst the carpet. "Probably a good idea to have sone conpany al ong the way,
then, isn't it?"

"Probably." Jani headed for the door before John could answer. The hal | way was
col der, darker. She kidded herself that she knew where she was goi ng and why.
CHAPTER 10

"Fort Karistos has sent up a welconming party to neet us at the dock. There's a
maj or nanmed Hamil, with whomI|'ve dealt in the past, and a col onel naned
Brondt, whom Hami|l says is sound." N all set down his coffee cup. "After we

di senbark, we'll take a scoot ride over to the shuttle slips in the next
concourse. We'll be watched all along the way—the usual precautions. Hour or
so later, we'll be on the ground at the fort." He took a long pull on his

ni cstick. "We've cut Feyo and crew out of the picture conpletely,” he
continued through a stream of snoke. "And with them the nysterious Gsa."

Jani tore flakes of crust froma roll, then dropped themonto her plate. "Feyo
must have been upset when you told her | wouldn't ride down to Karistos with
her."

"She must understand that she left you no choice." John hefted a carafe and
refilled Jani's coffee cup, followed by his own and finally, grudgingly,
Niall's. "She told you that you were at risk, but couldn't define what that
risk was. You had to deal with the information as you saw fit."

The three of themsat in the passenger dining room the remains of their fina



Denali lunch spread about them Jani took in the stark bl ondwood tabl es and
slat chairs, the ceil-
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ing coated to display blue sky conplete with scuddi ng cl ouds, the panel walls
that exhibited a continuously shifting array of terrestrial nature scenes.
Picnic's over. She sensed Niall's sidelong exani nation, John's nore direct
scrutiny. "I need to pull my gear together." She stood, waving both nen back
in their seats as they made to rise with her. "Meet you at the ranp after the
docki ng kl axon sounds the all-clear."” She sensed their surprise at her

| eave-taking, and hurried out the door before one of them could ask her why
the rush.

"Pl ague of conscience." Jani wove down the narrow, bright corridors for the
next-to-last time, marking the turns and exits, the alarns and dead ends as
she had for every ship she'd ever traveled on. "Nerves." Fear at what m ght
await at the dock despite Mall's efforts at incident aversion, and what she
knew awaited her on the El yan surface.

She passed one of the crew nmenbers, nodded a greeting, fielded the polite,

pr of essi onal response. John's people, and he's trained themwell. Not once
during the voyage had she noted even the slightest glimer of reaction to her
green-on-green eyes, her dietary requirements, her extended forays in the gym
or the library as she worked with the practice swords or hunted for sone
obscure tract on bornsect history. "I wonder if John ordered themto baby ne,
or if they made that decision on their own?" She turned down the short
corridor that led to her cabin, keyed her way in, and passed through the green
and copper sitting roominto the bedroom

She got down on her knees and reached beneath the bed, dragged her duffel into
the Iight, and pulled out underwear and socks. Tossed everything atop a chair
and boosted to her feet, savoring as she often did the smooth workings of her
changed body. "No nore aches. No nmore pains. Only rebel Haarin who want to

ki dnap ne. Lord Ganesh giveth, and Lord Ganesh taketh away. Renove this
obstacle fromnmy path, oh Lord, | pray." She opened her closet and renoved the
sole itemhanging within, a creamwhite wapshirt and trousers she bought
during their |ayover at Padi shah, sinple and flow ng enough to pass even
Wnsharau nuster. She
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tossed it atop the bed. Then she undressed and adjourned to the bathroomto
shower .

The first warning kl axon had sounded by the tine she enmerged, giving notice
that Elyas Station had confirmed the Denali's ID and docking privil eges and

t hat approach coul d comence. She dressed with nore than usual care, making
sure that she tied the wapshirt sash neatly and gave her brown boots a brisk
wi pedown.

"Where's Lucien when | need hin?" she nuttered as she retied the sash. He'd
performed cabin steward duties for her during her first trip to Earth, and
enbedded a sense of doubt concerning her clothes sense that had stayed with
her ever since. "No makeup," she added as she dug once nore through her
duffel. The Haarin didn't paint their faces, and the gold undertones in her
brown skin tended to overwhel m any other col or she added.

She pulled a small net bag froma side pocket and renoved the single object it
contained. "Time to show you to conpany,"” she said as she held the ring up to
the light. The gold band glittered, the clear red stone darkened to burgundy
by the chemical illumination. "My ring of office." A long-ago gift from Tsecha
that she had only been able to wear in the |last year, fashioned as it was not
for the human she had been, but for the hybrid she'd becone. She slipped it on
the third finger of her right hand, then reached back in the bag for her
outfit's finishing touch

"You are going to piss off some folk, | think," she said as she shook out the
of f-white overrobe. One of Tsecha's |ong-discarded robes of office, its rough
cloth pulled as she drew it on, bunching the sleeves of her wapshirt and



draggi ng across her shoul ders.

It was nost as difficult to wear, nia, and truly. Wen Sa-nal an hel ped nme don
it, she was forced to yank it as though she dressed a squirm ng youngi sh.
'That's because you are a squirm ng youngi sh, inshah," Jani said with a smle
She shot the red-slashed cuffs, then

r
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f regarded herself in the full-length mrror set into the oppo-
site wall.

She didn't recognize herself at first. The pale color of the clothing threw
her bl ack hair and dark skin into sharp relief, nmaking her face and hands seem
like holes in the air.

Then, slowy, she slipped into focus, this hal f-woman she had becone, cl ot hed
in the vestments of an alien religion she had yet to claimas her own. Her jaw
and chin, too long for humani sh, too narrow and rounded for an adult
VWn-sharau. Taller than nost humani sh fermal es, yet shorter than nost Vynsharau
by half a head or nore. In-between neck. |In-between eyes. Not quite idoneni,
yet no | onger human enough.

You believe in order, nia. Therefore you are of Shiou whether you honor her or
not. One of Tsecha's | essons wended through her head. You are ny toxin, ny

Ki ershia, bringer of pain and change. Therefore you are also of Caith, whether
you honor her or not as well. Wen you act for nme, you are of me, as nuch as

t hough | nysel f attended.

Jani studied herself for a nonment, then turned back to the chair and hefted
her duffel. Looked around the bedroomfor the last tine, a delicate place in
bronze and shades of blue that despite its richness still felt as transitory
as every billet she'd ever traded her docunents services or |anguage skills
for. In the background, the final docking klaxons sounded, first softly, then
| ouder and nmore strident as the Denali drewinto its slip and ended its five
and a half week journey with a single, barely detectable shudder

She set the duffel back on the bed, dug into the scanproof pocket, and renoved
her shooter. She held it up to the Iight as she had her ring, and exam ned the
casing. Scuffed blue, the netal nicked and gouged. "And now | am of Jan

Kilian as well." She drove the powerpack into the grip with the heel of her
hand, felt the weapon purr to life. "This I know, and truly." She slipped the
shooter into her trouser pocket, shoul dered her duffel, and left.
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John and Niall waited for her in the ranp enclosure. They had returned to
their usual formality, John in a daysuit of light blue, Niall in dress

bl ue-greys. They both started when they saw her wal k toward them their gazes
riveted as though they'd never seen her before. John smiled eventually. Nial
didn't.

Jani rounded her shoul ders as she drew near, and slipped into a croaky,

crabbed mutter. "When shall we three meet again, in thunder, lightning, or in
rain?"
John's eyes wi dened. Then he threw back his head, his dark laugh filling the

encl osed space.

Niall's reaction proved nore subdued, the corner of his nmouth turning up
slightly as he cleared his throat. "Wen the hurly-burly's done, when the
battle's lost and won." He finally grinned, then shook his head. "Figures
you'd read that one."

"The Scottish play-yes, | liked it." Jani slipped in between the two nen.
"Dathimread it, too. But then, he's drawn to anything with knives in it." She
heard a thunmp fromthe other side of the door as the first set of seals
opened, and her breath caught.

John squared his shoulders. "I buy the first round after we touch down at Fort
Karistos."

Ni all faced the door and nodded once. "You're on."

El yas Station's singular decor had been counted anmpong the | egends of spaceport
architecture fromthe day runors of the plans first reached beyond the CQuter



Circle. The designer, for reasons no one ever fathomed, had ignored the
eastern Mediterranean culture that flavored the Elyan col ony, instead choosing
to indul ge her personal fascination with things Gothic, as in stained gl ass,
stone vaults, and the odd gargoyle or two.

"Damed pl ace al ways rem nded me of ny worst hangover." N all led Jani and
John into the arched and transepted Service concourse, the clash of voices and
background nu-
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sic battering themlike artillery. "If 1'd been the Elyans, 1'd have bl own the
dammed thing to bits before it opened.™

"Well, they always did have an odd sense of hunmor, as | recall." John turned
to Jani. "I was last here five years ago, when we opened the Kari stos
facility. They had dubbed this place 'Qur Lady of the White El ephant.' 1've

forgotten the Elyan Greek translation."

"Shoul d' ve been ' Qur Lady of the Hangover,'" N all grunbled as he eyed the
gargoyl e that glared down from atop a nearby shop awning.

"Col onel Pierce, sir. A pleasure to see you again." A mainline major in
sumer wei ghts broke away fromthe edge of the concourse bustle and started
toward them followed by a sideline colonel in simlar kit. "Mjor Haml,

D pl omatic Annex." He smiled at Jani, then stepped back to allow the col one
to cone to the fore. "This is Colonel Brondt, Ofice of the Station Liaison."
Ni al | nodded to Hami| and shook hands with Brondt. "I thought you'd have net
us right at the gate, Colonel, considering the gravity of the situation.”

"You haven't been out of sight since you disenbarked, Colonel." Brondt had the
rel axed air of a man who handl ed at | east one mmjor crisis per station-week.
He was the sane height as Niall, with the stocky build and broad-boned face
that betrayed the Hortensian German origins his school ed accent managed to

hi de, and an indoor pallor that spoke to a career spent in stations like this.
"Your shuttle is a five-mnute wal k down the first starboard transept." He
shook John's hand, then turned to Jani. "Na Kiershia. A tun a vrest dinau." He
tilted his head to the I eft and brought up his curved |l eft hand, palmup, in a
singl e easy notion, a sound gesture of respect.

"A glorious afternoon to you as well, Colonel." Jani's gesture mirrored his,
even though she stuck to English. "My conplinents on your Siah Haarin."

"You learn fast on this job, na Kiershia, or you don't have
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it for long." Brondt stood back and gestured for themall to wal k ahead of
him "Now, let's get you out of here."

Ni al | and John wal ked ahead, followed by Hami |, who seemed adept at stepping
asi de and staying out of the way. Jani fell in behind, soaking in the Station
anbi ence for the first tine in years. Ah, the insanity. She passed a carving
of a long-unseated Prime M nister done up with the doun face and robes of a
nmedi eval saint, and put her hand over her nouth to hide her smle. No telling
the political |eanings of her Service hosts, and she didn't want to risk
ticking off the very folks charged with seeing her safely out of the station
"How was your trip?"

Jani glanced to the side to find Brondt wal ki ng beside her. "Not bad. Pretty
uneventful, really. | worked. Studied. Caught up on my sleep. The usua

| ong- haul pastines."

"So you're ready to just dive in here and get to the matter at hand?" Brandt's
face brightened, the enotion casting an unnatural sheen over his skin.

"\What ever that happens to be," he added, the flush rising. "None of ny

busi ness, of course.”

You' re absolutely right about that, Colonel. Jani quickened her step as the

di stance between her and John and Niall grew. "Yes. The matter at hand."

Ei ther several troop transports had di sgorged at once or all the shops held
sal es at the same ti ne—Spacers cl ogged the concourse, veering in front of
them cutting around them their shouts and | aughter bouncing off the hard,
nonabsor bi ng station surfaces.

Jani pressed her hands to her tenples to ease the throbbing in her head.



"You coul d have brought us in to a | ess busy area of the station, Colonel!"

Ni all shouted over his shoul der

"I"'ma great believer in hiding in plain sight, Colonel." Brondt sniled at
Jani, his manner as unperturbed as if the concourse had been deserted.
"Alone's not the sanme as hidden." He quickened his step so be wal ked slightly
ahead of Jani, bunping her shoul der just as she was about to pass a pair of

gi ggling SFCs and veering her off course.

"Colonel, | was trying to— Jani turned to Brondt as they
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passed beneath a round of stained gl ass—the gold and pink |lighting shone on
his face, coloring his skin and defining his features. Hi s forehead, so broad
and high. Hs jaw, a shade too full and long for his round face. H s eyes, a
brown so dark as to be black. Hat. Dead. As blank as those of the young nale
in the imge. As enpty as her own eyes had been when she used to filmthem
when their green-on-green had beconme so dark that only the nost opaque
covering would do. Wen their hybrid nature—

Hybri d- Hybri d—

Brondt nmet her gaze, and she knew. He sensed her surmni se—his expression

bri ghtened for the barest instant, making himl ook quite young.

Then Jani heard sounds of argunent, and | ooked ahead to find N all barking at
Hami | and pointing at her, John craning to sight her in the cromd. Felt a hand
on her arm and | ooked down to find Brandt's fingers closed around her wrist.
"There are currently three shooters trained on them" He spoke Siah Haarin,
stripped of gesture and barely audi bl e above the noise. "If you try to get
away, we will force the situation. But | don't want that to happen. Please."
He shook his head. "The ones hel ping me—they're rather excitable. They don't
understand hal f neasures, and we were told to do whatever was necessary to
bring you in." He pointed down a narrow chase that ran between two
storefronts. "This way."

Jani rebal anced her weight so he couldn't pull her forward. "Call off your
dogs and I'Il go with you."

"Not until we have you secured."

"Call themoff."

"/. Can't!' Brondt pulled her toward the chase. "Your friends are trying to
force their way back here—we have five seconds, probably |ess—pl ease,

Ki ershia, now "

Jani | ooked ahead. Saw* Niall shoul der Ham | aside and push back through the
crowmd toward her. Saw John reach into his pocket, where he'd no doubt stashed
his S-40. No,
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John—they' Il think you know what you're doing! "lI'mgoing. |I'mgoing."
"Hurry." Brondt pulled her after himthrough the gap

Jani felt her head clear as the noise danped to nothing, the only sounds her
boots and Brondt's tietops striking the bare flooring. She tried to | oosen his
hold on her wist, but he just gripped tighter, glancing back at her as though
he sensed her trying to nake her move. "I'll remenber this."

"We— Brondt lifted his free hand in pleading. "W have our reasons."

"You don't have any that are good enough." Jani tried to drag back as sounds
reached her from behind. Shouts. Running.

Then Brondt pushed agai nst what | ooked |ike bare wall. A panel slid open, and
he yanked Jani after himinto the dark. "Cooperation is the best nmove now,
really.” He let her nmomentum carry her ahead of him stripping her duffel from
her shoul der and tossing it aside, grabbing her free wist from behind so he
trapped them both. Then he nmoved in cl ose, shoving one of his feet between
hers and ki cking them wi der apart so she couldn't gain the | everage to kick
back or pull forward. Then he raised her hand to her own mouth and cl apped it
over so she couldn't cry out, and held her for the few vital seconds it took
for the footsteps pounding down the chase to reach the panel then pass it by.
Jani took in the tight, dusty space lined with array boxes and exposed
conduit, inset safety lighting barely sufficient to cut through the gl oom



"The wonman who designed this place, bless her, |oved her cubbyhol es. The
shopkeepers here | ost nerchandi se |ike water until we mapped themall out."
Brondt pulled Jani's hand fromher nouth. "I'mgoing to step back and rel ease
you. Now. "

As soon as Jani felt Brondt's grip | oosen, she turned, sw nging out her arm
and ki cking her leg out and around. Unfortunately, she struck enpty air—Brondt

had | eaped cl ear and stood against the far wall, breathing heavily.
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"Your reputation precedes you, Kiershia. | will adnit to feeling concern when
na Gsa told ne that | needed to subdue you by nyself." He ran a hand over his

runpl ed shirt-front, then pushed away fromthe wall. "Now, if you would foll ow
me, please."

Jani freed her shooter from her pocket. "One thing you can say for Service
docks—they never scan for weapons because nobst everyone is armed." She ained
at Brondt and sighted down. "We're going back out to the concourse. Unfasten
the top two closures of your shirt and turn around, arns at your sides."

"Na Kiershia, pleased Brondt sighed heavily, then did as she asked. "You don't
understand the situation."

"I'n ny experience, no one who took nme hostage ever had ny best interests at
heart. That's the only aspect of the situation |I've ever needed to
understand. " Jani edged cl ose enough to Brondt to grab his shirt by the collar
and yank down, dragging it around his el bows and effectively pinning his arns
to his sides. "You wal k out ahead of ne," she said as she patted hi m down.
"Try to strike ne, 1'll shoot you. Try to run, I'Il shoot you."

"I'"'mnot arned," Brondt said.

"You shoul d' ve been. Kidnapping isn't a gentleman's gane.

Jani backed off and

waved hi m ahead of her. "We'Il wait in the concourse for John and Niall. Then
we'll return to your office and have a nice long talk."

"Aren't you even going to ask?" Brondt noved toward the panel while trying to
| ook at her over his shoulder. "I nust be the first hybrid you've ever net.

must be. Don't you care?"
"No, she doesn't, boyo," a famliar voice rasped through the nurk. "She's too
busy thi nki ng about how best to drop you if you try to run." A wet chuckle

sounded. "I know where Johnny and the colonel are. They're still under our
guns, so to speak. Drop your weapon."

"Doctor DeVries." Jani |let her shooter hand fall. "It hasn't been |ong
enough. "

"Tell me, Kilian, tell ne." Footsteps crunched. A figure
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cut through the di mess, as short and stocky as Brondt, but bent, with the
pl od of the term nally desk-bound. "Wth rings on her fingers and bl ood on her
cl ot hes, she shall sow chaos wherever she goes." Eanon DeVries noved beneath
one of the inset lights, which cast a sickly green light across a slack face,
a wattled neck. "I take it back. No blood. Only because | got here in tine."
He rai sed a shooter, a sister to John's S-40. "As you can see, |'mno

gentl eman. But we've both al ways known that, haven't we? Brondt, you damed
fool, button yourself up and take her shooter." He jerked his head toward the
rear of the space. "There's an opening back there that |leads to the shuttle
docks. Let's go."

CHAPTER 11

The rear opening of the cubbyhole led to a series of short corridors, the
drift in design of doors, the rise in tenmperature, and the |anguage on
identity plates indicating the transition to the Haarin wing of the station
Hurmani sh sel dom di d busi ness there in person—both Brondt in his Service

uni form and Eanmon in his Elyan-style overshirt and | oose trousers drew
attention fromthe passengers and crew nenbers who wal ked t he concourse. Jani
however, managed to trunp them both by virtue of her propitiator's overrobe
The cl ash between the traditional bornsect garb and her distinctly humani sh
hairstyle attracted puzzled postures, and nore.

"We're being foll owed." Eanon gl anced over his shoul der at the scattered



groups that shadowed them "You should have stripped that dammed shirt off her
first thing, boyo."

"I couldn't do that," Brondt nmuttered under his breath. "She's nf Tsecha's
suborn. She's Kiershia."

"She's a gutter-bred git named Jani Mragh Kilian, and she'd have shot you

wi t hout a second thought." Eanmon glared at her sidelong. "You knew this would
happen, didn't you?"

"Didn't occur to ne, no. Just a happy accident.'’
the air. "That's one thing you al -
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ways notice on the Haarin side of a station—no food odors. Scents as fresh as
recycled air can be."

"Belt it." Eamon steered her down a half-lit wal kway. "Thank bl oody God," he
sai d as they approached a shuttle boarding ranp.

"You're sure it's the right one?" Jani |ooked around in nmock anxiety. "You're
sure you didn't pick the wong ranp in a panic?"

Eanmon grabbed her arm above the el bow and yanked her to a stop, then shoved
his shooter in her face. "/ should just shoot you now "

Jani | ooked down at himover the barrel —she stood a full head taller, and
could tell fromthe way his glare flickered that it bothered him "John woul d
kill you," she said softly, "and | would save you a seat in hell."

Eamon' s eyes narrowed at the mention of John, his finger tw tching above the
shoot er char ge-t hrough

"W have to go." Brondt pushed Jani aside until he stood in the shooter's
path. "Now, Doctor. This is not the place." He stared Eanpbn down until the nman
turned away with a huff. Then he prodded them both down the ranp toward the
shuttle entry as a crowd of curious Haarin watched fromthe concourse.

The shuttle appeared half filled by the time they entered the main cabin.
"They saved you the throne of honor in the back of the craft." Eanon pointed
to an enpty seat in the mddle of the rearnost row, |ocated at the end of the
aisle. "Go there and sit tight and shut up."

Jani headed down the aisle toward her seat, mndful of the rapt gazes that
followed her. She tried to study themw thout seeming to, curiosity warring

Jani made a show of sniffing

wi th anger at her predicanment. One... ten ... seventeen ... Seventeen faces,
hybrid all, yet... Sone of them | ook humani sh. Some | ook Hadrin. And sone... |
can't tell. Humani sh who | ooked much as Haarin, who wore flow ng trousers and

overrobes and had arranged their hair in braided fringes and napeknots. Haarin
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who wore trousers and tunics, shirts with neckpi eces, long skirts and

wr apdresses, their hair worn long and | oose or trimed close to their heads.
Dat hi m woul d how . Hi s sheared head, which he thought so daring, wouldn't have
earned hima guest pass into this club

She reached her seat and lowered into it, gripping the arms for support as her
knees went wobbly. As one, the hybrids turned back to watch her, their
expressions ranging fromexpectant to eager to, in a few cases, fearful. One
of those belonged to the hel pful Major Ham |, who sat by a w ndow and seened

i ntent on ducki ng behind his seatback whenever Jani |ooked in his direction
"Let's get going!" Eamon called out fromhis seat in the mddle of the cabin.
"Half the Haarin in the station saw us. Soneone nust have reported us by now. "
"We can't." Brondt paced the aisle and checked his tinepiece. "Torin's not—
A commotion in the front of the shuttle clainmed everyone's attention. At first
Jani thought that John and Niall had tracked her down, but the disturbance
turned out to be a late arrival, a young hybrid who shot through the cabin
door as though soneone tossed him He careened off the wall opposite the

openi ng, then staggered down the aisle as he tried to regain his bal ance.
"Sorry! Sorry!" He righted hinmself, all el bows and | ong | egs, and | eaned

agai nst Brondt for support. "The station-master just closed down the
connections between the hu-mani sh and Hadrin sections. If we don't break away
in the next five minutes, we'll get caught in a sweep. They've already called



out— His eyes net Jani's and he fell silent.

The face fromthe image, the hair a little lighter than she recalled, the skin
alittle darker. It's sunmertinme in Karistos. She tried to calibrate her
know edge of the place's seasons agai nst the Commonweal th cal endar. Late
summer, edging into autum. He nust have spent a great deal of tine outside.
Torin.
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"They' ve already called out station security."” Torin started toward the rear
of the cabin again, his step slower and steadier, eyes still on Jani. "The
Haarin are always slow to respond to any alarms fromthe humanish side. If
we're in the breakaway queue, they should let us |eave."

"We'|l be in the queue as soon as you sit yourself down and strap in." Eanon
reached out and pushed Torin toward an enpty aisle seat. "Now get to it!"
Jani saw Torin make a sour face at Brondt as he fell into the seat and secured

hi nsel f, saw Brondt clench his fist close to his body, out of sight of Eanon,
and punmp it once in encouragenent. The two of themare allies—they sent
Torin's inmage to John. She adjusted her own safety straps as she pondered what
she sensed so far. Torin and Brondt don't |ike Eanpbn, and |I'm guessi ng Eanon
doesn't like themeither. This would nmean that Eanon doesn 't know about the

i mge. Assuming he's working closely with G sa, that neans she doesn't know,
either. The cabin lights fluttered, and she felt the telltale vibration of the
shuttle engines rattle up through the bottom of her seat. Threats,

ki dnappi ngs, hurried exits, and dissension in the ranks. She sat back
"Chicago, it's as if | never left you."

"Did you say sonething, na Kiershia?"

Jani | ooked up to find Brondt standing over her, her duffel in his hand. "I
prayed, Col onel. Spacecraft make nme nervous."

"I can't see much of anything maki ng you nervous." Brondt |owered Jani's bag
to the floor at her feet, then bent lowto grapple it to the seat support.
"I"ve returned everything but your shooter,"” he said as he straightened back
up.

"Trusting of you." Jani drew in her |legs so he could naneuver into the open
seat in the rowin front of her

"Personally, | think I could have returned it to you. If you were going to try
somet hi ng, you'd have done so by now. Your history is one of a wonan who
doesn't hesitate." Brondt sat down and strapped in just as the shuttle
accel er -
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ated, pushing them both back agai nst their seatbacks. "You' re angry, yes, but
| also think that you're as struck by us as we are by you. If 1'd rel eased you
at any tinme during our gauntlet run here, 1'd have bet a year's paychit you
woul dn't have made a nove to flee. And I'd have won."

"You're sure about that?" Jani stared at the back of Brandt's head, but he
didn't turn around or respond, and deep down she knew it was just as well.
Jani eased out of her seat and scooted down to the observation port at the end
of her enpty row as soon as the shuttle had punched through the El yan

strat osphere. She knew the ot her hybrids watched her and that they would
probably report her interest to Gsa. | just want to see where |'m going, she
told herself, and al nost believed it.

"Have you been to El yas before, na Kiershia?"

Jani turned fromthe port to find Torin at her el bow Like Brondt, he'd
settled upon a hunmani sh | ook, filmng his eyes the same dead green he wore in
the image and dressing in trousers and a short-sleeve pullover in shades of
brown. Up close, the gold tone of his skin was nore easily defined, the slight
el ongation of his facial bones nore readily discerned. He had a nobil e,
expressive face and restless hands, the corners of his nouth twitching as he
pl ucked at the seatback in front of him

"Only the station. Not the surface." Jani |ooked out the port again as the
shuttl e banked over a m dni ght-blue sea, then coursed along a line of steep
cliffs.



"The | argest settlenments are built around the Bay of Siros." Torin pushed an
enpty seat forward and wedged into the row beside her. "Karistos is on the
opposite side. So's the fort. W're on this side."

"The hybrid enclave." Jani repeated the phrase to herself once, then again,
wondering at its sound, its meaning. Renminded herself that she had conme here

for a purpose, and that she was being held against her will. That John and
N al |
144 Kristine Smith

searched for her. That she was a hostage anmpong captors, one of whom woul d
cheerfully shoot her if she gave him any reason at all.
"We've called it Thalassa," Torin said, his eyes fixed on the view outside the

port. "We're coming up on it... now."
The shuttle rounded a cliff bend, and Thal assa appeared. Narrow streets
craw ed along the cliff edges and partway down the slopes, lined with boxy

white and cream structures, single and nmultistoried, some topped with col ored
dones of pale blue or yellow, others with flat roofs patched with small
gardens. In the center of it all looned a |arger building, four stories of
white and cream stone, edges rounded and polished, which seemed to energe from
the I ayered rock like the nose of a star liner that had crashed into the far
side of the mountain and tunnel ed through to rest near the cliff's edge.
"That's the main house." Brondt had worked his way into the gap behind Torin.
"Doctor DeVries lives there, and our domi nants. Qur neeting roons are there,
and the library, and the clinic." He glanced at Jani, gauging her reaction
"It's quite a settlenent."

Paid for with Neoclona noney, in direct violation of a Neoclona contract. Jani
felt a tingle between her shoul der bl ades, and turned to find Eanon staring at
the three of them As soon as John reaches Fort Karistos, he's going to track
you down. She turned back to the port. And when he sees all this ..

"W have to strap in," Brondt said. "W'Il be |anding soon."

After another bank and turn, the shuttle touched down on a well-pmaintained
runway about 250 neters fromthe settlement. Everyone stood as the door opened
and the exit ranp | owered, except for Brondt, who remained in his seat in
front of Jani

"You'll |eave last, of course." He held back as the others streaned out, row
after row. "What do you think so far?"

"I think I've seen performances at the Lyric Opera that
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were | ess rehearsed."” Jani reached down to unstrap her duffel so she woul dn't
have to witness the way the color flooded Brondt's face. "I'mnot here by
choice, but by threat. |I'myour prisoner. |1'd advise you to not forget that

fact, Colonel, because | certainly won't."

"I understand your anger." Brondt snmoothed a hand over the armof his seat, a
back and forth action that seemed to calmhim "All we ask is that you watch,
and listen, and keep an open mnd."

Jani rose. "You're asking a lot."

"I don't think so." He offered a half-smile, then rose and started down the

ai sl e.

Jani waited until he had gone hal fway down the aisle before she shoul dered her
bag and foll owed. When she reached the ranp, she stood at the top of the stair
for atime and let the Elyan sun beat through her clothes and pumel her

bones, and watched the other hybrids hurry up the path. Sonme were net by those
who had stayed behind, while some remmined al one. Torin, she noticed, hooked
up with an ol der femal e and anot her young mal e and di sappeared down one of the
wi nding lanes that led to the smaller houses.

What sort of place is this? Jani stepped down the ranp stair, mndful of the
salt-scented breeze that whi pped her trouser cuffs around her ankles and

fl oated her overrobe behind her |like a cape. Thal assa was a goddess, a
personification of the sea. She raked through the scant remains of her

cl assi cal education for anything el se concerning sea deities or |egends. /
renmenber |lots of nonsters, and drowni ngs. Her boots crunched on the runway.



Shi ps dashed upon the rocks. From her vantage point she could see only the top
of a few of the donmes, the main house jutting above it all like the prow of an
ancient watercraft.

It was a stark, desolate | andscape. What trees there were grew gnarled and
stunted, with silvery-green | eaves and thorns as long and thick as fingers. A
scattering of knee-high tufts of reddi sh grass fornmed the only ground cover;
Jani caught sight of tiny rodents darting from beneath themto the
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nore reliable shelter of the rocks as she wal ked up the path that led to the
settl enent.

Brondt waited for her at the point where the path graded up toward the house.
He had appointed hinself her escort—that rmuch was obvi ous—but whether he did
so in his nane or Gsa's had yet to be deternmined. "W had some rain | ast

ni ght," he said, holding up his hand as though waiting for nore drops to
strike. "That floods the smaller animals out of their holes. Insects cone out
at dusk that burrow under your skin to lay their eggs. If you have any cuts or
sores, better bandage them You saw sone of the rodents. They like to get into
the closets and build nests in your shoes—the scent repellents don't seemto
work. And you'll hear howling. Those are the feral dogs. Walking alone in the
dark isn't advised—the sound fences don't seemto work very well to keep them
away. No one's ever been attacked, but a pair of themdid follow Torin right
up to the entry of the main house once." He'd switched out his tietops for

hi ki ng boots on the shuttle, and handl ed the rocky path as easily as if he

wal ked on pavenent. "That remark you made about the opera, and performances."
He sighed. "You have a reputation for seeing things as they are. Al I'm
asking is that you reserve judgnent until you see the rest of the play."
"That's the second tinme you' ve nentioned ny background." Jani quickened her
pace to catch Brondt up, only to have himhurry that nuch faster, to stay one
respectful stride ahead of her. "My reputation. My history. My past is not the
i ssue here."

"Your past dictates our present. Qur future." Brondt |ooked back at her

"Don't you understand? You were the first!' Before he could say nore, the
front door of the house opened. Two figures stepped out into the shaded entry,
but only one of themcontinued into the sun. A fermale in her niddle years,
dressed in humani sh-style trousers and a short-sleeve shirt in the sane yell ow
and blue as the doned roofs.

"Aories of the day to you, Kiershiarauta!" she called in
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lightly accented English. She wore her brown hair in a braid that draped over
one shoul der, and a series of gold hoops along the edge of one ear. "It is a
great and godly thing that you are here. Al of Thal assa rejoices, and I, G sa

Pilon, rejoice the nost!"

As Jani drew closer, nore details of the fenale's appearance canme into
focus—her forearnms, which bore the scars of nultiple challenges, and her Siah
grey eyes, which contained a cool ness missing fromher voice and her nanner
"Na Gsa." Jani raised her right hand in a sinple humani sh greeting, a gesture
calcul ated to reveal nothing of her dismay.

Fey6 | ooked me in the face and deni ed knowi ng anyt hi ng about Torin. But how
could she acknowl edge G sa as her rival w thout know ng about Thal assa, and
who |ived here? She couldn 't. That nmeant she lied, as blatantly as any
humani sh. But why? Wat the hell have | wal ked into? She bl anked her
expression as best she could. The tinme had cone to count the cards and play
themclose to the vest. "Godliness, | nost fear, had very little to do with ny
attendance here."

G sa's step hitched as she wal ked down the path. She glanced at Brondt, then
qui ckly away. "All that is fated is godly," she said after a nonent, "and your
presence here was foretold by nf Tsecha hinmsel f."

"Ni Tsecha. Yes." Jani brushed past G sa and continued up the path. "W mnust
soon speak of ni Tsecha, and truly," she added as she passed into the shadowed
entry way.



"Aories of the day to you, na Kiershia,'
Engli sh, sibilant and nonot onal

"dories of the day—+to you." Jani stopped, and hoped t he darkness hid her

expr essi on.

G sa's conpani on was apparently female, judging fromthe higher pitch of its
voi ce and the narrowness of its shoul ders beneath its thin green coverall.

"I ndeed was your presence foretold, and we have waited for so long." A figure
froma dark place, skin a mottle of pale yellow patched with tan and brown,
eyes mlky blue like dirty snow, dull brown hair close-cropped, the discol ored
scal p visi bl e beneat h.
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Jani nodded once in acknow edgnent, and hoped that the shock she felt didn't
show. She had spent years subsisting in the | ess travel ed reaches of the
Commonweal t h, and knew that nedical conditions that woul d never have existed
in the Jewel ers Loop or the Channel Worlds sonetinmes cropped up in such

pl aces. But this femal e appeared nore Haarin than humani sh, and even the npst
radi cal outcasts kept their illnesses private, for they believed such exposed
weakness threatened the welfare of the soul. "Wat is your nanme?"

The fenal e bared her teeth, red-brown as the darkest patches of her skin. "I
am Bon." She took a step back, then beckoned in humanish invitation with a
bandage- swaddl ed hand. "You rmust enter, na Kiershia, and see the place we have
prepared for you!" She keyed the door open and stepped inside the house,
wavi ng for Brondt and G sa to enter before Jani, in keeping with protocol

Jani waited for the pair to precede her, then stepped inside. She sensed that
she was bei ng watched, but she couldn't tell by whom or where they had hidden
t hensel ves.

What she finally saw conforted the eye with its sinplicity. The bottom fl oor
of the house formed a graceful U shaped flow of hal f-open roons separated by
wai st-high barriers and flower-filled planters. In the center was a partially
roofed courtyard decorated with fountains and fruit trees, walled at the open
end of the U by the nountain and around the curve by wal kways that trimed the
t hree upper floors. The pale earth tones of the stone predom nated, accented
by the jewel colors of the foliage. Only in Rauta Sheraa had Jani seen houses
so well-met with their surroundings.

"Stunned unto silence, she is. A mracle.” Eanon wal ked out of the gloomto
join them a frosted glass in hand. "The last tine | saw you this quiet,
Johnny and | had just pulled you out of the regen tank. Had to siphon out your
mouth with a hose. | told Johnny that was a mistake." He raised his drink in a
toast, then tossed it back as though he stood at a Karistos bar, not in the
presence of two Haarin.

Jani checked G sa and Bon for their reactions, and found
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them regarding her calmy. They planned this. It's all part of the show She

| ooked around, and found that she was indeed bei ng wat ched—heads poked up over
t he backs of chairs and around the ends of couches, and took note of her every
nove.

"You hide your surprise well, na Kiershia." G sa | ooked toward the assenbl ed
hybrids, a glow of pride inform ng her sharp features with a |ightness sel dom
seen on an idoneni face. "Watever you believe, nf Tsecha woul d be nost as

pl eased. This is his blended world. This is what he prophesied so |long ago. It
is the future as we all know it shall be. Wiy then nust we continue to suborn
ourselves to old ways, and those who pronote then®?"

Jani | ooked toward the representatives of the blended world, and felt a

room oad of bright-eyed expectancy encl ose her like a noose. "By 'old ways,"
you mean na Feyo. You woul d chal |l enge her for dom nance of the Elyan Haarin."
"Such is ny right, as dom nant of the Thal assans."

"I's this place recognized by the Quter Crcle Haarin as an encl ave? Have
menbers of the Trade Association visited to pay their respects?"

"Such is only a matter of tinme."

"When that time cones, if it cones, will be the nmonent to offer challenge, not

G sa's conpanion called out in



before.” Jani kept her voice | ow, speaking rapid, ungestured English she hoped
nost of the hybrids couldn't understand. "You will have to do better than that
if you wish to dominate Haarin, and you will have to do better than that if
you wi sh ni Tsecha's support."

G sa offered an arrogant snile. "That, ni Kiershia, is why you are here."

"I think I'll take a wal k outside." Jani brushed back her overrobe and shoved
her hands in her trouser pockets to stop their shaking. "By nyself, if I'm

al | owed. "

"But né& Kiershia," Bon called after her. "W wish to show—=

"A wal k. Alone." Jani's boot heels struck the bare tile, the
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sharp clip echoing throughout the space. The door opened as she approached,
and she shoul dered through before it opened conpletely, the whine of the
mechani smfollowi ng her like a siren wail

CHAPTER 12

Jani wal ked around to the bay side of the house, veering off the path and

t hrough the red-green scrub toward the cliff. The sun pressed down like a
physical force, while the breeze brought with it the smell of the sea, but
l[ittle cool ness.

"John, did you get away? Niall?" She toed the cliff edge, kicking a stone over
the side and watching it plunmet to the waves below. "Are you still at the
station? At Fort Karistos? Did you contact na Feyo?" She squinted out over the
wat er and wat ched white seabirds with black-ti pped wi ngs swoop and drift,
answering her questions with screeches. Then she scanned past themtoward the
cliffs on the opposite side of the bay, straining to catch sight of Karistos,
or the fort, searching the skies for the telltale glint of a shuttle comng in
for a | anding.

"They're trying to sandbag nme. Everywhere | turn, | see eyes |like nine. Faces.
They want me to feel at home, to forget that they brought me here by force,
that they threatened ny friends." The noise of the seabirds faded into the
background as her thoughts turned i nward and her perceptions narrowed. Now she
saw a rodent skitter across the rocks, heard the rustling hum of insects
energe fromthe dried grass. Sensed novenment behi nd her even though she
couldn't see
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it, and reached into her duffel for the shooter that wasn't there.

"W nean you no harm na Kiershia."

Jani turned to find Brondt standing behind her, off to one side. He still wore
sumer wei ghts, but had renoved his eye-filnms—his irises proved a strange

yel l ow-green that rem nded Jani of a cat. And he noves like one, for all his
heft. Now you see him now you don't. "Colonel." She nodded. "You'll have to
forgive nme. Inprisonnent nmakes ne junpy."

Brondt stepped forward as far as he could, so he stood a half a pace or so in
front of her. Wiile the position nay have been nore respectful, it was also
dangerous—the tips of his boots extended beyond the cliff edge, and pebbl es
tunmbl ed and bounced down the steep incline each tinme he shifted his weight.
"You're not inprisoned, na Kiershia."

"I"'mnot?" Jani let her arns hang at her sides, swung them forward so her
hands met with a soft clap, then back again. "You nean that if | happened upon
one of the enclave skimers and made to drive out of here, you'd let ne go?"
"Yes."

Jani fanned her face with her hand. For the first tine since the Chicago
sumer, she felt sweat trickle down her back. She let her duffel slip to the
ground, renoved her overrobe, and tied the thin garment around her waist. "You
sent Torin's imge to John Shroud. Wy?"

Brondt stared out over the bay. "I don't know what you're talking about."

Still human enough to lie. Jani picked up her duffel and slung it across her
back, a position that left her arnms free and all owed her to reach the strap

di sconnect if she needed to drop the bag in a hurry. "Neither you nor Torin



i ke Eanon DeVries—that's obvious. Do you feel his nedical skills have proven
i nadequate to the task of caring for the hybrids? Do you think he needs hel p?
Don't tell ne that he wanted John to come out here—he'll lose his place as
Neoclona's third | eg when John confirms that he's been engaging in research
his contract bars himfrom perform ng." She stepped

CONTACT | MM NENT 153

back fromthe edge, picked up a stone, and flung it into the bay. "Eanbn seens
fairly well allied with G sa. Does your disaffection with himextend to her as
wel | ?"

Brondt stared back at her, eyes wide, sclera glinting yellow in the bright

sun. "Disaffection is too strong a word," he said softly. "Concern, perhaps.
Uneasi ness. "

"G sa has brought the Quter Crcle to the edge of disorder.™

"Per haps she had hel p."

Jani wal ked the cliff edge. Then she started down a narrow path that w dened
as it angled toward a row of houses that had been built on a road cut into the
cliff face. "Tell nme about Thal assa, Col onel Brondt."

Brondt hesitated, then started after her. "My nane's Dieter," he said as he
edged past Jani on the path and reasserted his suborn position in front of

her. "We've lived here for six nonths of the Common cal endar. Construction is
still going on, but we've all the primary structures in, courtesy of Doctor
DeVri es. Houses. Storage. Community buil di ngs, garages and such.” He |l ed her
past the first of the houses, a two-floor white structure with rounded
corners, its windows shuttered with yellow slating. Like the other houses on
the cliff side of the street, it had been built flush against the cliff face,
so that the rock served as one of its walls. The houses on the bay side,

however, were freestanding, the sun lighting theminto brilliant boxes of
coat ed stone.
"Six months?" Jani followed Brondt down the street. "lIs that how | ong you' ve

been hybri ds?"

"No—some of us have been receiving treatnment for quite sonme time." Brondt

gl anced back at Jani and sniled. "You should see the | ook on your face. So
surprised. You' ve been one of many for several years now "

Jani heard the sounds of opening doors—before long, a small crowd of hybrids
lined both sides of the street. Some waved at her, while others bared their
teeth. She recognized a few fromthe shuttle, but other faces were new. The
youngest were teenage like Torin, with spindle Iinbs and faces
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t hat brought back menories of the bazaars of Rauta Sheraa, when the sharp
scent of vrel blossomperneated the air and the rise and fall of a score of

i domeni tongues had filled her ears. "Wy did you do it?"

"Some of us had no choice." Brondt stopped to pick a dead leaf froma potted
shrub set in front of one of the houses. "You've heard the hypothesis that
there are environnentally i nduced di seases that can only be cured by
hybri di zati on?" He waited for Jani to nod. "W had a few here. Bone and

nmet abolic disorders. Horrible to suffer, to see. Neoclona Karistos could do
not hi ng. Then Doctor DeVries let it be known that other things could be done.
Hs face lit. "What an incredi ble experience to bear witness to the healing.
Wthin weeks, in some cases, after the treatnents began."

Jani wandered farther down the street. Past the last of the houses a building
that was little nore than a door was set into the cliff face. "And the rest of
you?"

"W believe in change, and the need for a better world." Brondt's quiet,
clipped voice infused the words with a sincerity that a nore passionate
pronouncenment woul d have overshot. "In blending, there is strength.”

"You're a Service officer."”

"Yes. Hami| and | both."

Jani thought of N all, tracking Brondt through Fort Karistos systens, closing
in. The wolf on the scent. "You're finished."

"W expected to be finished about the time our next physicals rolled around,



anyway." Brondt reached up and touched the |eaf that studded the corner of one
collar tip. "They were good posts while they lasted. W had access to a great
deal of intelligence. W knew all about Col onel Pierce's assignnent, for
exanpl e. That allowed us plenty of time to cover tracks and rearrange the
furniture." He smiled, this tine nore coolly. "The man is, in many ways,

al nost comically obvious in his nethods."

Jani felt the blood rise. "He's just as obvious in his tenper, his influence,
and his dedication."”
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"And he's your friend." Brondt's snile faded. "Considering the circunstances,
| wonder how that can be possible."

Jani paced the street, beating down an idonmeni tenper that struggled to surge
to the surface. "Any significance to the domes?" she asked, because the col or
drew her fevered eye and she fixed on it for want of anything nore cal m ng
Brondt fell back into his role as tour guide. "In Karistos proper the domes
signify places of worship, or the hones of priests or rabbis. Here..." He
shrugged. "The Haarin picked them for the nost part. They like the color." He
pointed to the door in the cliff face. "You should be warned—ae do experience
some heady storms, as well as the occasional land trenor. Each house has its
own emergency gear. W al so have stations like this set up throughout the
enclave." He led Jani down the incline to the hole in the wall and pal ned

i nsi de.

The interior lit up as soon as they crossed the threshold, to reveal a single,
rock-wal l ed room the walls lined with carton-stacked shelves. The shel ving
had been bonded to the floor and ceiling to prevent collapse, w th nothing
stored above shoul der hei ght.

"This is one of the stormshelters. W have flares, food kettles and water
generators, blankets and spare clothing and such.” Brondt patted the shel ving
framewor k, then wal ked deeper into the room "In case of trenor, get off the
cliff. Go above to the |and around the main house, what we call 'the flat.'
W' ve bol stered the houses with shock-dissipating poly infusions, but I'man
ol d-fashi oned boy in that regard. The | and al ways wins."

As Brondt tal ked, Jani wandered fromshelf to shelf, lifting carton Iids and
checki ng the contents. \Wen she cane upon the flare pistols, she checked her
escort to see if he watched. Then she slipped a pistol into her trouser
pocket, adjusting her overrobe so it obscured the bulge. She followed up with
a couple of charge cartridges, and set the carton |id back into place just as
Brondt rejoi ned her.

"We shoul d get back to the main house." He wal ked to the
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door, then waited for her to join him "It's alnost time for nid-afternoon
sacrament . "

"Cocktails at fifteen-up?" Either she'd kept her voice | ow enough that Brondt
had not heard, or he decided that ignoring her was the better course. She

st epped back out into the glare of the day, and found the hybrids gathered at
the end of the street. Several others had joined themfromother parts of the
encl ave. Those in the back rows had | eaped atop planters for a better view,
whil e sone | ooked down from verandas or second-floor w ndows.

"Tell us of ni Tsecha, na Kiershial"

"When will he cone here?"

"Does he know of us? What will you tell hinP"

Jani wal ked across the street to a shoul der-hi gh boul der that had been left in
pl ace like a free-form nonunment to the rugged terrain. She set her hands and
clanbered to the top, then edged forward until she stood at the very tip.

Don't | ook down. She did anyway, and watched the waves crash agai nst the rocks
a hundred neters bel ow

Then she reached beneath the overrobe into her pocket and pulled out the flare
pi stol, keeping her back to the other hybrids so they couldn't see what she
did. She shoved the charge cartridge into its slot, raised the pistol above
her head and squeezed it off. One—+two—three—



The flares |l ofted upward, contrailing blue snoke. The charges bl ew one after
the other, splaying streaks of yellowwhite that fanned over the bay |ike
fronds of starlight, brilliant even against the daylight sky. Visible from
Karistos, surely. Visible fromthe Fort.

"Nd Kiershial" Brondt tried to clinb up the rock after her, but cat-quick

t hough he was, he didn't hoist and scranble well

—four—five. Jani pressed the charge-through again, heard nothing but a holl ow
click. "Defective cartridge. That's the problemw th flare pistols—you can

never be sure what the dammed thing will do." She reversed the chanber and
ej ected
CONTACT | MM NENT 157

the clip, then turned to the hybrids, who nmuttered anong thensel ves and

wat ched her in puzzlenent.

"I'f you wished to notify Doctor Shroud and Col onel Pierce of your presence, na
Ki ershia, you could use one of our conports. It is nore direct, and does not
snmoke and flame."

Jani turned, and saw G sa standing in the mddle of the road, eyeing her in
benusenent .

"You are not a prisoner here. There is no reason for you to resort to such
actions—you may contact your conpanions and | eave at any time." G sa cocked
her head, her |ook turning thoughtful. "W all have read of your life." She
pointed to Torin, who watched fromthe upper |evel of one of the houses.
"Torin Clase has drawn together all the records, as is his way and his duty as
our historian." She let her hand fall to her side, and took a few steps cl oser
to the rock. "I nost understand why you would fear entrapnent. Your history is
that of one who has been chased. Inprisoned. But nuch as we despised to do
what we did, such was the only way we knew we could talk to you as oursel ves.
If you had gone with Fey6, she woul d have never brought you here. You woul d
only have known us through her words, her fears.”

Jani felt the tug of Gsa's own words. Her voice. Feyo dom nates by sinple
authority. This one tries to be your friend. She wasn't sure which nmethod she
di strusted nore. "You despised to do such, yet you did it. You threatened ny
friends."

G sa shook her head. "We would not have harmed them"

"I was led to believe differently." Jani glanced at Brondt, who declined to
nmeet her eye. "The Elyan enclave is well-established, while Thalassa is a
young pl ace. Wiy should Feyo fear you?"

"Because we are not of the old ways!" The shout cane from one of the houses,
and was soon echoed up and down the street.

G sa remained quiet until the last rmurrmur died away. "Because we are not of
the old ways," she repeated softly,
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showi ng an actor's gift for timng. "We treat food in the hu-mani sh nanner, as
is sane. We study all aspects of all our many gods. Yet in order to maintain
her place among the conservatives, Feyo would conpel us to behave fully as
Haarin. To take our neals as solitary once nore. To take our rules fromher."
She drew cl ose enough that Jani could see the hard shine in her eyes. "That is
the issue, na Kiershia. Are we of ourselves or are we of the Elyan Haarin? \Wo
will represent our wishes in the neeting roonms of the Quter Circle? Feyo, who
has never visited this place for fear of contam nation by our new ways, or |
who have taken the first steps down the road of ni Tsecha's prediction?"

"Feyo is esteenmed by ni Tsecha." Jani stood on the edge of the rock, the flare
pi stol dangling fromher hand. "To hu-mani sh and Haarin outside this place,
she represents the solidarity of the Quter Circle. If her power is seen to
weaken, others will see it as a chance to attack, and Karistos will be as it
was only a short tine ago. A law ess place, controlled by those who could not
give a dam for Haarin, and even |less for Thal assa." She tucked the pisto

i nto her wai stband and | eaped down fromthe rock. "You rmust know this if you
know anyt hing. Yet you battle Feyo, and Feyo battles you. What neither of you
realize is that by your actions, you have put me in the nmddle. If you know ny



history as you claimto, you know this is not a sound thing for either of your
strategi es.” She wal ked past G sa and the other hybrids, and trudged up the
road toward the main house.

After a few nmonents, she heard footsteps behind her. She picked up her pace,
thinking it mght be Gsa trying to catch her, but when she heard the nuttered
curse in Hortensian Gernman, she slowed. "You lied about the threat to ny
friends, Colonel."

"No, | didn't." Brondt drew al ongside her. "Feyo hasn't endeared herself with
her heavy-handedness; there were runors that she had sent her security to
wrest you away from Col onel Pierce and escort you back to the Elyan encl ave.
Sone of our nore militant denizens took that runor to heart." Hi s step
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sl owed as his breathing grew | abored—the sl ope was steep and the heat
relentless. "They tend to overreact, and G sa does us no favors by | ooking the
ot her way. She believes the occasional skirmsh will cause everyone to respect
us. She does not understand the fear that such behavior could raise, that
hybrids are violent, unstable.” He stopped to wi pe his sleeve across his brow.
"At times | feel as though I'mjuggling grenades." Jan paused at the cliff's
edge and | ooked to the other side of the bay, where the white buildings of

Kari stos shone |ike snow agai nst the red-brown of the rocks. "Could Feyo see
those flares? Are they enough to |l et her know that |'m here?"

"She knows." Brondt spoke so quietly, one night have thought he hadn't spoken
at all.

Jani turned back to him where he stood amd the rocks and stared down at his
hands, a weighty figure with a deceptive ability to maneuver. "I work with a
captain back in Chicago who has a lot in cormmon with you." Yes, the pieces
fit. Yes, they made the usual sort of nessy political sense. "You're a spy for
Feyo. You're the one who let her know that G sa planned to kidnap nme, then you
turned around and did the deed yourself to keep Gsa's trust."

"Na Fey6 knows you're here. She contacted Doctor Shroud and Col onel Pierce

i mediately after we left the station. She charged nme with keeping you safe.”
Brondt shot Jani a | ook of N all-grade frustration. "As | said, you don't make
it easy." He took a deep breath, and started up the incline.

Jani waited for himto draw even with her, then continued toward the main
house. Ot her hybrids passed themnow, singly or in groups, their |ooks filled
wi t h confusion, anger, or a warring conbination of both. "Wy didn't you tel
ne?"

"How woul d that know edge have nade you feel toward ne, better or worse than
you do now?" Brondt eyed Jani sidelong, then | ooked away as though he guessed
the answer. "You nust understand, | amnot against na Gsa. | just..." He
sighed. "I want Thalassa to thrive, to prosper. But n& Gsa is too bold and na
Feyo is too tinmd. There nust be a place that is as we are. Sonewhere in

bet ween. "
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As she and Brondt turned onto the wal kway that |led to the house, Jani caught
sight of na G sa wal king up the road behind them regarding her with a mxture
of expectancy and annoyance. A phal anx of hybrids preceded her, nuscul ar nal es
who had once been humani sh, rough-edged and cal -1 used. Behold the nore
mlitant denizens of Thal assa. Unpl easant inmages coursed before her nmind s eye
of their reaction if they discovered a double agent in their nidst. "You're
wal king a thin Iine, Colonel."

"I ndeed." Brondt drew ahead of her as they approached the entry, and westled
his expression into one of bland formality. "Renmenber, na Kiershia," he said
as he preceded her through the door, "nmy future is now in your hands."

They entered the house to find the demiroonms lit by inset lighting and fl oor

| anps, the chairs and couches occupi ed by hybrids, many of whom held gl asses
or cups. I'lIl be dammed—t really is the cocktail hour. Jani veered away from
the scattered groups toward the courtyard, where a series of |ong tables had
been assenbled into a U shape. Sonme of the younger hybrids, Torin anpong them
finished | aying out dishes and cutlery, then set out candl e bow s at neasured



intervals, shallow dishes filled with oil atop which floated sparkling fue
cells.

They all eat together. In one room At the sane tinme. Even though the incident
with Eanon's drink had prepared Jani for the fact, the realization still shook
her. Tsecha still follows the old protocols. As did Dathim despite his daring
in other areas. How would they react to this? She settled into the role of
observer, so she could describe the scene to them when she returned to

Chi cago, and so she could set her feelings aside, to deal with later

"Na Kiershia?" Gsa joined Jani at the opening to the courtyard, her conposure
regai ned. "You w sh sonething to drink?"

"Water, please." Followed by a shower, please. Jani tugged at the overrobe,

whi ch renmai ned twi sted around her waist, the flare pistol still hidden
beneat h. Sweat beaded her face,
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while grime streaked her trouser suit from her scranble up the rocks. "Al coho
isn't worth the bother anynore, and |'m picky when it cones to coffee.”

"Been drinking a lot of Johnny's brew of |ate, have you?" Eanon wandered over,
a line-garnished glass well in hand. "A proper little couple you've becone, so
|'ve heard."

"W see one another once in a while." Jani took a glass froma tray carried by
an agitated Torin. He'd renpved his filns since their arrival —as she expected,
his eyes proved the same deep green that she saw each tine she | ooked in the
mrror. "It isn't very conplicated." She watched as he cut across the
courtyard, |ooks passing between himand Brondt as well as the older female
that Jani had seen himwith after their arrival. Shorter and rounder than any
i domeni, her reddish hair in a scal p-hugging clip, she wore a sinple shirt and
long skirt, and a worried frown.

"I still do not understand humani sh pairings." G sa stepped aside so that Bon
could join them "Here at Thal assa, | see so much | do not understand—ighting
and weepi ng and sadness—al |l over sonmething so sinple. Wth the bl endi ng cones
peace to the soul, this | know and truly. The fighting ends, and pairing is
approached with reason." She crossed her right armon her chest, palminward,
in a gesture of humlity, then departed for the opposite leg of the U Bon
precedi ng her.

She doesn 't want to talk to me. Jani tasted the water and wi nced over its

bl and processed purity. 1've upset her plans to sweep me off ny feet.

"Lost in the surreality of it all, are you, Kilian?" In the few m nutes that
had passed, the sweat had soaked through the front of Eanbn's white overshirt.
"You' ve got that | ook about you. Dead-faced and still as stone, just |like you
were the day Johnny explained all the things he'd done to you when you were
too comatose to object."

Jani | ooked across the roomas Bon turned toward Gsa and tilted her head in
acknow edgnent of sonething her domi nant had said. The afternoon sun shone
upon the open courtyard and played across her sheared hair, through which
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showed patches of scalp as nottled and scarred as her face. "What's wong with
Bon?"

Earmon sniffed, then took a healthy swallow of his drink. "Anal ogue of
Ginther's disease. One of the autosomal recessive porphyrias. A cutaneous
variety, not the neurologic version that you had. She was al ready heterozygous

for it; | had tried to tweak her heme pathway, and damed if | didn't nai

just the right nutation to make her honozygous. A one in a mllion chance,
that, but every so often you hit those." He shrugged. "Anyway, a nonth or so
after her last treatnent, we nmoved here. The day was sunny, like they all are,

and we whiled away the hours going in and out, ferrying personal bel ongi ngs
and furniture and such.” Bon | ooked toward them and he | owered his voice.
"The porphyrins accunulate in the tissue, the skin. Wen sunlight hits them
they give off singlet oxygen. Weaks hell on things organic. The blistering
started al nost i medi ately she wal ked outside. She | ooked as though she'd been
torched by the tine we got her downstairs to the clinic."



Jani | ooked down at her hands, the real and the fake, inmagined the ravagi ng
wrought by the heat of the transport explosion, and wondered what it felt |ike
to watch the destruction unfold. "So why haven't you cured her?"

"Do you think I'ma bl oody inconpetent then?" Eanmon curled his lip. "I
repaired the nutation that day, but she wouldn't let ne nend the scars. They
were a lerine, she said. A challenge by the sun, which represented any who
woul d prevent her from hybridizing, from becom ng as she was neant to be." He
held up his open hand in front of Jani's face, then slowy curled his fingers.
"Her hands—they're like claws, twisted with scar tissue. She could | ose
fingers if she doesn't get treatment, but she doesn't care. Her hands for her
enclave. Her life, if needed, for her enclave. Fair trade, she calls it." He

| eaned cl ose, bringing the soupy stink of humani sh sweat with him "They're

all like that. This is a religious experience to themthey're the chosen of
the gods. You're going to have your hands full nanaging this
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herd, my little tin divinity, and it couldn't happen to a nore deserving

soul ." He straightened. "Any other questions?"

"Just one." Jani gave the tastel ess water one nore chance, then set the gl ass
on the edge of a planter. "Wy?"

Earmon' s dissolute face set in cruel lines, his weak mouth firmng. He'd al ways
been odd man out anong the Neocl ona Three. He | acked John's el egance, Val's
wit and good | ooks. But he shared their scientific arrogance, and it energed
now, |ike a mask of youth. "Because they wanted it. Needed it, sonme of them
to survive." He smiled. "And because | coul d. Because old Johnny thought he'd
ni cked ny tendons but good, and | proved hi mwong."

"I thought you had a contract." Jani grew consci ous of novement around her

and stepped closer to the planter to allow hybrids bearing serving di shes room
to wal k around her to the table. "John and Val stayed out of gadgets, you
stayed out of genetics."

"Contracts were nmade to be broken." Eanmon shook his drained glass so the ice

rattled. "We'll see how eager Johnny is to rack ne after he gets here and
we' ve had a chance to talk. He gets a chance to see what his castoff has
done." He headed for the table, then paused and turned back to Jani. "I did it

better than he did, you know, the bonny Bon notw thstandi ng. None of the

probl ems you had with food, with bone and nuscle disorders. And | worked over
fifty-seven of them Johnny only worked you." He took a seat near the top of
the U and poured another drink fromthe bottle one of the hybrids had |eft
besi de his plate.

Jani waited, knowi ng that everyone woul d seat thenselves according to rank and
that soon only she and G sa would be left standing. She sniffed the air,
expecting the harsh tang of Siah herbs and spices, and stilled as a nore
famliar aroma rattled her sinuses. Curry? She sniffed again. And hot plum
sauce? She | ooked across the roomtoward G sa, who had taken her |ow seat near
the top of the U and now gestured to her and pointed to the chair next to
hers, the seat of honor, the | owest seat at the table.
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"Anything in a blue-rimed dish is mne," Eanon said as Jani took her place,
his burr hatcheting through the softer voices around him "I nade them work

out a code after | dammed near lost the lining of ny nouth to a veg stew. "
Jani exami ned the server that G sa handed her, which contained a green bean
and potato toran. "Wat does a gold rimnean?"

Earmon rai sed a hand and rocked it up and down in a so-so gesture. "Medium
Anything in the paisley is about your speed. Death to nucus nenbranes.”

Jani lifted the lid of one of the paisley tureens and inhal ed. "Dahi machi."
She | adl ed some onto her plate. "Fish curry,"” she added for the benefit of a
bewi | der ed-1 ooki ng Brondt, who sat several seats uptable and poked through the
servers as if they could poke back

"That was our surprise for you, na Kiershia. Your fell ow Acadi ans t hought to
prepare you a proper welcom ng neal." G sa gestured downtable toward two of

t he younger hybrids, a male and femal e who nodded toward Jani, pride battling



dismay on their faces and not quite wi nning the battle.

"It's very good." Jani took a large bite for the benefit of one and all

"Good, yes." G sa speared nore delicately with a twi n-pronged Siah fork. "And
yet you question us. Stand upon rocks and shoot pistols into the air. W who
cook so as to honor you, who take so much pride in wel com ng you here."

Jani sensed the stillness in the air, the charge of expectation. You're
undercutting ny authority. Hungry as she was, she set her fork aside. Putting
me on the spot in front of your suborns. "Your interpretation of hospitality
is most odd, and truly. You did not behave as seemy, yet you expect ne to
respond as though not hi ng untoward has occurred.”

"W were so happy—

"Happi ness does not preclude diplomacy, or for that matter, common sense."
Jani detected Anbassador Shai's tartness in her speech, and wondered how | ow
she had fallen that she considered the Vynsharau bornsect a nodel for

anyt hing. "W
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face a political crisis here of your making, Gsa. If you wish to discuss such
over fish and fruit, by all neans let us do so. But if you suppose that
hunger, fatigue, and the stunned awe | feel at this place will affect ny

j udgment or predispose nme in your favor sinply because you are as you are, you
are nost an idiot!" She picked up her fork and resunmed eating, conscious of
the brittle silence that had fallen, broken only by the sound of Eanon's
snuffling gurgle as he laughed into his drink

"Do you al ways set the roomon its ear |like that?" Brondt |ed Jani up the
stairs to her quarters. "I nmean, |'ve listened to idomeni in-your-face for
years, but Christ."

"She asked for it."

"She has a point."

"But wielding it like a club doesn't help." Jani glanced over the railing,
where the clean-up crew cl eared di shes and |inen and di sassenbl ed the table.
"I"'msorry, but I have to weigh fifty-seven hurt faces against the stability
of the Quter Circle. If you were in ny place, what would you pick?" She waited
for Brondt to reply, but he kept his thoughts to hinmself as he led her to a
set of double doors at the end of the hallway.

He pal nred open one panel and it swept aside, revealing a huge curve of a
bedroom the far wall floor-to-ceiling glass facing the bay. Decorated in

bl ues and greens shot with coral, it included its own sitting roomand, upon
further exam nation, a bathroomlarger than sone flats in which Jani had
lived.

"Nice." She tossed her duffel atop the bed, wal ked to the dresser and not ed,
with a stab of disconfort, that she | ooked as worn and battered as she felt.
"More than nice. Lovely. Really."

Brondt positioned hinmself just inside the doorway. "I should have told you
everything. I'msorry. | thought seeing the hybrids, this place, would slow
you down for at |east a couple of hours. | was wong." He pressed a hand to

the side of his face. "Boy, was | wrong."

"You think I'mnot affected?" Jani perched on the edge of
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the bed. "I'm... stunned doesn't begin to cover it. But a situation has
devel oped that needs to be headed off quickly—+ don't have tine to sit back
and marvel at it all."

"I's that the sort of life you |l ead back in Chicago? Never a chance to

breat he?" Brondt jerked his chin toward the view out the window "It's
different here.”

"No, it's not. Put two or nore bodies in the sane room you get what you've
got here now. Same race. Different race. Different species. It doesn't
matter."

"I'sn't there anything here you |ike?"

"I"'mnot cold anynore." Jani dragged her duffel onto her lap. "And the view
across the bay is very pretty.”



Brondt eyed her with sonething that struck her as perilously close to pity.
"dories of the evening to you, nf Kier-shia. If you wish to leave in the
nmorning, all you have to do is say so." He reached into his trouser pockets,
renoving Jani's shooter from one and the di sconnected charge packet fromthe
other. He wal ked to the dresser, set themdown, then |eft.

Jani sat on the bed for a tine, staring at nothing. Her anger had receded,

| eavi ng edgi ness and a certain heaviness of |linb behind, nood and sensation
that rem nded her of post-augie |etdown.

She finally stood, duffel still in hand. Walked to the dresser and retrieved
her shooter. Adjourned to the bathroom undressed, and showered off the grine
and sweat. Dragged on an ancient Service T-shirt and a slightly newer pair of
base casual shorts to serve as sleepwear. Returned to the bedroom and | ay her
trouser suit on a chair atop her duffel. "No need to unpack." She wouldn't be
st ayi ng.

She opened the wi ndow, and felt the warm breeze off the water, touched with
the scent of storm "Rain tonight." She adjusted the pane to close in case
wat er cane in, then doused the lights. Tucked her shooter beneath her pill ow,
then lay atop the bed. If she listened closely enough, she could hear the
waves and the occasional cry of a seabird.

CHAPTER 13

"Nd Kiershia! Nd Kiershial"

Jani's eyes snapped open, her heart thudding as the bang of a fist against a
door panel shook the air.

"Nd Kiershial"

She sat up. Pushed her | egs over the side of the bed. G abbed her shooter from
under her pillow and stood.

"Nd Kiershia.""

She stilled. Felt cool tile beneath her bare feet. Heard the patter of rain
outsi de the window. Her head cleared. "Kiershia. That's ne." She sat back
down, one hand over her nouth, and waited for her heart to slow

"NdKi er —+"

Jani dropped her hand. "Wait a minute!" She stood once nore, tucking her
shooter into the wai stband of her shorts as she wal ked to the door

The panel slid aside to reveal Brondt standing bl eary-eyed in the hallway.
"Encl ave security detected a skimer headed this way. Two nmal es. Humani sh." He
wore civvies, a |long-sleeve pullover, and baggy trousers, topped off by a

shoul der hol ster conplete with shooter. "I thought you' d want to neet them
personal ly."
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"I instructed the guards to hold them at the property boundary, and to inform
them that you were on your way." Brondt guided the four-seater down the path,
then turned onto a wider road paved with crushed stone. "They won't try

anyt hing heroic, will they?"

"Depends how convi nci ng your guards are." Jani watched the road by the |ight
of the skinmrer headl anps. "Are they hybrid fromthe human side, or fromthe
Haarin?"

"Both." Brondt accelerated, sending rain droplets skittering across the coated
wi ndscreen. "But one of themis forner Service. She should be able to keep the

lid on things."

They coursed through the dark, the enclave receding into the distance, its
bri ght ness supplanted by the inset illumins in the road itself. It lay before
them like a ribbon of pale gold, the rain changed to silver needles by its
light.

Jani hugged her duffel close. She'd dragged on a coverall over her shorts and
T-shirt, plunged her bare feet into her boots, and followed Brondt to the
skimer in a daze of novenent. Now she battled a |ingering sense that the
hounds closed in from behind. That's just nenory. Remenbrance of other l|ate
ni ght escapes, hangover fromher time on the run. No one's after nme anynore.
That didn't hold true, however, for the other occupant of the vehicle.



"Speaki ng of Service," she | ooked at Brondt, who kept his eyes on the road,
"you m ght have been | ooking at a nedical discharge before you decided to give
me a guided tour of the Haarin side of Elyas Station. But at this point |I'm

t hi nki ng desertion of post as well as whatever other mnor charges the Judge
Advocat e can dig out of his desk drawer."

Brondt gl anced at her. "Not ki dnapping?" Wen Jani didn't reply, a change cane
over him a subtle shift as though some tension left him Then he tw tched one
shoul der in a not-quite shrug. "I did what | had to. Wen the tinme cones, |'lI
pay the price."

"You and Hami|l both." Jani squinted through the rain, on the | ookout for
shapes in the distance. "Are you the only active-duty hybrids?"
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"It's just the two of us. For now. " Brandt decelerated as the outlines of* a
checkpoi nt dome shimered in the distance. "Pierce and Shroud-—wi |l you be

goi ng with then"

"I think it may be best." Jani sat up straighter as several figures resolved
inthe msty half-light. Everyone seens to be talking calmy. No bodies laid
out by the roadside. She searched for a telltale white head—her breath caught
when she saw John | ook toward their approaching skimer.

"I wish it had worked out differently." Brondt halted the vehicle in the

m ddl e of the road, then slowy rotated it so it faced back toward the
enclave. "Pardon me if | don't get out. Pierce won't react kindly to seeing
me, and | don't want to give nyself over to the JA just yet." He fingered the
steering nech. "Don't cast us aside too quickly. Please."

"I"mnot unnmoved. No one could see the things | have and remain so." Jan
popped her gullw ng and pushed it upward. "But na G sa has hel ped put both you
and the Elyan Haarin in a difficult position, and she doesn't strike ne as
soneone inclined to back down." She slid out of the skimmer—the warmrain
brushed her face and spattered her coverall. "I'Il talk to Feyo. That's all |
can prom se. "

"I"ll carry that prom se to those who think as | do." Brondt lifted one hand
fromthe nech. "Gories of the early norning to you, na Kiershia." He

accel erated as soon as Jani slanmred down the gullw ng, and sped back toward

t he encl ave.

Jani waited until the skinmer had dwindled to a slice of shadow agai nst the
[ight of the road. Then she hefted her duffel and headed for the checkpoint
done. When shall we three neet again? She | ooked to the sky. No thunder. No
[ightning. Only the rain.

"We had just left Fort Karistos Conmand when we saw the flares play out over
the bay." N all broke away fromthe small group and wal ked toward her

i npeccable in tan desert-weights. "I knew it had to be you."

"Are you all right?" John foll owed close behind. "W tried to contact the
encl ave using codes Feyo gave us, but no one responded." He | ooked less natty
than usual, in drab
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grey trousers and short-sleeve shirt, the shine of his hair quenched by the
wet .

"I"'mfine." Jani gestured a quick Be quiet out of sight of the enclave guards,
who wat ched her with the sane perplexed agitation as had their brethren back
at the house. Either they had witnessed her fits of idoneni tenper, or good
news traveled fast. "Let's go." She headed for the skimrer, a white four-door
with the bland lines of the vehicle pool, popped the gullwing and piled into
the rear seat.

Ni al | slipped in behind the steering mech and yanked his door closed. "Ws

t hat Brondt who drove you here?" He tw sted around to | ook back at Jani, the
overhead |ight defining his bl oodshot eyes. "He and that bastard Ham | are

m ne. "

Jani held her tongue until John got in and closed his door, then bent over her
duffel to hide her face fromthe guards as N all kicked the ski mer out of
standby and circled around onto the road. Odds were that the hybrids didn't



possess a directed pickup or any other sort of |ong distance nonitoring
device, but her on-the-run paranoia still rode her shoul der and she coul dn't
make herself take the chance. "Brondt is Feyd's nole," she said after they
noved sone di stance down the road. "He's the one who told her about Gsa's
plan to kidnap nme. He also let Feyo know that | had made it to the encl ave
saf e and sound."

"Hi s | ast year's physical raised sonme eyebrows at the Service nedica
facility." John grabbed a dispo cloth froman in-dash conmpartnment and used it
to towel his wet hair. "Sone of the test results could have been attributed to
various netabolic disorders, but to have themall show up in one person at one
time captured attention." He |l owered the passenger mrror and watched Jani as
he checked his eyefilns. "At the time, no one suspected hybridizati on. They
all thought that big white house across the bay was sinply honme to sone

Haari n- human experinental |iving arrangenent, and being Elyan, they shrugged
and | ooked the other way. Lately they've been putting two and two together and
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not liking the answers." He let |oose a grunbling sigh. "Needl ess to say, they
think I"'minvolved. One reason it took us so long to hook up with you is
because |'ve spent npbst of the evening sitting in a roompacked with | awers
and Service investigators."

Jani sat quiet, aware of the stiff way Niall held hinself, the stillness of
hi s hands on the steering mech.

"I had to tell him Jan." John's voice guttered in resignation. "You

di sappeared, and we had no i dea where Brondt had taken you. The dockmaster
shut down the human side of the station to keep shuttles froml eaving, but she
has no authority over the Haarin section, and they ignore her unless she
insists with intent. Niall threwthe threat of Service intervention into the
m x, but by the tine we convinced the Haarin to cooperate, your shuttle had

al ready broken away."

Jani slowy raised her gaze until it met Niall's in the rearview

"I knew you were hiding sonething fromne." Hi s voice came soft, his Victorian
twang barely noticeable. "A colony of hybrids, courtesy of Eanmon DeVri es.

| magi ne. "

"Until—= Jani's face burned. Her throat tightened. "Until | met Brondt, |

t hought there was only one hybrid."

"Ah well. Only one." N all shrugged. "That nmekes all the difference, doesn't

it?" He reached into his front shirt pocket and renoved his nicstick case.
"That woul d be the young man with the flat green eyes whose i mage Doct or
Shroud was kind enough to finally show ne an hour or so ago." He shook out a
"stick and crunched the tip.

"His nane's Torin." Jani sat back and rested her head agai nst the seat.

"How many are there?" John's voice held a tension that indicated he didn't
really want to hear the answer.

"Fifty-seven." Jani nonitored John's reflection in his mrror, watched his
eyes close, his mouth set in athinline. "Ea-non's living with them He built
the big white house across the bay. The outbuildings. He's quite pleased with
hi msel f."
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"I's he?" John folded his arnms and slunped in his seat, the darkness of his

t houghts reflected in his shadowed face.

"You have a busy day ahead," N all said, this time ignoring Jani's reflection
inthe rearview. "First, Feyo wants to see you. Then sonme nenbers of the
Service I nvestigative Bureau are hoping you can spare thema few m nutes of
your valuable tine." He chewed his 'stick, working it fromone side of his
mouth to the other, his usual agitated tic.

"You don't need to talk to them" John gl anced over his shoul der at her. "The
head of Neoclona Legal referred ne to a good firmwe can stop by their offices
after you speak with Feyo."

Jani felt her gut roil as her tenper flared. She tried to fight it down, then
wonder ed why she bot hered. Such was as she was now. The hell with pretending



otherwi se. "I haven't done anything wong, | don't require |egal assistance,
and I'lIl thank you to stop trying to think of new and better ways to | ock ne
down!" She cut off John's protest with a two-fingered Siah gesture that | ooked
scat ol ogi cal | y humani sh enough to draw a doubl e take from N all

They fell silent, each prey to their own grievances. After a time, they turned
off the main road, the vehicle shuddering as it left skimrack control. They
shot across the scrub, the road receding into the distance behind t hem
thinning to a thread of gold. Ahead, the beam of the skimer headl anps sliced
t he darkness, bringing a narrow arc of the scrubland to day-life.

Then Ni all banked the vehicle through a short maze of rocks and down a | ong,

wi ndi ng decline. Shimering reflection filled their sightline as they neared

t he bay. The ski mer shook once nore as they broke out over the water, and
they fast-floated toward the distant |ights of Karistos.

Thal assa had taken its architectural lead fromits big sister across the

wat er—+hat struck Jani as soon as she caught sight of the first bright domes
of Karistos, backlit by security lighting and dotting the cliff like a scatter
of party ball oons.
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Li nki ng them were the sane steep, wi nding streets, only nore numerous. Serving
as contrast were the sane bl ocky white and tan comercial buil dings and
houses, only taller and nore conplex, and separated by parks and pl azas

i nstead of rock and scrub

And Karistos has different trees. Jani |eaned forward so she could see them
out the window as Niall steered up a steep incline. They were stuck |ike
clusters of onlookers near the intersections of roads, tall and spindly, with
stiff, swordlike | eaves of the sane red-green hue as the Thal assan scrub. They
rem nded her of the palmtrees she'd seen in hol oVees, and she wat ched them
drift past until Noall's nut-terings broke the silence that had clained them
since she'd snapped at John

"The streets in this city"—N all tapped the vehicle directional array with
one finger—would nake a plate of spaghetti |ook organized."

"It's all the one-way streets." John craned his neck as they passed yet

anot her park. "I think | recognize that fountain. Neoclona should be just on
the other side. Mdrre or less. | say forget the signs and directionals and just
turn where you have to. It's still dark. There's no traffic. 1'Il take the hit

if we're stopped.”

M nor traffic violations proved the order of the early day. Scant m nutes
|ater the three of themtrudged across trie Neoclona garage, boarded the lift,
and floated up ten floors to the penthouse flat.

"Coffee," John said as the door slid aside, revealing a sitting roomin cream
and bl ue that conplinented Karistos's bayside anbi ence. "Then a war council."

He shoul dered into the kitchen, Jani and Niall in close pursuit, and assenbl ed
the brewer with a speed born of practice. "But first, |I really, really need a
shower." He left just as the heady aroma of too rmuch caffeine infused the air,

and seened surprised to find Jani at his heels when he cut down a hallway and
st opped before a doubl e-wi de door panel

"I don't want to be alone with Niall just yet." Jani pushed
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past himinto the room slow ng as she took in the | arge bed that dom nated
the decor. "Just give ne a few mnutes." She steered to the opposite side and
dropped her duffel atop the dresser. "You wouldn't happen to have a cl eaner
woul d you?" She dragged her grinmy trouser suit out of her bag. "I think I
shoul d dress for ny neeting with Feyo."

"No nore 'coverall for every occasion'?" John grinned weakly as he wal ked to a
seem ngly bl ank section of wall and touched it—a panel swung outward,
revealing tiered racks of hangered suits and filled shoe racks. "Can't help
you with the cleaner, I"'mafraid, but you' re welconme to root around in here."
Jani peered into the closet, feeling as inadequate to the task as she usually
did when it came to the right clothes. "You keep all this stuff here in case
you happen to drop by?"



"That's the point of having pieds-a-terre at all our facilities." John stepped
inside the closet and jerked his chin toward the racks mounted on the
right-hand wall. "Anyway, these aren't all mine—everything on that side is
Val's." He cast an assessing eye toward Jani. "You may have nore luck with his
sui ts—you' re about the sane height now. H s back is broader than yours, of
course, but droopy shoul ders are easier to cover up than trousers and jackets
that are too long." He took a step back and waved her inside with a broad
sweep of his arm "Have at it."

The suits were arranged by color. Jani bypassed the dark hues that filled the
front racks and headed for the cool er pastels and ashy shades in the back. "I
feel like | just dropped inside the ultimate |ost |anbs' bin."

John folded his arms and | eaned agai nst a shoe rack. "I doubt you ever found
anything like what's in here."

"You'd be surprised at some of the things | managed to snag over the years."
Jani pushed past tans and greys to lighter greens and pale blues. "Coats.
Boots. Enpty diplomatic pouches, which | admt | found rather alarmng
Different sorts of devices—those could be hocked or stripped for parts." She
took a jacket the color of a newleaf fromits
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hanger and slipped it on. "I always took a pass on the underwear."

"dad to hear it." John covered his eyes with one hand and shook his head
Then he stilled, seenmingly deep in thought. Hi s hand noved |l ower, to the point
of his chin, finally coning to rest on the neck of his pullover. "Wat would
it take for you to get past that m nd-set?" He tugged at the already bagged
cloth. "The knowl edge that it woul d never happen again? A few years of

stability?"

Jani rejected the jacket for length, stripped it off and returned it to its
rack. "I don't think I'lIl ever lose it conpletely. I"'mtoo nuch of a
fatalist." She gave herself a nental kick as John's shoul ders sagged. "It's

not your fault. You're not responsible for each and every aspect of ny
character."

"I know that. | just wonder somretines whet her— John | oosed his grip on his
clothing, then filled the fidget void by plucking a shoe fromthe rack behind
him "Wether all the things you' ve experienced over the years, including
those that | amresponsible for"—he turned the polished slip-on over and over
as though he'd never seen one before—if they elimnated whatever chance you
had to be happy."

"I'"'m happy now. " Jani held up another jacket, this one a nossy jade piped with
brown. "Free clothes." She smiled, stopping just short of an idoneni

t oot h-baring, then sobered as John responded with a | ook just short of
stricken. "This really isn't the tine to worry about the personal." She yanked
open the jacket's fasteners, then dragged it on. "I don't know why you' ve
decided that it is."”

"Don't you?" John shoved the shoe back in its niche. "M nes. Kidnappings.
Cross-species political crises." He stepped away fromthe rack and paced. "I
just want to sweep you away—

"That's where you get it wong."

"I know that." John stopped, then kicked at the thick carpet. "I've done a
fair job of keeping ny nose out of it, in case you haven't noticed. The offer
of the lawers was a lapse. It won't happen again.”
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Jani checked the fit of the jacket in the mirror that hung on the end wall. "I
think this one's an option." She hunted down the trousers and pulled them of f
t he hanger, then unfol ded them and checked the wai st agai nst hers. "These are
going to bag every which way, but the jacket's |long enough to cover." She
tossed the trousers atop the rack, doffed the jacket, then started peeling
back the coverall until she remenbered where she was and with whom "It's not
that I don't need anyone's help. Your help. But the answer isn't to keep ne
from doi ng what needs to be done, it's to help nme do it." She ran a finger
over the jacket's lasered seam ng. "I need clothes nore than | awers. Access



to secure conmuni cations. Soneone to stop the bleeding, if it comes to that.

But..." She touched the rich cloth once nore, then pulled her hand away. "I've
said it before. I'lIl say it again now. Soneone is keeping track of every thing
you do for ne, and it will all come back to haunt you."

John stood with hands in his pockets, gaze fixed on the floor at his feet. "A
man doesn't always get to choose his ghosts. That nakes ne one of the |ucky
ones." He wal ked to the rack and pulled out a tunic in an icy shade of nelon
"I always thought this color would | ook good on you. If you need sonethi ng
else in addition to the green.” He laid the jacket across the top of the rack
“"I'l'l be outside."

Jani waited until the door closed. Then she hung up the green daysuit and
hunted for the trousers that matched the nelon tunic. The cut of the suit was
severe enough to pass Feyo's conservative clothing nuster, and the trousers
fit better than she'd hoped. She considered the fact that as far as she could
recall, this was the first tine she had donned clothing for no other reason

t han because John liked it. Then she pushed the thought from her mnd, slipped
on her boots, raked a hand through her hair, and reentered the bedroom proper
to find John sitting on the bed, sorting socks.

Head bent to his task, he |ooked as he had in the Rauta Sheraa basenent.
Focused. Serious. Until... Until the touch
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of her hand or the brush of her lips over his gave rise to a different brand
of concentration

He | ooked up when he heard her—a stillness took hold of himwhen he realized
what she wore. "That is your color.” He tried to snmile, but the attenpt died,
| eavi ng hi m wi de-eyed and rapt. "It warnms you." He | ooked down at the junble
in his lap, and cleared his throat. "I'l|—neet—=

"Qutside." Jani grabbed her duffel fromthe dresser and hurried out of the
bedroom fighting the all-too-fanmliar heat that set her heart poundi ng and
rattl ed her nerves.

She entered the sitting roomto find Niall perusing the contents of an inset
di splay case, a nmug of coffee in hand. He barely glanced at her. Instead, he
opened the door of the case and renpved a small book bound in burgundy | eather
| eafed with gold.

"There's a certain type of collector who gets under ny skin." Nall lifted the
cover with his thunb and exam ned the flyleaf. "Acquiring for the sake of
acquiring. Locking beautiful things away, |like a miser his noney." He cl osed

the book and returned it to its shelf. "Shroud at |east reads these, from what
| can tell."

"Answered all your test questions correctly, did he?" Jani fell into a chair,
saggi ng nore deeply into it as the last of her sexual shakes abated.

Ni all wal ked to a set of glass doors that opened onto a bal cony. Qutside, the
sky had lightened to dawn, streaks of pink and lilac backlit with gold. "So
what's the new objective?" He paused to take a swig of coffee. "Wien we |eft
Chi cago, you were to deliver a gift and | was tagging along to fact-find.
Shroud was the man with a fast ship, a generous heart, and nothing better to
do with his valuable tine than cart you all over hell and gone." He rocked
back on his heels, then forward, then back again. "Now that's changed.
Shroud's partner in all things nedical has gone into the hybridization

busi ness. Shroud denies all know edge, but no one believes him You' re trying
to figure out howto deal with a hybrid
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Haarin who wants to bunp the acknow edged dom nant off her perch, and |I'm
dealing with security breaches at Elyas Station and Fort Karistos." He finally
| ooked at her, the cool appraisal in his eyes the only outward sign of his
anger. "lIs there anything you would like to add?"

Jani drummed her ringers against her chair arm "Of the record?"

"Forget it." N all noved away fromthe wi ndow and sat in a | ounge chair on the
side of the roomopposite her. "I will now sit back and finish my coffee while
you si eve your response through whatever filter you think necessary at this



particul ar nonent."

"I can't think of anything to add to your sterling assessnent.’
unfastened the bottom cl osure of her tunic, then refastened it.
"I's Tsecha involved with the hybrids? Did he know about then®?"
Jani started to answer, then stopped. He would have told ne if he knew. She

Jani

unhooked the closure again. If he did know ... It took three tries before she
refastened it. Please lj)rd, let himstay out of trouble |ong enough so that |
can throttle him "You nmay well speculate in that direction. | prefer not to."

Niall set his nmug atop his chairside table with a bang. "Listen, dam it—=
"No, you listen, damm it." Jani pushed to her feet. "Even better, open your
eyes and |l ook at me. Look at ne, and see nme for what | am"

"I have." Niall's voice held a deadness that struck harder than any

sl ap. *"Thank you."

"The lines of comunicati on have opened, | see." John swept in, |ooking
vanmpirical in Neoclona purple. "Like floodgates." He handed Jani a nug of
coffee, then hied to the bal cony doors. "Neither of you mean what you said, of
course. Just injured feelings on the Service side and del ayed reaction to the

shock of discovery on the civilian. Well, we can't afford either right now
The conplications are drop-
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ping litters all over the place and we three need to stick together, however
little the prospect pleases." He | ooked fromJani to Niall, newto the role of
peacenaker and clearly unconfortable with it. "In a few nonths' tine we'll be

tal king of this over dinner, wondering what the fuss was about."

Jani held the nug to her nose and breathed in the steam "Wen the
hurly-burly's done."

"My gel." Niall shook his head. "It hasn't even started."

CHAPTER 14

"' Morni ng, scholar."

M cah | ooked up fromhis workstation to find Cashman's nmoonface | oom ng above
t he cube divider, then closed his eyes as the rapid novenent made his head
pound. He'd just signed in-he needed tinme to get his bearings. He'd awakened
with a headache, the trailing ends of a dream playing past his mnd s eye. No,
not a dream Mre his other reality, a replay of his twenty mnutes a day of
Chrivet-driven hell.

W 're walkin' in Jesus 'footsteps, boys and girls!

At the sound of her imagined voice, he felt his linbs |ift, as though he had
donned his exo and even now ran through the Sheridan training field, the
Wabash tunnel s, across Lake Mchigan to the enclave, then back again to the
enbassy, his mechanical stride chewing the kiloneters |like candy. / need to
stop this now Wth resolution born of a nonth's practice, he willed his arms
and | egs heavy, willed them seated, dragged hinself back to the present.
"What's your problem now, Cash?"

"I"ve got no problem It's you with the problem They want you on Five. The
latest in the series of never-ending m ne neetings—they need you to run the

recorders." Cash-man draped hinmself over the curve of the divider and batted
180
CONTACT | MM NENT 181

hi s eyel ashes. "You junped over a few |l ooies to get that gig. Wat's your
secret? Your w nning smle? You supplying fun holos for them too? What?"
M cah | ocked down his workstation and gathered his gearbag. "If you ever

st opped tal king, would you turn blue and fall over?"

Cashman puffed out his cheeks. "Regul ar cupbearer to the gods, this nmakes you.
You know what the gods did to their cupbearers, don't you?"

"Kiss my ass."

"Cl ose, scholar. Very close. You rmust have noved on to the history section.
I'"m 1l ooking forward to watching that one when you're finished with it."
Cashnman gestured appropriate acconpani ment. "One word of advice before you
go."

"Only one?"



Cashman pointed to the mirror by the door. "You better brighten up. You | ook
like hell."

M cah turned and studied his reflection. He'd shaved close. His hair was
freshly trimred. Springweights brand new fromthe package.

Then he | ooked at his eyes and saw what Cashman saw. Too nuch white. Stare too
fixed. "I had a rough night."

"What was her nanme?"

"Shut up."

"Come in, Lance Corporal."

M cah stood in the conference room doorway, a chill cranmp working through his
gut. "I was told | needed to run the recorders for a neeting."

Pascal sat at the head of the table, hands clasped before him and sniled. "I
must not have made mysel f clear to Lance Corporal Cashman. My apol ogies." He
gestured toward the man sitting next to him "Come in. Captain Vel es and

just want to ask you a few questions."

M cah stepped into the room His legs felt as they did after a session with
the sins. Weightless, yet stiff. Toned and fit, yet aching. "About what, sir?"
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"Just have a seat. W need to clarify a fewthings related to your initial

debriefing." Pascal smled again. As before, the expression began and ended at
his mouth. "You recall, surely. The one that took place after the mne
expl osi on. "

"Yes, sir." Mcah took a seat several places renoved from Pascal. Even if the

man stood and threw hinself across the table, he wouldn't be able to reach
him "That was over a nmonth ago." He glanced at Veles. A stringy man, dark

wi th hooded eyes—he al so bore the gold capital / on his dress blue-grey tunic
collar that marked himas Intelligence. Intelligence isn't investigating the
mne. The SIBis. For all the good it did them Meetings frommnornings to |late
at night, work schedul es turned on their ears, and damm-all to show for it. It
had becone conical, really. Unfortunately, he couldn't openly express his
appreciation of the joke.

"How wel | did you know Lance Corporal R kki Wde?" Pascal asked.

M cah snapped back to the present, raking his nenory for any recall of that

| ong-ago interrogation. But it wasn 't an interrogation, just questions.

I nformal . Easygoi ng. No one had suspected himof anything, and had treated him
accordingly. "He was the tech who died."

"Did you know hi m personal ly, Lance Corporal ?* This fromVeles, in a voice

i ke fine abrasive.

"No, sir." Hs first lie. He knew that because no one had asked himbefore if
he knew Wbode. / have to renenber the lies. O herwi se, he'd risk giving the
wrong answer if they asked himthe same question again. / wish | could take
notes. Maybe he should ask if he could. Maybe | should just cut ny throat now.
That settled it. No notes.

Pascal sat forward and pl aced several objects on the table. A headset.

Ear bugs. G oves and socks. "W found these among Wde's personal effects. Do
you know what they are?"

M cah nodded, stopping as his head rocked. "It's a virtual training rig, sir.
Pilots use them Surgeons.™
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"Qt her people use them too." Veles again. "Infantry. Mechanics. Anyone who

i kes interactives."

M cah tried not to wince at the grate of the man's voice. Wiy didn't he do
somet hing about it, training or something? Better yet, why didn't he keep his
nmouth shut? "Yes, sir."

"You're called the 'scholar' by several of the other techs." Pascal's voice,
on the other hand, sounded too cultured by half. "Wy is that?"

M cah gripped the edge of the table. "I'm studying for the Comtech One exam
sir. |I've begged off a few parties over the last several weeks as a result."
He pull ed his hands away, saw the damp prints left by his sweat, and sat
forward, crossing his arms over the wet spots. "Just good-natured teasing,



sir."

"I's there any other kind?" Pascal smiled again, then | ooked down at the table
in front of himas though consulting something, even though he | acked even a
handhel d for taking notes. "You weren't originally scheduled for duty the

ni ght the m ne expl oded. You switched on-calls with a Corporal Howard three
days earlier."

"Yes, sir." Mcah exhal ed, heard the shake in his throat and caught his

br eat h.

Pascal 's brow arched as the silence | engthened. "Wy did you switch?"

M cah swal | omed, then coughed as saliva trickled down his airway. Damm it, the
switch had nothing to do with anything, and it | ooked the worst of all the

things he'd done. "I did it for a future consideration, sir. Nothing in
particular. | work a weekend night for her, maybe sonmetine in the future,
she'll do the same for ne. The techs do it all the tinme."

"They do." Veles frowned. "Plays nerry hell with the schedule after a while."
Pascal nodded. "Well, that certainly clears up that issue. | will adnit that

we wondered about it, and it wasn't covered in your initial debriefing." He
appeared as rel axed as M cah
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had ever seen him as though he felt the questioning a waste of tine but
needed to see it through anyway.

Then he ran his index finger over the headset faceplate, and pushed it a
little closer to Mcah. "Just out of curiosity, do you have one of these?"
Shit. Mcah started to chew his lip, then stopped. He'd recorded enough
interrogations to know that |ip-chewing was bad. It meant you needed time to
t hi nk about how to phrase your answer, that the sinple truth wouldn't serve.
That you had sonmething to hide. He knows why they really call me the
"scholar."” Hell withit. "Yes, sir. | do."

Vel es gl anced at Pascal, but the Chief of Mattress Operations had eyes only
for him "Wat do you use it for?"

M cah counted to five. His face burned until he felt sure he'd conbust.
"Interactives, sir."

"Ch." Veles had the sort of thin-lipped smle that begged for a fist.

Pascal barely managed to conceal his own grin. "I imgine you have a..
library of holos."
Burn ... burn ... burn to ash. Even though it was better this way. Even though

this was necessary campufl age. "Yes, sir."

Pascal nodded. "See. This is where they' ve gotten it wong." He spoke to Vel es
as though M cah had al ready been dism ssed. "Wde had nothing in his flat. No
wafers, either legit, pirate, or honemade. Just the headset and the rest. No
one | know just keeps the gear and nothing to play on it. That doesn't make
sense."” He | ooked off in the middle distance for a few noments. Then he turned
to Mcah, blinking as though he'd forgotten he was there. "Wen is your exan®"
M cah bit back a curse. Every tinme he thought he knew which direction Pasca
woul d take the questioning, the captain would jerk the steering mech. "Next
week, sir."

"Well, good luck to you." Pascal |eaned forward to say sonmething to Vel es,
stoppi ng when he realized Mcah still sat there. "Thank you, Lance Cor poral
You can go."
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"Yes, sir." Mcah stood. "Thank you, sir." He brushed his hand as
unobtrusively as possible over the sweat spots he had left on the table. Then
he wal ked to the door, all the while expecting to hear that dammed voice, that
dammed accent. Just one nore thing, Lance Corporal... He pal med aside the
panel and stepped into the hall, his expression as rel axed as he coul d manage,
ready to turn as soon as Pascal called himback. He kept wal ki ng, and wait ed,
kept wal ki ng, and waited, and had boarded the Iift by the time he realized
that the call wouldn't cone.

They suspect Wde of sonething. M cah slipped back into the bull pen, wal ki ng
on tiptoe to avoid betraying his return to Cashnan. \What the hell do they



think? What's nore, did it matter? The investigation had yet to turn up
anyt hi ng ot her than the obvi ous—a m splaced m ne, and an inexperienced tech
That's all they have. He sat at his desk and reactivated his workstation
That's all they "Il ever have as long as | keep my nouth shut.

He sorted through nmessages for a tine. Then the gnawing in his gut got the
better of him and he opened the |l atest revision of the Service Code. "Rights
of the accused." He nouthed his words, determined to avoid Cashman's
irritating attention yet too aggravated by the bull pen silence to keep from
trying to fill it. He needed to walk off his nood, but who knew who he'd
encounter in the halls, or outside? He hadn't seen Pascal for weeks unti
today, not since the conference call array bung-up. But that didn't nean the
man woul dn't turn up in a corridor, or a vend al cove. Appearing out of nowhere
seemed a talent of his.

M cah focused on the code. "If they try to talk to ne again, |'mgoing to ask
for an advocate." The idea of thwarting Pascal with the request appealed to
him For about a minute. "No one who's innocent asks for an advocate."

Besi des, they'd just wanted to find out about the duty switch, which even he
had to admit appeared suspicious. "And about Wde and his headset." That

bot hered him Wat did they think they knew about Wde?
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"Excuse me, Lance Corporal."

M cah strai ghtened as though sonmeone shoved a knee in his back. He knew he
did, dammed hinmself for it, and couldn't help hinmself. Knew who he'd see when
he turned around, yet couldn't help for that, either

"Looking up a point of law, | see," Pascal said as he squinted toward the
display. "I hope our little session didn't alarmyou."

"No, sir." Mcah dug his fingernails into his chair arnms. He'd rather have
been anypl ace on Earth instead of his cube at this nonent, and there wasn't a
dammed thing he could do about that, either. This is part of the gane, too. To
pretend it didn't matter. He wondered if you needed to be sonmeone |ike Pasca
in order to play. If you needed to be soneone |ike Pascal to even take the
field.

"W need some help upstairs with one of the imagers." Pascal stepped back to
allow M cah roomto get by. "l've been advised that it's better to come down
personal ly to request assistance. You fol ks have been so inundated over the
past nonth and a half that you've turned off your handcons."

"That's not true, sir." Mcah reached into his gear holster and held up his
own activated handcom for inspection. "It's the 'how do you turn this thing
on' aspect that's getting to us. You'd think that some peopl e had never seen a
touchpad before." He pressed a hand to his forehead, then lowered it fast.
"Apol ogies, sir. It's nmy job." He stood and gathered up his gearbag yet again.
"The joys of Technical Support." Pascal followed himout the bull pen door

t hen drew al ongsi de as they headed back down the hall toward the lift bank. "I
renmenmber it well frommy on-call days. You wonder if some people's nothers
know they're here." They boarded a car. The doors cl osed.

"You're fromthis area, Faber?" Pascal stood to the rear of the car

M cah nodded. "Yes, sir." He took his place near the front, facing forward so
he didn't have to | ook Pascal in the face. "Snall town north of here—Fort
Jefferson.”
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"You must have some opinion about all this trouble with the idoneni."

M cah watched the figures on the floor indicator display increase, and wlled
them faster. / thought you were finished with me, Pascal ? What are you trying
to do? He thought over his activities, six weeks pondered in a few seconds.
What did | do to attract his attention ? Why does he think me suspicious?
"They're odd, sir." Every hate-filled slogan he'd | earned from Chrivet
scroll ed through his head, bubbled to the base of his throat, tickled his
tongue |i ke soda. One by one he choked them back down. "I suppose they're al
right."

"You suppose they're all right.

Pascal snorted. "That has got to be the nost



tepid assessnent |'ve ever heard." The doors opened and he brushed past M cah
into the hall. "W've noved to another conference room" He gl anced back over
his shoul der. "One of your penmates has been trying to help us set up, but
he's not having nuch |uck. Lance Corporal Cashman?"

Ch, hell. "Yes, sir." Mcah foll owed Pascal into one of the |arger roonms and
found Cashman standi ng over the pieces of a roomrated imager, fiddling with
the mirror array.

"Hey, sch—= Cashman caught hinsel f, eyeing Vel es as though he expected the man
to putmmel himfor the infraction. "Hey, Fabe. |'ve been over every mllineter
of this thing and | can't find what's wong."

M cah took the array fromhimand examined it. "Wat's the probl en®?"

"The thing won't display. Switches work. Signaling checks out. | thought the
mrrors were msaligned, but they check out, too." Cashman scratched his head.
"Power pack charged and | oaded?" M cah thought he'd spoken under his breath,

but Cashman's dropped jaw and Vel es's sharp | ook indicated that he hadn't.

"Al'l right, let's pull apart the inage sync."

Wi |l e he and Cashman wor ked, M cah sensed the novenent around hi mas Pasca
continued to set up for the neeting, renoving materials froma coffinlike
carrier set against
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the near wall. The wafer folders containing graphs and figures were expected
enough, but the last display piece captured even the dour Veles's attention
"Excuse me." Pascal set a nid-range shooter the size of a tall man's leg in
the mddle of the table as though arrangi ng such things atop conference tables
was sonething he did every day. "Show and tell," he said by way of expl anation
as he pointed the nuzzle in the direction opposite the occupants of the room
then returned to the carrier

W use those. M cah inmagi ned the heft of the weapon in hands, hid a snile as
he recalled the excited | ook on Manda's face when she blasted her first target
to dust.

"What the hell ?" Cashman backed a half step away fromthe table. "Keep that
thing away fromne."

"I't's a dummy." Mcah tried to keep his attention fixed on the imager, but
somet hi ng about the nid-range bothered him The |oadlight just fore of the
grip fluttered |ike a beating heart, and that neant only one thing with this
particul ar nmodel. Damed thing's |loaded. His grip on the i mage sync tightened
so that Cashman muttered, and he handed the thing off. Dammed thing's for

real . Powerpack in place and ready to fly, as Chrivet |loved to how at the top
of her 1ungs.

M cah waited for Pascal or Veles to notice, but they had adjourned to the far
side of the roomto discuss sone aspect of the upcom ng nmeeting, conversing in
| ow tones as they checked a handhel d di splay. Shit. Meanwhile, the I oadlight
continued to pul sate, promising all sorts of wall-blow ng mayhemto whonever
bunped or prodded the thing hard enough to engage the charge through

Ch hell. M cah reached across the table and hoi sted the weapon, taking care to
keep it pointed away fromeveryone. As if it matters. As if the damed thing
woul dn't bl ow out two adjoining walls if it let |oose. Dammed fools. He
squeezed the grip and jamed back a nearly undetectable |ever, discharging the
power pack with a loud click

"I's there a problem Lance Corporal ?" Pascal gave the handheld to Vel es and
wal ked to the table.
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"This thing was in firing node, sir." Mcah set the m d-range back on the
tabl e, then handed the pack to Pascal. "The power supply was engaged."

"That's the optics light, not the |loadlight," Veles mnuttered.

"Captain Veles is correct." Pascal took the pack fromMcah, then lifted the

m d-range as though it were a feather and rammed it back into place. "There's
a prototype still under devel opnent that has the indicators reversed, but the
ol d hands charged with testing the thing are conpl ai ni ng because they're used
to reading the | oadlight through the sight. That's what this nmeeting is



about." He set the weapon back in its place, shaking his head. "It is a dunmy,
by the way. This isn't the Haarin enclave.” He shot M cah an annoyed gl are,
then returned to his conversation with Veles.

"How the hell did you know about the prototype?" Cash-man renoved the first in
a series of alignnment cartridges fromthe i mage sync and held themup to

light.
M cah stared at Pascal's back, willing himto turn around, yet fearing what
he'd see if he did. He caught me... he caught me . . . "1 saw ... a

presentation."”

"That must have been one hell of a presentation.” Cash-nman's face brightened.
"Hey, success!" He held up the sync, which now glinmered in activation. "Poles
reversed on the left aspect.” H's browknit. "I wonder how the hell that
happened. No one had any problens with it yesterday."

"I'I'l bet.” Mcah waited for Pascal to turn around, to look at him to drive
hone with a superior smle the fact that he had won this round. But the nman
still seened too involved with the upcom ng presentation to care. He didn't
even bother to dismiss them but let themleave without a word.

The day continued free of incident, which meant that Mcah didn't see Pasca
anynore. He hunted the neeting files for any information concerning m d-range
prototypes, any presentation or article that he could point to and say /

| earned this here. But he couldn't find a single reference, including one to
the neeting that Pascal clained to be chairing. He
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made it all up. Jazzed the imger and switched weapons, just to trick nme. He
wonder ed what Pascal's next nove would be, and if he stood a chance in hell of
seeing it com ng

He pondered his situation during his walk home. As he cooked his solitary

di nner. As he changed into his casuals, grabbed his simgear fromits drawer,
then donned it and |lay back on his couch

The tones sounded. M cah struggled to concentrate on them and waited. Wited.
Wi t ed—

"W 're walkin' in Jesus 'footsteps, boys and girls! Across the water, one,
two, three! "

M cah spotted the back of Chrivet's helmet through the | akespray, and imagi ned
cl obbering her with his md-range. This is no time for blaspheny, Sergeant. A
swel I chopped his ankle, and he barely caught his stunble in time. If this is
t he enbassy, then we need all the help we can get.

He tried to i magi ne what they | ooked |like as they bore down on the shore,
larger-than-life figures in full exoskeletal kit, running atop the I|ake
surface as though they splashed through puddl es. Superhumans. Metal -franed
giants. The first wave in the nightmare war.

Sitting ducks. M cah swallowed, and tasted acid fromhis overworked stonmach. A
fully | oaded idoneni |akeski nmer can pick us off fromthree kees away. Five,
if the exo's emi ssion scranblers mal functioned, as they had been wont to do
lately.

He flicked off his infrared viewer and | ooked to his right. Bevan ran next to
hi mhe knew that fromthe position grid on his hel met display—but he couldn't
see him The refractors on the suit surface reflected the color of the water,
t he nearby shore, the cloud-filled night sky, |eaving only the appearance of
somet hing that m ght be a shadow of a cloud across the noon, or a breaking
wave, or a swooping gull.

But the idoneni will see sonething. O they'd believe their instrunments

i nstead of their eyes, and shoot.

"Ti ebol d, where's your infrared!"

"Ma'am " Mcah turned it back on, and watched the dark
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hori zon bl oomw th shape and col or. They passed the |ast outbuildings of the
Exterior Mnistry, hazy dull white fromtrapped heat. Thermabrick. He fixed on
the view and calibrated. The outlines sharpened.

"Target at el even, distance zero point two four two kilometers."



M cah | ooked just off to his left, Chrivet's tinny voice ringing in his ear
One and a half mnutes to landfall. The first outbuildings of the idoneni
enbassy cane into view, |akeskinmer dry docks and mai ntenance sheds, cool grey
frominactivity.

O damping. Mcah cranked the gain on his condetect. "ldonmeni in the

mai nt enance shed. Three, maybe four."

"O Shae. Foley." Chrivet gestured toward the shed. "Go!"

The two peel ed off and skirted atop the swells, exoclad | egs churning. They
hit the skimrer ranp at speed, barely missing stride as O Shae shot a
concussion grenade into the shed and Fol ey ran ahead and sprayed the grounds
wi th deadhead to weck the biosense.

M cah watched his hel met displays burst into nmulticolor as the grenade bl asted
hi s sound danpers and the deadhead cl ouds chilled through the air in a purple
tumble. Filters. He checked the status of his inlets, and breathed a shaky

si gh. Deadhead had been manufactured to counter idoneni-made bi osensors, but
shit happened at the dammedest tines and he didn't want to test the limts of
his suit systenms at this particul ar nmonent.

He hit the ranp two strides behind Bevan—any m sstep meant collision nmeant

di saster. The grounds swept past, deadhead swirling around them Twenty neters
ahead, Foley bulled through the gardens, spraying brickwork, and hit the entry
full-force with his ram The door blew inward, fileting any idoneni standing
within ten nmeters.

"Lakeski nmers in one mnute!"

M cah | ooked to his right just before he shot through the opening and saw t he
i domeni vessels ride up over the rocks, nid-range shooters at the ready. One
of themfired, then an-
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other. A charge cracked over M cah's head, sending his displays into seizure.
Three peeled off to take care of the idonmeni. Bevan. Two others. Too easy,

gl ory boy—the real shit's on the inside.

Through the hole. Inside the enbassy living quarters. No |lights. Purple clouds
ever ywher e—ol ey, punpi ng out deadhead, blow ng nore systens. M cah stayed
with O Shae while the others peeled off down the maze of halls. O Shae bl ew
the doors, while Mcah followed up with blasts into every open room More
concussi on grenades. Plaster powdered fromthe walls and ceiling. A chandelier
crashed down.

"Eneny at six five oh!" Manda, one w ng over. "Contact immnent!"

Six five oh. The main hall. Through those doors. M cah dogged O Shae's heel
advanci ng another grenade clip just as the displays in his sightline went nad.
"Contact— A crackl e. Not hing.

Manda! M cah checked his display. Blitz of colors. Overload. Through the doors
behi nd O Shae—pur pl e snoke everywhere. Shouts. Screans. |doneni, otherworldly
giants in exos, fighting hand-to-hand, typed weapons usel ess, blitzed by
deadhead.

Unt yped weapons—j ust fi ne.

An inpact in his right side. A shower of red from bel ow, spraying across his
facepl at e.

A scream His.

M cah renoved his headset, taking care to wi pe away the sweat. He sat up

surprised as al ways by how drained he felt. Well, maybe not so surprised
anynor e.

He rose fromthe couch and checked the clock. Forty-two mnutes. The actua
training exercise still took only fifteen to twenty. Means the hypno took
longer to lull nme. Five nmnutes nore than the last tine, and fifteen m nutes
nore overall. You can build up resistance over tinme. \Wat effect that could
have on his training, he had no idea.

CONTACT | MM NENT 113

M cah wal ked to the kitchenette, working his arnms and shoul ders al ong the way.
H s upper back felt like a board, his legs as stiff as if he'd hiked the
Devil's Trail at Fort Agaba. He filled a cup with cold water and drank it.



Refilled, and drank that, too. Then he stood at the sink, cup dangling from
his hand, and tried to think about what had happened.

"I shoul d have ranped down ny gain before entering the enmbassy. That's why ny
di spl ays kept blitzing—settings too sensitive." Mcah lifted the cup, regarded
the inside, and poured the few drops of water remaining into the sink. "I

shoul dn't have burst in after O Shae. What happened to Manda shoul d have

alerted me. Instead of storming the main hall with the rest, | should have
searched the halls for nmore living quarters to blitz." He'd have | ooked for
hostages as well. So far it didn't seemthey were being encouraged to take

host ages, but if a highly placed Deputy \Watever neant the difference between
bl ood across his faceplate and escaping with his life, it didn't seem such a
difficult choice

"You have the wong attitude, Lance Corporal." He was supposed to be willing
to die for the Cause. "And | have. Fourteen tinmes, so far." Bevan, on the

ot her hand, always seemed to survive, at |east |onger than he did. That pissed
himoff. "Way do | keep dying?" Wat the hell had hit himhard enough to kil
hi mthe exo liners had been built to take grenade-|evel inpacts, and no netal
bl ade i n exi stence coul d hack through them

He opened a drawer, renoved a flask, and uncapped it. "To the G oup. To the
Cause." He raised the flask to his lips and threw back his head. Took a pul

of whatever the hell it was—gin, vodka? Swal |l owed fast. Recapped the flask
and tossed it back in the drawer, which he kicked closed on his way to the

bat hroom "1 don't think we should cone in off the water." He stepped into the
shower, activating it. The spray hit himin the face, jolting him "Damed
Bevan." He nuttered over the man's apparent luck. It kept his m nd off Manda,
and the menory of his own bl ood coating his faceplate.

CHAPTER 15

M cah expected to find MPs waiting beside his desk when he arrived for work
the next norning. |Instead he found Cashman, standing vigil with a doughnut and
a dispo of vend al cove coffee

"I have a favor to ask." He followed M cah into his cube and set the office

br eakfast down on his desk. "It will only take an hour of your tinme."

M cah stared down at the coffee. He wondered what it would taste like with
vodka in it, and if anyone would notice if he hid a flask in his desk. He'd
dreaned again the night before. Relived the | ake assault froma different
angl e. Saw what happened to Manda.

"You see, we've got this skintart that has to be returned to the main

recei ving dock." Cashnman | eaned agai nst M cah's desk and dropped his voice to
a whisper. "W borrowed it, sort of. | nean, we nmeant to take it back right
after we finished—ae used it to help Kirit in SysAdm n nove | ast week and—
"You stole a cart, and you want me to take it back because soneone in Centra
Recei vi ng knows you took it and they're laying for you." M cah broke off a

pi ece of the doughnut and
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bit intoit. It proved to be coconut, which he hated. But he'd thrown up his
breakfast earlier that norning, and his stomach ached from enptiness. "Where
isit?"

"In the west stairwell alcove.’
need anything, anything at all—=

"I"ll add it to the list." Mcah refastened his coat, then polished off the
doughnut, alternating with gul ps of coffee. "If anyone stops by for ne, tel

t hem what ever you want." He crunpled the cup and tossed it in the trash, then
counted his steps as he wal ked out of his cube to the door, sonething he
hadn't done in years. It was a habit that had taken himthrough rough tines in
his youth, one that allowed himto concentrate on the i medi ate and i gnore
what ever waited around the corner, forget about whatever he had |eft
behind.... five... six ..

" Fabe?"

M cah stopped. Step nunber seven. He turned to find Cashman staring after him

Cashman patted his shoulder. "And if you ever



"What ?"

"You OK?" Cashman shifted fromone foot to the other. "You | ook |ike sonebody
died."

M cah smiled, wondering if the expression | ooked as fake as it felt. Then he
faced the door again and resunmed his wal k. Eight... nine... ten..

He found hinself watching the faces that passed himon the way to Recei ving,
on the alert for anyone who | ooked like he felt. If he did find soneone, he
decided, he'd swing the cart in front of them pretend it was an accident,
then engage themin conversation. Ask themwhy they felt the way they did, and
if their replies sounded at all |ikely, whether they belonged to the G oup

t 0o.

He needed a friend |i ke Wde again. He needed soneone to talk to. Hi s constant
dyi ng had gotten under his skin over the weeks, but |ast night had been the

worst of all. He still felt the inmpact in his side. Saw his bl ood spatter
across every bl ank surface.
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The sun shone warm but he couldn't feel it. The sky filled his eyes, clear
and blue, but he didn't care.

Recei vi ng domi nated the Far North region of the base, a five-story whitestone
mass set in the niddle of a skimvay hub jamed with trucks and vans. M cah
dragged the cart onto the main platform told the civilian foreman that he'd
found it under a tree in the South Central region of the base, then departed
bef ore anyone could ask himany questions. He wasn't in the nmood for

guestions. Answers, yes, he could do with a few of those, but not questions.
He trudged back al ong the main wal kway, still watching faces, and counting his
st eps.

"Good norni ng, Lance Corporal."

M cah felt the doughnut and coffee neld together into a | eaden mass. "Captain
Pascal , sir. Good norning."

"Funny seeing you in this area of the base," Pascal said as he drew even. He
wore civvies, a blue shirt and darker trousers, a short coat. "Someone who
lives in the enlisted housing bl ocks would cone in fromthe south."

"I needed to drop off a cart in Receiving, as you no doubt saw." M cah gave up
on comm serating faces and qui ckened his step, wondering whether he could | ose
Pascal in the day shift crowds and knowing just as surely that it would take a
bonb to shake the son of a bitch off his tail. "I've already been in the

of fice. But |I'm guessing you know that, too."

Pascal watched M cah for a few strides, his face deceptive in its kindness.
Then he nudged himtoward a snack kiosk, first maneuvering himto a table,

t hen wat chi ng hi m while he purchased two coffees and a coupl e of breakfast

rolls. "If you're ready to talk," he said as he set two dispo trays down on
the table, "I' mready to listen." He sat in the chair opposite M cah and
unw apped his roll, a meat-and-cheese-filled turnover glistening with fat

gl aze.

M cah wat ched Pascal bite into the sandwi ch, the neat juice drip and the
cheese string, and quickly | ooked away. "lI'mafraid | don't know what you
nean, sir."

Pascal nodded. "All right. Let's back up." He set down his
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sandwi ch, w ped his fingers on a napkin, took a swallow of coffee, and sat
back. "It's been noted by people you work with that your mpod has undergone a

gradual but definite change over the past weeks. This change, to the best
anyone can determine, first became noticeable shortly after the mne incident
at the Haarin enclave." He | eaned forward again. The cheap plastic chair
creaked under his weight. "Are the two events necessarily rel ated? No, of
course not. You may be upset over a family matter, or another personal issue.
If this is the case, just say so, and I'll |eave you be. But if it's not..."
He spread his hands w de, then picked up his sandwi ch and took another bite.
M cah sat, his arns fol ded across his chest, and tried to concentrate on the
peopl e wal ki ng past. Uniforms, gymclothes, civvies, all shapes and sizes.



Then a lithe, dark-haired girl caught his eye. She cut through the crowds |ike
a fish around rocks, briefbag jogging against her hip, young face lined with
concentration born of stress. Manda? He al nost boosted to his feet to chase
after her, but Pascal's steady stare wei ghted hi m down.

"Someone you know?" He finished his sandwi ch and tossed the tray into a nearby
trash receptacle.

"No, sir." Mcah sagged back, then picked up the coffee cup and held it for
the warnmth. "I thought | recognized the eyes."

Pascal watched him as though waiting for himto say nore. Then he set his

el bows on the chair arms and |inked his hands, |egs stretched out before him
as though trying to catch every available ray of sun. "You never showed an
aptitude for infantry training while you were in Basic, or an interest, for
that matter. Al your test scores highlighted your technical abilities." H's
gaze nmoved over the passing crowd, then back to Mcah. "W all change over
time, of course, for varying reasons."” He smiled. "Some do so because such is
their way. They are always altering, adapting, trying new things. They could
no more remain static than | could breathe underwater. For them change is
life." He picked up
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hi s napkin, tearing off bits and rolling them between his fingers. "But there
are others who change only because they feel they have no choice. They | ook
about them and see a world they no | onger understand. A world they fear. They
change because it is the only way they believe they can return things to what
t hey consider nornmal. They force thenselves into situations for which they're
ill-suited, ill-trained, in the hope that if they act enphatically enough
their world will revert to the way it was." After he had built a pile of
rolled bits of napkin, he started picking themup one at a tine and flicking
theminto his coffee cup.

M cah wat ched as one piece after another arced into the cup, and prayed for
Pascal to miss while knowing as surely as he breathed that his prayer would go
unanswered. He broke off a piece of his sandw ch, which proved to be the sane
neat - cheese m shmash as Pascal's, and chewed slowly to keep fromgetting sick
The norning crowd had thinned, allow ng hima clear view of the grounds, the
rolling awns and flowering trees, the bright white buildi ngs beyond. He's
been reading ny ServRec. He swal |l owed, the food going down |ike hot cement.
VWll, so what? There's nothing there. Only things that he knew. Nothing he
felt. Nothing he believed.

"Take the | ate Lance Corporal Wde." Pascal had stopped flicking napkin nibs,
and now tore a long strip and wapped it around his finger like aring. "His
psych evals revealed a man who felt very strongly that tradition should be
mai nt ai ned, even at the expense of growth, of know edge. Quite the hidebound
i ndi vidual. You could group himw th those people you see on CapNet, the ones
who shake their fists at the hol ocam and shout 'idoneni, go hone.""

M cah set down his cup, then brushed away the coffee droplets that dotted his
fieldcoat. He'd flinched at the word "group,” but he didn't think Pasca

noti ced. Hoped he didn't, anyway. You freak-fucking bastard—you're not fit to
speak R k's nane. He al nbst blurted his opinion out |oud, and barely stopped
hinself in tine. That's what you want, isn't it? For ne to bl ow up, give
nmysel f away. Well, forget it.
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"Some of ny superiors feel that Wde took his interest in interactives one
step too far, that he obtained the means to engage in some sort of simulated
conbat training, with an eye toward sonmeday fighting idomeni." Pascal worked
the napkin ring fromhis finger, then started twisting it into a tighter band.
"The problemwith that was the fact that he skipped the bioenotiona

pre-conditioning. |I've gone a few rounds with the sinms over the years, on both
sides of the headset. |'ve seen what it does to people. The hands never get
bl oody, but the brain can't tell the difference. You kill one too many, or die

once too often, and your judgnent goes over the side. You lose the ability to
think clearly. You hear about conditions |ike simsynesthesia, simpsychosis,



and wonder if they could happen to you." He worked the paper ring from one
finger to the next. "At times |like that, you need soneone who'll |isten

Wio' Il understand.”

M cah pressed a hand to his right side, to the ache beneath his ribs that grew
sharper and deeper the nore Pascal tal ked. "There's soneone in our departnent
who knows all about you. You had an enotional augnentati on when you were a

t eenager, courtesy of Exterior Mnister U anova. It danps down your enotions,
keeps you fromfeeling." For a mad nmonent, he wondered if Pascal somehow knew
the girl who was Manda. Whether she had fallen for the face and the accent as
so many had. Whet her Pascal had taken her. "Enpathy's only a word to you, so
don't even try," he said, rage choking him "In fact, why don't you just shove
it up your ass!"

"I don't understand why you're taking this attitude." Pascal tw sted the ring

into a figure eight and tossed it into his cup. "I only want to help."
"Yeah, right." Mcah forced another bite of the roll. "You know, it's not
really the done thing for you and ne to be seen together like this. | suggest

that given your reputation, a charge of fraternization or even sexua

m sconduct woul d gi ve sonebody the excuse they needed to bust you right out of
here." He stood, brushed the crunbs fromthe front of his
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coat. "Thank you for breakfast. Now | really must be going." "If you believe
you have | egal recourse, by all neans, give it atry. |I look forward to
answering questions about ny interest in you." Pascal stood and perfornmed

tabl e-clearing duties, tossing their mess into the trash receptacle. "I'Il be
wat chi ng you, Faber."

M cah started down the wal kway. The pl ace between his shoul ders burned—he knew
Pascal watched him but woul d sooner have dropped dead than turn around to
confirm Instead he kept his eyes fixed strai ght ahead, shoved his hands in
his coat pockets to warmthem and counted his steps.

El on adj usted her headset, struggling to discern anything useful fromthe
burst of voices that battered her ears. Godly though the argunent of Vynsharau
m ght have been, this was not the tine.

"I see them niaRauta." Ghos steered the skinmrer past trees and over |ogs and
rocks, gesturing in anger as branches scraped agai nst the sides of the vehicle
with a sound as the claws of demons. "They are ... therel”

In the near distance, the skimer they pursued becane visible, skirting around
a stand of evergreens and slicing | ow hanging fronds as a bl ade. A battered
thing, its blue color faded from sun and chem cal danage. Humani sh. Elon's
shoul ders rounded. Only they would allow a vehicle to degrade so.

"They nmove too quickly for this place!" Ghos slipped into VWynsharau Haann, his

words as clipped and his voice devoid of gesture. "They will collide with a
tree, and the humani sh newssheets will say that VWnsharau are to bl ane for
forcing such." He sped up as well, gaze fixed on the path ahead, hands noving

over the controls.

"Humani sh bl amed us for the mine. For the death of our own. Such would be a
change, to blame us for a thing we actually did." El on renmoved her shooter
fromher belt holster and activated it. "This is the fourth such incursion
since the mne, Gios. | tire of such. It nmust cease.”
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Ghos sl owed as he maneuvered through the forest maze, speaking nore than he
had since El on knew hi mas he decl ai ned over the nadness of the hunmani sh
driving. Trees closed in fromall sides. A branch thudded agai nst the skimer
roof, sending a frantic fur-tailed animal sliding down the wi ndscreen and off
onto the ground.

Ghos half rose fromhis seat as they careened into a clearing. "W have them
ni aRaut a! "

The tree-ringed circle appeared as an aninal pit. Four enbassy skinmers
surrounded the battered two-seater and slowmy closed in, backing it toward the
trees. Then they noved nore closely together, so that they faced it in a line
and could fire upon their quarry at Elon's order. As a captured thing, the



bl ue vehicle flitted about the shrinking space, probed for an opening, then
stilled as it found none.

El on activated the skinmer audio array, then paused to beg the gods for calm
She spoke English only when necessary, and as such, did not speak it well—aith
t he prospect of conmbat, the ability to do such threatened to | eave her
conpletely. "You have trespassed upon idonmeni |and, deeded as such by your

dom nants." Her words cut through the air as a weapon. "You will throw your
weapons from your vehicle to the ground, and disenbark." She deactivated the
array and gestured to CGhos. "Wat do you see?"

"Three occupants—+two male and a female." Ghos nonitored the scan display set
inthe mddle of the control array. "They are all armed—expect four shooters,

i ncluding a md-range."

"To activate a md-range in such a small vehicl e—awould they be so stupid?"

El on eval uated the distance to the humani sh skinmer. 'The recoil would send
them backward into the trees, and the newssheets would bl ame us for such as
well."

Ghos unhol stered his weapon and activated it. "I could | eave our vehicle and
approach them conpel themto shoot at ne, and force themto do such."

"Chos!" Elon slipped into VWnsharau Haarin, such was
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her anger. "Feres's soul has just been released—+ will not officiate at

anot her Wynsharau death in this dammed cold place!" She gripped her right hand
within her left and squeezed. The rebroken bone had | ong since healed, but if
she conpressed enough, she could induce some pain, and enploy it to focus her
mnd. "I repeat to you," she said, reactivating the audio array, "throw away
your weapons and di senbark your vehicle!"

The humani sh two-seater hovered low to the ground. Then, as though it awakened
fromsleep, it elevated slightly, rotating until it faced El on head-on, unti
she coul d di scern the vague shapes seated behind the tinted w ndscreen

"They are to charge." Chos reached for his door lever. "They are to—

Bef ore Ghos coul d di senbark, the humani sh ski mer | aunched toward them
advancing in the beat of a heart, elevating at the last instant, |eaping above
them so that Elon could see the waves of iridescence the magnetic drives had

i nduced in the metal of the lift array.

Then the audio array screeched, the sound filling her head as a white-hot

thi ng. She screaned and tore the headset away, as around her scan displays

bl anked, then flooded with Iight and gi bbered signals.

"Their shielding is damaged—they attacked us with such!" Ghos tried to steer

t he ski mrer around, but the nagnetic battering had rendered it crippled. The
engi nes whi ned. The displ ays showed only fragnents of words and hi st ograns.
The ot her enbassy skimers streamed past themin pursuit of the humani sh. Ghos
muttered in Vynsharau Haarin and tried to reset all systems at one tine, while
El on aided him half deafened, her ears ringing.

At last they reactivated. At |last they turned and gave chase. Ghos fol |l owed
the scan, the trail of broken branches, as Elon contacted her suborns. "They
have attacked!" She barely heard her words. "Take them"

They entered another circle of trees, this one nearer the
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road that led to the humani sh ski mvays. They found four skimrers in a |line,
facing a wall of brush and stone, and eight Vynsharau mlling in the grass.

El on di senmbarked and wal ked across the circle to her suborns, slowing to all ow
CGhos tine to overtake her and precede her, the cries of birds piercing her

deaf ness.

"They have escaped, niaRauta." N aRauta Laur gestured toward the wall. "I

wi t nessed them | eap over the barrier as an aninmal, yet none of our scans
detected the disruption of the security array."

"Humani sh ski mrers do not leap!' Ghos hol stered his shooter and wal ked to the
wall. He clinbed to the top, using the brush as handhol ds, and ki cked at | oose
stones that lay scattered on the surface.

"Scan the grounds," Elon said to Laur. "If these humani sh were able to arrive



and depart w thout detection, they nost likely spent much tine here. It is
therefore even nore likely, and truly, that they left something behind.

Cont act the humani sh Servi ce and ask them of their mnes. Ask themif they
ever used this land as a training ground as well." She watched Ghos and

anot her suborn pull at the stones and gesture displeasure. "And contact ni
Tsecha. Werever he is, whatever he does, bring himto ne."

Elon returned to the enbassy and retired directly to her rooms. Her
cook-priest berated her for mssing the tine of her md-norning sacranent,
then led her to the altar room and stood over her as she begged forgiveness of

t he gods.
She prayed as she ate, her still-damaged heari ng maki ng her voice sound as
somet hing far away. Then she renpbved her grined coverall, |aved, and donned

the pale green trousers and shirt, the off-white overrobe nore appropriate to
hal | ways and neeting roons. Sat at her worktable and studied the |Iayout of the
enbassy, and tried to determi ne how the humani sh gai ned access to the grounds.
Felt the rage build within her as a living thing as she pondered how she had
cone to be sent to this dammed cold place, to watch
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her suborns die, chase down decrepit skinmers, and renove that which they |eft
behi nd as a keeper of beasts renoved their waste.

Her door chime sounded, though such was its pitch that it took sone tine
before she realized it did so. She rose fromher table and wal ked to her door
formng a fist with her right hand and striking the entryway arch as she
passed beneat h.

"Nl aRauta." CGhos still wore his coverall, and had tucked a docunents case
under his arm "You are as deaf."

"Yes, Ghos."

"When the nine deafened me, you conpelled ne to go to nmy physician-priest.
will do the sane now to you."

"After | speak with Tsecha." Elon cradl ed her hand, which throbbed and stung
when she sought to straighten her fingers. "Wat is your report?"

"Laur is leading the scanning of the Iand." Ghos wal ked i nside. He had bound
his braided fringe into a single rope of hair to keep it away fromhis face,
whi ch had been scratched in several places by brush and had bl ed accordingly.
"They have already found small amounts of hunmanish food in storage sheds, in
greenhouses and security bunkers."

"No expl osives?" Elon waited until CGhos gestured in the negative. "I have read
of such things. They wish us to know that they have breached our defenses,
that they may do so again as they will. And to do this, they taunt us with
their food, for they know that no greater insult to our way exists."

Ghos set the docunents case atop Elon's worktable. "I have brought the
readouts fromthe stations confirmng no sign of incursion." He renoved a
sheaf of wafers and set them beside her workstation. "They have overridden our
def enses, Elon. What is there to do?"

"I'nmpl ant our structures with sensors that are not integrated into our systens.
Fit those sensors to loud alarns."” Elon rubbed one ear. "Drive themas deaf if
t hey invade again." She drew al ongsi de Ghos, tilting her head in puzzl enent as
she conprehended the condition of his hair. "CGhos, you wear tw gs." She
reached up and plucked a thin branch
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fromone of his braids. Half a finger in |l ength, brown and grey, a hard bud at
one end.

Ghos unbound his braids and shook themout with his hands—three nore tw gs
fell onto the table, along with a strip of leaf. He picked them up, one by
one, then handed themto Elon. "Burn them Snear the ash on pieces of scrol
and burn them again."

"Such will not serve as enough. Such as this place can never be purified."

El on rubbed the objects between her hands as though to grind themto dust, but
the wood was too hard and the | eaf too new, and thus did not powder but

remai ned intact. "Yet you would have | eft our skimer and wal ked before the



humani sh, drawn their fire and nost surely been injured. O died."

"You will say that it would be better to die within the worldskein than here.
| maintain that it would not." Ghos rebound his braids, tying themas tightly
as though he prepared for a Uine. "I maintain that we are already dammed, al

of us dammed, so what difference? Tsecha denies Sa-nal an, and should thus face
the wath of the gods. But time has passed, and what is the decision of
Templ e? O Council ? Have you read a decision, niaRauta, for nost assuredly |
have not. Have you seen himconfined, returned to the worl dskei n, executed, as
he nmost assuredly should be?" He paced. "Politics. Ceel ponders if he may risk
Haarin wath by doing as he nmust to Tsecha, by treating himin the way the
gods demand. Thus do | pronounce hi mdammed, and with him each of us, for he
is as our Adigarch, and he has failed in his duties, and thus have the gods
rejected us all." He stopped before her, took her damaged hand in his own and
opened it. Took one of the twigs and held it before her face, |ooking her in
the eye as he did so, as had becone nore and nore his way. "Each of us to be

burned, and the ashes sneared upon scroll, to be burned again, and even then
we will not be clean.”

"Chos." Elon felt the horror of disputation carried too far. "You bl asphene.”
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"Do I, Elon?" Chos tossed the twi g upon her worktable, then rel eased her hand
as though it were a thing of glass. "Yet even so, this place nust burn." He
took a step back fromher, his eyes still nmeeting hers. H s pale eyes, so
bright against his pallid face, against which the bl ood shone like jewel.

El on | ooked down at her hand, still felt the departed pressure. Then she

crossed her armover her chest and tilted her head in confusion, and even as
the entry chime rang out, she did not hear it until Ghos gestured toward the
door.

"N aRaut a?" Laur entered, |ooked fromEl on to Ghos, and stood nost straight.
"Nf Tsecha attends."

El on gestured in affirmation, aware of Ghos's anger as a living thing between
them "I will speak with him"

"Politics." Ghos swept a hand across the worktable, sending the twi gs and | eaf
to the floor, and strode to the door, forcing Laur to step aside to allow him
to pass.

CHAPTER 16

El on entered the primary neeting roomto find Tsecha standi ng before one of
the low tables that Iined the far wall of the sparsely furni shed space,
contenpl ati ng an arrangenment of stones. He dressed nobst as Haarin, as was his
habit since his outcast, in a blue that pained the eyes and an orange so near
to red as to be ungodly. He | ooked to the door as she entered, regardi ng her
as he used to at Tenpl e when she argued with himover his blending heresies,
his gaze fixed on the floor at her feet, hands clasped behind his back

"So, Elon. Humani sh food in your buildings, and ski mers that |eap about as
beasts and evade capture." He turned his attention to the stones once nore,
this time picking one up and stacking it atop another, then renmoving it and
doi ng the sane again. "A grenade of pink could have halted your invader."

"No, Tsecha." Elon's shoul ders rounded. Now, as when he served as anmbassador
Tsecha felt he knew her duties better than she. "W woul d have damaged

oursel ves just as we danaged them The new pink is not yet ready."

"It was not ready when | served in this place. It takes its tinme readying
itself, and truly."” Tsecha picked up another stone, but instead of adding it
to his pile, he passed it fromhand to hand. "What has Shai said of all this?"
207
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"N aRauta Shai attends a conclave with Prine M nister Cao. They discuss
expansi on of Gate Way rights, | mpbst believe. As always, Sanvasta serves as

i ssue due to its nearness to Shera. The humani sh wish it so very much, and
Ceel has ordered Shai to withhold." Elon stepped across the roomto a w ndow
t hat | ooked out over the gardens. The sky pained the eyes as did Tsecha's
shirt, yet such did she esteem for it lit the hybrid grasses and shrubs to a



brilliance that took her to Rauta Sheraa. The tine just before first planting,
when the | eaves greened and the sun burned low in the sky.

Tsecha set down the stone. "You have not told her of this |latest incident?"
"No." Elon remained at the window. "I nost prefer to exam ne such natters nost
conpletely before | informnia-Rauta Shai. | prefer to understand reasons, and
determ ne that which nmust be changed." She pressed her hand to the w ndowpane,
i magi ned heat, but felt only cold. "Humanish did not attack us in this way
until the enclave came to be. They did not despise us so until you went out
anong them They once enjoyed you, for they believed you only a visitor here.
Now t hey fear you, for they know you nmean to stay and force your bl ending
propheci es upon them" She paused, |aboring to think of words to describe that
which to this point had only been vague inpression, the unformed sensation of
t he sol di er who recogni zed nmenace she could not define. "Therefore, |I would
ask you to leave this place, and return to Rauta Sheraa. Today. Tonorrow. As
soon as you may."

Tsecha moved down the table, away fromthe stones and toward a bow fountain.
"And the other Haarin? Dathimand the rest?" He placed his fingers beneath the
water stream and the gurgling softened to a quiet patter

"They should return with you." El on stepped back fromthe w ndow, but remained
some di stance from Tsecha and his table contenpl ati ons. She had never
entertained a wish to draw close to him and now, nore than at any time, she
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wi shed to remain well away. "I have thought of this a great deal since the
time of the nmine explosion. Since the time | conveyed Feres's soul to his
final place. It is with you that all this began, Tsecha. It is with you that

it all will end. It is with you that it all must end."

Tsecha raised his hand fromthe fountain stream watched the water drip from
his fingers to the tiered bow s beneath. "As always, Elon, your reasoning is
fl awed. Even at Tenple school was it so. Wien you were required to think as a
sol di er, you pondered as a student, and when you were required to ponder as a
student, you thought of nothing but advance or retreat." He shook the |ast
drops fromhis hand, then wi ped it over the front of his shirt. "M/ |eaving
this place will not end these attacks. They would have occurred if | had never
lived, for they speak to the weakness of both humani sh and i domeni. Humani sh,
who only know advance and retreat, as the soldier, and idomeni, who w thdraw
to ponder and suppose, as students until death.”

El on drew back fromthe wi ndow, away fromthe |ight that pained her eyes and
the color that struck at her soul. Yet she did not want to | eave the view, and
the need to do so angered her. "W are warriors as well, Tsecha."

Tsecha took a step closer to her, nearer the sun that entered through the

wi ndow. The brightness accented the water stains of his shirt, the al nost-red
darkened to blood. "W attack one another w thin the bounds of our classroom
W argue points of law with blades. But we do not advance. W have built ships
of space for as |ong as have hunani sh. Yet we have only ten poor col ony worl ds
to show for our labors. They have near to fifty, and bother us as starving
youngi sh for our share." He once nore clasped his hands behind his back, and
studied a flawin the ceiling that only he could see. "But as starving
youngi sh, they think only of their own hungers and how to assuage them+f a
slap gives themwhat they wish, they will continue to slap until their target
si ckens of being struck and slaps back. If | departed, they would npst

believe, and with reason, that they drove nme away. My
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remai ning, all our remaining, serves as a return slap. It is necessary, Elon
It is as it must be. Therefore will | stay."

El on rubbed her hands together, imagined the twi gs between them the tw gs
that even now renmi ned scattered across the floor of her roons. "Allow the
humani sh to think as they will, but do that which is godly. That which is best
for Hadrin."

"Such a day it is, Elon, when you think at all of Haarin." Tsecha bared his
teeth at the ceiling, then | owered his gaze once nore to the place at her



feet. "No. Such is ny answer. No, and no again." He wal ked to the other side

of the space, toward a cloth-draped pedestal. "I see that Shai maintains
scul pture in the neeting roons." He renoved the cloth and poked at the
hal f - f ormed mound beneath. "During nmy tine at Tenple, | never saw her but with

a lunp of clay in her hand. She required it, so she said, to quell her anger
Wien she first arrived here, she did not use such. Now | see that she has
taken it up again." He studied the sculpture for a time, then shook out its
cloth and covered it once nore. "Is this why you sumoned ne here? To beg ny
return to Shera?"

El on wal ked to the niddle of the roomand circled a ring of chairs. Her body
ached as it always did after the discord of a pursuit, yet she could not sit.
I nstead she paced, and pondered what to reply. As a student. She gripped the
back of a chair, squeezing until her knuckles paled to white. "That is why,
Tsecha. Yes."

"Shai will not appreciate this fact. She prefers to know when | am about this
pl ace." Tsecha wal ked to the door, his stride relaxed, as though he had not
sentenced a race to despair with his decision. "If you are not occupied with
nore i nmpossi bl e requests, | would ask and truly that you cone with ne. Someone
is here with whom you as security dom nant should speak."

El on foll owed Tsecha down the wi de corridor that led to the verandas. "I nust
meet with ny suborns nost soon to tal k of
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this attack." She had fixed her eyes on her fornmer dom nant's narrow

shoul ders, which had seenmed as ol d when she school ed at Tenpl e and now seened
as those of a youngish, clothed as they were in Haarin bl ue.

"Then you will want to discuss such here first, | nobst believe." Tsecha pushed
open a hinged door and stepped out onto the walled veranda reserved for

hurmani sh.

El on foll owed Tsecha out onto the veranda. By the far wall, near a pedesta
fountain, stood Pascal, the Service captain, dressed in the clothes of the
street. Pale stone colors, she noted, that did not offend the eye, however
much their wearer did. Such strangeness. Hi s stunted body, too broad and

bul ky. His hair, so pale as to be Oa, sheared as close to the skull as
Tsecha's and Dathim s, his narrow face and weak jaw. Ugly beings, are
humani sh. How she wi shed, and truly, that she woul d never see one again. Next
to himstood Dathim clothed in green and brown, such subdued tones that Elon
wondered if he sought nercy fromthe gods for Tsecha, who dressed as one who
could not see that which he wore.

"N aRauta." Pascal stood as a carving, his back npbst straight, gaze fixed at a
poi nt above Elon's head as a show of respect. "N Tsecha has told ne of the
attacks agai nst the enbassy,"” he continued in adequate H gh Vnsharau. "I am
nost interested, and truly, as to the details, for this is the first I have
heard of such."

El on heard the novenent of the door behind her, and turned to find Ghos
standing in the entry. He now wore the clothing of the enbassy, green and

of f-white, as she did, and had unbound his braids so they fell freely past his
shoul ders.

"W have not told humani sh of these assaults." He spoke H gh Vynsharau. Yet
his voice and posture still held his earlier anger, and his intonations cane
as chopped and truncated as his harshest Vynsharau Haarin. "Wat purpose woul d
be served? Feres's soul has already arrived within the worldskein, so | ong ago
did he die, yet humani sh know nothing of the source of the mne that killed
hi m Wat
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good, then, to consult with you of this? Mre tine spent, nore worthless
nmeetings, nore politics, and | ess know edge gained for all of that. You are as
nothing, and truly."

"Chos, silence." Elon sensed Pascal's surprise at Ghos's anger, Dathims and
Tsecha's irritation, and took what pleasure she could fromthe discord. "Even
now, ni aRauta Sa-nal an | abors to purify those places." She stood aside so Ghos



could move half a pace ahead of her, as was seemly. "So many are there that

she will labor far into the night."

Pascal | ooked to Tsecha, then away. He drew his hand to his nouth, then
recal l ed where he stood and let it fall. "My H gh VWnsharau is adequate to
nost of ny enbassy dealings, but it may not prove so if the speech becones too
technical, or too heated. In such instances, | will speak English, and ni
Tsecha or nf Dathimw |l translate. |Is such acceptable?" He waited until they

all gestured in the affirmative. "Any vehicle that managed to evade your
security systens woul d have to have been specially equipped. Did you obtain
any images of this one you saw today? Any scans or other identification?"
"Why shoul d we di scuss such with you?" Ghos | ooked to Pascal. "Strange
humani sh who befriends Haarin. Suborn of na Kiershia, who is anathema to al
that is godly. \Wat are you?"

"Chos!" Elon | ooked to her suborn, who seened nost as determined to forget her
exi stence, then to Pascal, who gestured again in question. "Yet such is

somet hing we woul d want to know, Pascal. You possess sone standing in the
humani sh Service. Your loyalty is to them Wy, then, would you assist us?"
"Such is a nost fair question." Pascal's right hand drew up in hesitation. "I
fear the subtleties | nust express to explain nyself are beyond ny grasp of
H gh VWynsharau, but I will try." Hs hand |l owered. "As ni Rau Ghos said, | am
i ndeed suborn to na Kiershia. Wile she is absent from Chicago, | work for
her, serving as her eyes and ears."

"But you wear the clothes of the Service, when you re-
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menber to." CGhos stepped closer, his hands clenching as his back bowed. "You
act as the nost ungodly Haarin—all know this who know anything. You serve any
and all. You do not conprehend the neaning of order, or loyalty!"

"Chos! Such is enough." Tsecha's back bowed. "You wi sh to know nore of the
humani sh who have invaded. | have one with me who can deternine such."

"He is disorder!"

"He is between the lines, as he has al ways been! Such is no surprise to nel"
Tsecha pushed up one sleeve. Silvered a Uine scars reflected the light, a
war ni ng to CGhos.

"He serves only the Kiershia." Dathimstepped forward, his hands | ow before
him his weight bal anced as a warrior who expected attack. "If you accept
not hi ng el se, you nust accept that, and if you accept that, you nust accept
all that follows." He tilted his head, his shaved scalp a glinting nockery of
the old ways. "Even a bornsect nust conprehend such.”

Ghos ignored him his gaze fixed on Pascal. "Wy are you here, humani sh? To
spy for your anatherma, or your Service?"

Pascal raised his left hand chest high, palmout and fingers curved, a gesture
of pleading. "I only wish to help. You are being attacked. I wish to find out
nore of these attacks—I| believe | can assist you in preventing them"

"And | should believe you why?" Ghos noved to the side as a fighter trying to
find his feet, while Dathimnoved with himin an effort to stay between him
and Pascal . He noved again, and agai n Dat hi m noved with him

The noverents of a lerine. Elon felt her own body sway in response as her
fingers closed around the ghost of a bl ade.

"Elon." Tsecha drew close to her, his voice |lowered in a damed hunmani sh

whi sper. "Chos is yours—erder himto still."

"Why, ni Tsecha?"

"Because ny Lucien does not understand what occurs."

"Yet you conpel us to understand hin? To trust hinP Un-
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fair, nf Tsecha. If your humani sh does not understand us, then it is tine he
| earned. "

"You damm this place with each breath and beg the gods to deliver you, yet
when you sense bl ood, you act as the aninmals you condemm?" Tsecha st epped
around El on toward Dat hi m and Ghos, who still nmoved in strange uni son. "Ghos.
Stand back. My Lucien does not conprehend.”



CGhos took a step toward Tsecha. "You brought himhere. You, who dammed our
soul s by your outcast."

"You damm your own soul now, Ghos." Tsecha pushed up his other sleeve,

reveal ing another lifetinme of scars. "You have not |istened. You have not

t hought. You only attack."

"I attack. Such should be no surprise to you." Ghos punched the air, his fist
finding a space past Dathims shoul der, a handsbreadth fromthe dodgi ng
Pascal .

The action shook Elon fromher violent reverie. She stepped forward. "Ghos. Do
not waste your honor on such as that. H's blood offers nothing but chaos."
Ghos kept noving, foot crossing sideways over foot, a half step ahead of
Dathim "Then | will offer his blood to Caith, and beg her blessing." He
dodged in, out, then in again, leaving Dathimstill a half step behind. Then
his fist shot out. The strike of a beast.

Pascal raised his open palmand net the blow The crack of flesh and bone

agai nst flesh and bone sounded. Another strike. Another defense. Pascal darted
away from Dathimso that he could nove freely, took his place in the center of
the floor. CGhos followed, and the two of them continued to punch one another

| andi ng bl ows on torsos, shoul ders, and arns. The godly noves of the circle of
chal l enge, the only thing m ssing the bl ades.

"Chos!" Tsecha closed in on the male from behind, and barely dodged an el bow
inthe pit of his soul. "Lucien! Stand behind Dathim Do so now. End this!"
"There is no end to such as this w thout blood," Ghos said as he struck
Pascal ' s chest and pushed hi m back.

Dat hi m cl osed in, back bowed. "Do you decl are, then?"
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He cl osed his hand around Ghos's wist, stopping himin md-strike. "Do you
decl are!"™ He shook himas a youngi sh, back and forth, as though he scol ded
him his a Uine scars flashing pale in the light.

"Dathim Silence!" Tsecha pushed hinsel f between Ghos and his suborn and
grabbed their hands, struggled to pry his suborn's hand from Ghos's wi st.
"You have | et your anger take you before, and this is not the time for such
Chal | enge for yourself, if you nust, not for Lucien!"

Pascal breathed heavily, sweat coating his face. He straightened slowy, his
fists still raised, ready to block Ghos if he struck again. "Dathim back
down. "

Dat hi mturned on him shoul ders roundi ng. "Ghos has decl ared agai nst you in
every way but the last. You cannot wal k away!"

Pascal lowered his fists. "Yes, | can."

"Then." Dathimrel eased Ghos's wist and backed away. "Humani sh, who only
pretends to learn.”

"Chos." Elon struggled to control her shaking voice. Od scars ached in
menory. She longed for the finality of the circle, w shed every humani sh coul d
| eave their blood within its confines, felt her heart pound in response. "Not
his blood." Yes, his blood, her soul told her, and she closed her nmnd to its

pleas. "It is not godly."
"How godly are the dammed?" GChos flexed his hands, massaged his knuckl es,
| ooked toward Tsecha, then away. "I declare."

Pascal |ooked to Dathim after a time, Dathimlooked to himas well.

In the eye. Elon watched them unconprehendi ng. Mst strange.

Pascal pulled his sweat-darkened shirt fromhis body. "Wiat do | say?" he
asked in English

Dat hi m responded in English as well. "You say, | accept challenge."
Pascal nodded once. "l accept... challenge."

Tsecha pressed a hand to his forehead, a humani sh ges-
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ture that at times denoted pain. "Dathim" He | ooked to Pascal, then away.
"I don't believe we have a procedure in place for this back at Sheridan."
Pascal 's voi ce energed as dead. "Wo contacts who?"

"You are the challenged. Therefore your doni nant must contact Anbassador



Shai ." Tsecha spoke in his English, broad, flat sounds that did not seemto
emanate from an idonmeni nouth.

"There are— Pascal paced a tight circle. "There are Service rules prohibiting
duels. They're old, and haven't been enforced for a long time, but— He
emtted a harsh sound. "I can think of a few people who m ght want to try and
dust themoff."

Tsecha raised a hand, then dropped it, a gesture that for hunmani sh may have
meant sonething but for Vynsharau neant nothing. "So, it is done." He ran a
finger over one of his many scars, then pushed down his sleeves. "My Jani once
fought as you will, Lucien, against niaRauta Hantia. | will contact Genera
Burkett, who served as her dom nant-he may offer advice to yours. He will be
nmost surprised by this, | amsure." Hi s posture altered to one of dismay. "M
Jani will be, as well. Is she to be told now, or when she returns?"

"She'll read it in the newssheets, |'m guessing." Pascal |ooked to Dathim "I
have right of a second.™

"I have acted as such before." Dathi mnodded once, in an aggravati ng hunmani sh

manner. "I will train you as | trained na Kiershia."

"Thus and so." Tsecha pointed toward the entry, then stood nost still as
Pascal and Dat hi m wal ked ahead of him "Inform Shai, Elon, that if she wi shes
to berate me, | will not listen." He took his place behind his strange suborn

pair and followed them out of the veranda, his step nost heavy.

El on wal ked to a stone bench set in the veranda wall and sat. "Wy, Ghos?"
"Because Pascal is anathema, and he who was Avrel ni Rau Nema brought him here
to help us." Ghos seened

CONTACT | MM NENT 217

nost as rel axed now, his shoul ders straight, his hands uncl enched. "Because it
is most fitting for a humanish to bleed here, in this soulless place. Because
a cleansing rage is required to burn the cold dead fromthis place."

"Your hatred is indeed so strong?"

"Yes, niaRauta. Did you doubt such?"

El on crossed her right arm over her chest, gripping her |eft shoul der as hard

as she could with her right hand. "I asked nf Tsecha to return to Shera, to
take the Haarin back into the worldskein with him To end his damed
pr ophecy. "

"Did you truly expect himto agree to such?" Ghos wal ked to the bench and sat
besi de her. "Such would be as Dathimrejecting chall enge. An inconceivable
thing, and truly." He reached for the pouch of pattern stones that always hung
fromhis belt and renoved it.

El on wat ched hi m shake the col ored ovals onto the bench between them "WII

you kill Pascal, Ghos of the Stones?"
"If I amable," Ghos replied as he worked the |ines.
CHAPTER 17

for she is the bringer of pain and change..."

Cl ase, Thal assan Histories, Book I

John steered the skinmmer up the narrow two-|ane ski mmvay, slowing briefly as
one of the nomentary pockets of congestion that passed for the Karistos
nmorni ng rush closed in around them "Nervous?"

Jani finished snmoot hing her overrobe, then folded it in her |ap and sat back
to play passenger for the last few mnutes of the drive. "Yes and no. | know
Fey6. | like her. | think she Iikes me." She | ooked out the w ndow and wat ched
t he copper dome of the Haarin Trade Board | oomever larger, its polished
roundness at odds with the multistory white and sand bl ocks that surrounded
it. "It's all those nasty unknowns that have ne junpy. How nuch does she
really fear G sa? How do the El yan Haarin consider the hybrids? As a
curiosity? Athreat? WIIl ny presence as a substitute Tsecha hel p or harm
matters?" She stretched a section of overrobe sleeve across her hand and tried
to rub out yet another grimy souvenir of her Thal assan rock-clinbing
exhibition. "lI'"mnot sure nervous is the right word."

"Terrified?" John grinned, his expression nade riveting by the black sunshades
he'd donned to shield his eyes fromthe norning dazzle. Wth the purple



daysuit and his blanched skin and white hair, the overall effect was | ess that
218
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of a vanpire than Deat h-takes-a-spin-around-town. "Do you want us to wait?"
Jani shook her head. "You don't have to."

"We'll wait," Niall announced fromthe rear seat. "I have nothing planned for
this nmorning except to make sure you get to Fort Karistos after we finish
here. You, Shroud?"

John's smile wavered. "I wanted to return to the hospital. Drop in on a few
folks. See if a personal appearance could jog anyone's nenory concerning
Earmon. " He rai sed his sunshades, regarding Jani with eyes filnmed the sane
too-dark purple as his suit. "Hence the ensenble. Sonething about ne | ooking
funereal inspires truth-telling in the nore inpressionable.’

"I"ll keep that in mnd." Jani batted her lashes at him and they fought a
skirm sh of weird-eyed stares until a proximty alarmblared, forcing John to
steer the skimer back in their lane and focus on his driving.

Jani sneaked a |l ook at Niall, who occupied the rear seat as if it was a couch
his feet up, Karistos Partisan in one hand and a snmoking nicstick in the

ot her.

"I can stay behind, then," he said. "Sit vigil in one of these parks." He set
down the sheet and took in the view out his window "Attractive town. Qite
classical." He grinmaced. "Hotter than hell, though."

John maneuvered the skimrer up to the curb in front of the Trade Board. "I
must say, the location of this place surprises nme." He | eaned forward to catch
a better look at the done through the windscreen. "It's smack in the niddle of
town. There are outdoor restaurants right down the street."

"Look at the front." Jani pointed to the flat white facade. "No w ndows. No
doors. |'mguessing that the air-handling systemfilters out all odors, and
that any verandas are well sheltered fromunseemy views. No Haarin has to
tol erate anything they don't feel confortable with, and the human-ish don't
have to travel to the enclave for face-to-face neetings." She gathered her
duffel and cracked open her
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gul I wi ng. "Thank Feyo. She opened up the Board to hu-nmani sh nmenbers, nmaking it
easier for themto deal with Haarin, which in turn denystified both sides.
Sone didn't like it, but nost saw the advantages. So far, it's working." She
pushed out the door, then swung her |legs out of the cabin. "Well, w sh ne
luck." She started to boost to her feet, then stopped when she felt the warm
press of a hand on her shoul der

"Luck." John squeezed lightly, then pulled away as though she burned. "When
you' re fini shed—=

"I'"ll be watching for her. 1'Il call you when she's done." N all folded the
newssheet and tucked it under his arm then popped his gullw ng and got out.
"Thank you, Colonel,"” John nmuttered under his breath. "If you lure himin

front of the skimer," he added, |eaning close to Jani, "I should be able to

at |east graze him"
"I don't know-he's pretty fast.

Jani straightened the straps of her duffel

conscious to the point of fixation of the nmenory of John's touch. "I don't

bl ame himfor being angry. He'll cool off eventually, | hope. The problemis
that in the nmeantime, he's not going to let nme out of his sight." She took a
deep, bracing breath—the aroma of grilling nmeat mingled with the heavy

sweet ness of flowers and the tangy undercurrent of skinmrer battery hyperacid.
"Ah well. Onward." She got out, closed the door, and joined N all, who paced
the sidewal k.

"So how do you get in?" He took the half-spent 'stick fromhis nouth and used
it as a pointer. "There's a wal kway there." He indicated a pavered path that
ran fromthe sidewal k around the right side of the building.

"That's probably it." Jani dropped her duffel between her feet and pulled on
her overrobe. "You could come with me if you wi sh. Feyo knows you now. |'m
sure she wouldn't mind." She glanced back at the traffic in tinme to see John's



ski mer fade around the corner. "You' d have to | ose the 'stick, though."
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"It's all right. You'd just slip into Slah Haarin, and | eave ne behind for
lost." N all |ooked across the street. "There's a park." He waved his
newssheet toward a fl ower-packed square of green set with benches and tables.
"If I get too hot, I'Il dive into one of the shops."

"Your choice." Jani hoisted her duffel and headed for the wal kway. "See you
later."

"Luck. "

Jani stopped, then | ooked back to find Niall regarding her, eyes narrowed by
the sun's gl are.

"I didn't specify good or bad, mind. W'll let fate decide that." He'd only
stood outside for a few minutes, yet the sweat already dotted the front of his
desertwei ght shirt. "I'll be on the | ookout for you." The subtle threat of his

wor ds hung between themuntil he broke away, dodging a sudden flurry of
skimrers in his dash across the street.

The Trade Board didn't have a | obby, per se. No reception area, no nests of
chairs and tables set aside for shooting the breeze. Just a vast open space
with a bare tiled floor and plain walls in shades of stone and sand t hat
curved upward to forman arched ceiling, the only decoration a Siah-style
chandelier that resenbled a junble of blades. At the far end, a triple-width
door of hammered copper marked the entry to the meeting roons.

Jani set out toward the doors, her boots sounding muffled echoes. As she drew
cl ose, one copper panel swept open. Four Haarin energed—eyo, another female,
and two males—all attired in shirts, trousers, and overrobes, their hair
arranged in the breeder's braided fringe. Jani noted the jewel colors of

Pat hen on the males, while Feyo and the other female wore the nore sonber
earth shades of Siah. Feyo stood rearnpbst, which was to be expected since she
possessed the greatest status and wi el ded the npst power.

"Aories of the day to you, na Kiershia." Feyo spoke Vyn-
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sharau Haarin in deference to Jani, and through her to Tsecha.

"To you as well, na Feyo." Jani took in the grey gaze, sharp yet fatigued
that seenmed drawn to the red-slashed sl eeves of her overrobe.

"Your arrival at Elyas Station was, according to your Col onel Pierce, nost as
an incident. My apol ogies."

"You woul d have been unable to prevent it, | npost fear. Sone of the hybrids
worked at the station. It was what we call in Chicago 'an inside job.""

"Ah." Feyo cocked her head. "So you have borne witness to Thal assa, na

Ki ershia. You have seen those who live there, who call you '"the first.' You
will informni Tsecha, of that | amnpst sure. H's dreamrealized." She raised
her cupped right hand in a gesture just short of supplication. "Wat say you?"
Jani remmined silent as the realization of exactly what Feyo feared struck
her. She's afraid of Tsecha. She's afraid of ne. She glanced at the other
Haari n, whose expressions and postures held nore obvious disconfort. They al
are. They think 1'll support G sa because she's a hybrid, that Tsecha will do
the sane. She struggled to quench the anger that flared like flame. D d they
think her so sinmple that she would disregard the stability of an entire
network of worlds for such a reason? Did they believe Tsecha, who had survived
war, house arrests, and life on the bl eeding edge of his stratified culture,
woul d do the sanme? She stood in place, her face averted, and inhaled deeply
and slowy of air that snmelled as nothing at all. "It was only by luck that I
| earned of the existence of a hybrid before | departed Chicago, and even that
was not a definite thing. It would have proved nost hel pful to have been
apprised of Thal assa, the fact of which you have known for a very long tine."
Feyo drew up straight. "Ni Tsecha will be displeased," she said, her voice
pitched high in entreaty.

"He esteenms you and val ues your advice. First with the

i
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Lsynthetic foods, then with this, you have |l ed hi mwong." Jani struggled wth
an ire nmade nore profound by the fact that she |iked Feyo, and thought she
knew her. "Do you conprehend in any way the risks to which you expose hi m when
you do so?"

Feyo's shoul ders rounded as anger threatened to supplant any sense of renorse.
"I comprehend rmuch that you do not, na Kiershia."

She turned and wal ked t hrough the copper door, and gestured for Jani to
fol | ow.

"Na G sa had served as suborn to me since her outcast. She had once functioned
as a Tenple acolyte in the Siah dominant city of Ralun, and was made Haarin
for defending nf Tsecha's prophecies. This was soon after the war of
Wn-sharau ascension. Not a wise time to speak of blending." Feyo led Jani to
a pair of chairs situated near a wi ndow. "From the begi nning, she behaved nost
as difficult, but such is the way of Haarin. And she served the enclave well.
She was trained as an agronom st, as was |. Mich of our work in synthetic
foodstuffs may be credited to her, and truly." She sat, then arranged the
drape of the cuffs and hem of her off-white overrobe. "But when nf Tsecha
became anbassador, she grew even nmore as difficult. The time had cone, she
told nme. Soon the blended race woul d donmi nate both Conmpbnweal th and

wor | dskein. This is when, | believe, she sought out Doctor DeVries. It took
nost of a Commonweal th year to build the Thal assan conpound. Mst of a
Commonweal th year until | noticed her change."

Jani sat in the chair next to Feyo's, then sought to settle her nerves by
contenmpl ati ng the room The sand-toned walls had been painted with
representations of grasses and flowers in the corners and where walls and
ceiling met, decorations of pale green and light blue accented with the
occasional startling purple or pink. Flowering trees, both carved and real

had been placed in copper planters and set throughout the space, adding to the
sense of |ightness.

224 Kristine Smith
Wsh it lightened nmy nood. Jani |owered her duffel to the floor, then nudged
it beneath her chair with her heel. "What formhas G sa' s challenge taken?

Does she wish to neet you within the circle?"

"She sent communi cations to the dominants of the other CQuter G rcle enclaves,
announci ng that she declared ny | eadershi p unsound, that she is chosen of
Tsecha to |l ead the Elyan Haarin." Feyo contenpl ated the view outside the

wi ndow, a walled garden of native trees and tufts of scrub grass, interspersed
wi th sanna, a green and purple striped plant native to the region around Rauta
Sheraa. "When one says 'chosen of Tsecha' to Quter Circle Haarin, it can mean
nore than a single thing. To the nore conservative, it means free trader who
wi shes to expand business. To the nore liberal, it neans a free thinker who

wi shes closer dealing with the hu-mani sh, as we have in this place. It has not
yet cone to mean hybrid to either faction, and that is where it all becones
nost as confusing. "

Jani shifted in her seat. The nmantle of negotiator had never fit her well, and
she could feel its imaginary collar tighten about her throat. "Have you and na
G sa ever spoken together? Have you sought to discuss your conflict openly?"
"She is not sound."

"Have you tried?"

"Yes, na Kiershia. She will not conprehend sense."

Jani removed her ring and tilted it back and forth. The red stone caught the
light and flashed a crinson needle on the wall opposite her chair—the flicker
rem nded her of a warning signal. "The other Board nenbers will not put G sa
in your place. Wth or without ni Tsecha's sanction, the sinple fact is that
she lacks the standing to replace one such as you. Therefore | believe that we
may discard that notion right off the bat." She ignored Feyo's | ook of
confusi on. Maybe the occasi onal dose of humani sh sl ang would serve to fix the
Haarin's attention on her visitor's words instead of her own argunents. "The
underlying issue, fromwhat | coul d gather
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is the status of Thalassa in relation to the enclaves. Could you pl ease
clarify your position?"

Feyo remained silent for a time. Then she stood and wal ked across the roomto
one of the planters and fussed with an inset illumin attached to the end of a
branch. "I offer Thal assa a chance at conmunity, as is necessary for it to
function, and to gain esteemfromthe other Haarin."

"Na G sa stated that you sought to treat it as part of the Elyan encl ave, that
you demanded al |l egiance to the dietary | aws and acceptance of you as

domi nant."

"G sa exaggerates."

"Then explain to me what you neant."

Feyo renmoved a flickering illumn fromits holder and exam ned it. "An idoneni
nmust belong, to a sect, to a skein. W nmust know how we stand anong al

others, at all times. Even we the outcast formour enclaves. Rare is the
Haarin who survives as one al one, as you have." She gl anced back at Jani
catching her eye for a bare instant before turning her attention back to the
tree. "But just as inportant as how we see ourselves is how others see us. The
Board nenbers are, as you would say, conservative in their attitudes. Sone

wi || perceive Thal assa as disordered no matter what | do. But sone will be
persuaded that it has a place within the skein, and their opinions nust be
nurtured if we are to prevent the fracturing of Quter Circle alliances that
Gsa's actions invite." She returned the illunmn to its holder. It shone nore
steadily now, the flicker replaced by a faint pulse. "Some Haarin, | npst
fear, accept ni Tsecha's teachings in the abstract only."

Jani stared down at the ring in her hand, given her a seeming lifetine ago.
Not for the first time she wondered if Tsecha realized what he had sucked her
into. "You called ne 'Haarin' even though | amnot truly so and never will be.
| am part humani sh, as are all the Thal assans. Not only that, but sone of us
were born humani sh. W will therefore always be different. Even as we cone to
resenbl e you physi -
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cally, our minds will never work as yours. Wat you woul d perceive as a godly
request froma domi nant, we might see as an aggression, an untoward

dom nation." She replayed Gsa's walk up the slope toward the mai n house, the
set | ooks on the faces of her followers. "That is, | nost believe, what you
see in Thal assa now, the fear that you use the issue with the Board as an
excuse to claimThal assa as part of your enclave."

"It cannot remain alone as it is. The other domi nants will not understand."”
"Yet it must be allowed sonething of itself. The other Haarin rmust understand
fromthe outset that it is as different, so that they do not expect its

i nhabitants to act in ways of which they are not capable.™

Fey6 |l eft the planter and wal ked to a nearby cabinet set in the wall. "The
Thal assans nust change."
So must you, | think. Jani executed a slow ten-count. "Maybe they nust, but

not completely. They are a blending of two peoples. Such is the definition of
hybrid." She | ooked down at her ring once nore, this time so that she could
hi de the anger she felt take hold. Yes, Gsa is out of line. But Feyo was
proving no better, nmerely | ess obvious. Small thanks for little favors.

"Na Ki ershi a?"

Jani | ooked up to see Feyo slide aside one of the cabinet doors and renove a
har d-si ded docunents case

"Three seasons ago, you aided us and the Karistosians in a matter of water
supply." Feyo set the case on a table and opened it, renoving a wafer folder
and a portable display. "Mich has occurred since then. If you attend," she

i ndi cated the place by her side, "I will show you."

Jani stared at the display as the |l ast chart faded to nothing. Before her on
the table lay stacks of docunents, arranged according to | anguage and source,
function and content. Dock statistics, transit schedules, metric tonnage
noved.
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What was shi pped and who shipped it, to every world in the Quter Grcle.
"I had invited Colonel Pierce to participate in our talk." Jani powered down
her scanpack. "I amvery glad he turned ne down." She tucked it back in its
case, then returned the case to her duffel. It hadn't been mistrust that had
caused her to pull out her dependabl e device and scan the paper that Feyo had
shown her as rmuch as the need to do sonethi ng—ith nerves cane the need for
nmotion. "He's concerned that the Haarin control too |large a proportion of
Quter Circle shipping." She lifted her chin toward the dead display. "He'd
send the Service to |l ock down Elyas Station if he ever saw those nunmbers.”
"W did not behave agai nst humani sh | aw, na Kiershia." Feyo gathered a handful
of docunents folders and tucked them back into the case. "The routes were
there. The docks. Humani sh had needs that their own did not see to. That being
t he case, at whom shoul d Col onel Pierce be angry? At Haarin, for doing as they
would in a legal manner? O his own, for neglecting that which they m ght have
taken as their own?"
"Both. He likes to spread it around.” Jani lifted the cover of one of the
fol ders and peeked at the topnost docunent. "Seventy-two point three percent
of the transport traffic. Sixty-four point one percent of the shuttle traffic.
The total percentage of slips controlled is on the |light side—only 58.2-but
that's only because whoever ran the tally included private and spaceliner
docks. Subtract those, the nunmber junps to 73.8." She let the cover fal
closed. "I'm amazed the Fanilies didn't notice what was happening."
"Haarin suffered | ost shipnents. Disabled ships. But not so many, and the
col oni al humani sh al ways seened npst interested in aiding us to recover that
whi ch was ours, and capturing those who injured us." Feyo put the last of the
folders into the case, then collapsed the display and set it on top
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"They preferred us to their own, so it seened. A strange concept for Haarin,
but we adapted, as is our way."
"Apparently." Jani dragged her bag off the table and tossed it atop her chair.
"You' ve heard of the attacks against the Chicago Haarin? You' ve heard of the
m ne expl osion, and the death of the bornsect security suborn?"
"Yes—ni Tsecha inforned me of such." Fey6 shut the case back in its recess,
her hand lingering upon the door. "Such will not happen here in the Grcle.
Qur enclaves are old and wel |l -established, and humani sh have grown used to
us."
"That's true for now. " Jani wal ked to the wi ndow. The Trade Board buil di ng sat
atop a hill, and thus commanded a formn dabl e view of Karistos. Roofs of
buil di ngs, both flat and brilliantly domed, the palmnike trees popping up in
between |i ke strange dandelions. In the background, the blue sweep of the bay,
shot through with ripples like liquid silver, backed by the coppery cliffs.
This place... She turned away fromthe scene, because she wanted nothing nore
than to contenplate it for the rest of the day. "According to Col onel Pierce,
humani sh are just |earning that those who |lived at Thal assa are hybrid. Their
esteem for you may change now that they've | earned of them They may bl ane
you for their existence, even though you bear no responsibility."
"W will announce such."”
"They may not believe you."
Feyo gestured understandi ng. "Humani sh do so seemto ignore that which is. N
Tsecha told nme of such during our talks in Chicago." Wen she uttered Tsecha's
nane, her voice rose in pitch, her back straightening in a posture of respect.
"Many of ny Haarin have taken to wearing their hair and cl othing as humani sh,
especially since ni Tsecha's outcast. And humani sh sonetinmes wear their hair
in a way nost as a napeknot. Those who were treated lived in their own pl aces
until Doctor DeVries conpleted the building of Thal assa, and took great care
with their appearance so that they could continue to |abor in Karistos. But
t hey perhaps need
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DeVri es began his work. Such may aid the hu-mani sh here to accept that which



is."

"Hair and clothing are one thing, blood and bone another." Jani held out her
hands, then pressed themtogether, palmto palm "And the Thal assans didn't
aid their cause by kidnapping me. Even humani sh who don't |ike ne—and they are
| egion—will seize upon that as proof that the hybrids are outl aws, and that
aninmus will transfer to Haarin."

Feyo | eaned agai nst the table and crossed her arms in the humani sh manner

"And then there is Gsa, who would lead the Haarin in ny place.”

Yes, Fey 6, and if you continue to push her, this situation nmay get even nore
interesting. Jani remained with her hands pressed together, still conscious of
t he peaceful scene that called to her frombehind. "A'l possible nust be done
to insure that sone sort of concordance is reached, just in case we ever reach
the point where it all hits the fan." She paused when Feyo gestured
puzzlement. "I mean if humani sh-idoneni relations deteriorated past the point
of no return.”

"You mean war." Feyo pushed away fromthe table and paced, her braided fringe
swinging gently intime to her step. "W do at tines speak of such. It is part
of our business schene—aho woul d remai n, who woul d depart, who would control
Wul d we transport bornsect goods? Humani sh? Bot h?" She stopped and turned to

Jani, her head held high, and crossed her right armover her chest. "I would

fight for this place, beside whoever would also fight for this place, Haarin,
hybrid, or humanish. | would do so because the worl dskein cast me out, and so
lost all claimto ny loyalty. | would do so because this place is ny hone."

Jani sensed the weight of Feyo's words, the feeling that she spoke fromthe
same place as G sa. Feyo abandoned the Sherd worl dskei n when she made this

pl ace her home, and G sa took the rejection one step further. Now it seened as
t hough they both sought to reclaimtraditions they had |eft

230 Kristine Smith

behi nd. That nust be why they're making such a nmuddle of it—they 're out of
practice. Before she could reply, a series of tones echoed through the room
One of the copper panels slid aside, and one of Feyo's nal e suborns entered.
"Na Feyo, there is a transnmission from Shera." He glanced at Jani, his
respectful posture at odds with his obvious desire to speak to his dom nant
privately. "It arrived by courier. Na Voln has taken it to the communicati ons
room for decode.”

"Then | will join na Voln." Feyo waited for the male to precede her, then
started after himtoward the door. "And will you join me, na Kiershia?" She

| ooked back over her shoulder at Jani. "This transmission, | nost sense, wll
concern you as it does ne."

The Haarin comunications room in order to allow for the recordi ng of posture
and gesture so necessary to idoneni articulation, was |arger than any humani sh
conboot h Jani had ever used. This was offset, however, by the fact that Feyo
and her suborn trio apparently nade a habit of listening to transm ssions
toget her. Jani stood agai nst the back wall of the space, boosting on tiptoe to
| ook around and over the four Haarin to the display at the front.

"I say it is of Tenple," one of the nales said as the other inserted the wafer
into the unit reader. "They have not scolded us for some time now+t is our
turn." Before he could say nore, the display lightened, which in turn cued the
roomillumns to | ower.

Jani watched the Haarin darken to fluid shapes. The warmair of the booth had
grown even warmer in the few mnutes since they'd entered. She inhal ed the
soapy odor of Siah perspiration, listened to the rustle of cloth and the creak
of | eather boots.

The display lightened further, and a dour figure, an elderly female in a
red- cuf fed overrobe, appeared.

"Tenple." The tal kative male gestured toward the display. "So | said. Hah."
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The fenal e began to speak, her H gh Vynsharau jam packed wi th nuance and

| oaded phrases. Jani |istened. Watched. A neeting ... with Shai and Sanal an..

over the fate of the bornsect killed at the mne site. Except the born-sect



hadn't died, and Tsecha had argued for his life, repudiating both his
propitiator and generations of religious doctrine in the process.

Oh. Dam. Damm. Damm. Jani saw Feyo's grow ng dismay in the roundi ng of her
shoul ders, and felt her own curve in response.

"Ni Tsecha Egri had lived his life in conflict with all that is godly. Al
that is orderly. He is the first Chief Propitiator to be nade outcast, the
first to give over his place to his successor while he lived." The femal e
paused, her back bent in anger. "lIn denying Sanal an her right as Chief
Propitiator, he has displayed once nore his disdain for his people, for our
gods. W therefore command himto return to Shera, so that he may face the
di scipline of Tenple, which should have been his so | ong ago, yet which he
el uded as a beast eludes a trap."

"They will execute him" Feyo said.
"They cannot!" The femal e suborn turned to her. "They nust not!"
"They'll try." Jani |eaned against the wall for support. "Ceel has been after

hi m since the end of the war of Vynsharau ascension. Now he believes he has
him He won't let this opportunity pass." She pushed past Feyo to the door

disregarding trie female acolyte's salutation, for the first tine since she
arrived hoping for cool air to ease the buzzing in her head. She pushed the

entry panel aside, |eaning against the wall, then crouching | ow, her head
touchi ng her knees.

"You are ... ill, n<i Kiershia?

Jani | ooked up to find Feyo standing over her, worry tensing her face |ike
pain. "It occurs to nme, na Feyo, that if you had infornmed ni Tsecha of the

hybri ds when you first knew of them he would have sheltered that know edge,
and be-

232 Kristine Smith

haved accordingly. I'mnot claimng that this episode woul d not have happened,
but it mght not have." She slowy straightened, her thigh nuscles trenbling.
She recalled her last nmeeting with Tsecha before her departure, the expression
on his face as he told her of Feres, the pain of |oss she had never before
associated with idonmeni. He's changed. A hybrid in his way, as she was in
hers, and dam the consequences. "W need to stop him™"

Fey6 cocked her head in puzzlenent. "N Tsecha?"

"Ceel." Jani started down the hall. "W need to cut himoff at the knees." She
stopped and turned on her heel, and barely avoided a collision with Fey6. "Do
you still stand with ni Tsecha, despite what you | earned here today?"

Feyo drew up, raising her chin to appear taller, then | ooked down at Jani
"What | have | earned does not change ny thought."

Jani raised her own chin, acknow edgi ng Fey6's response and her own humlity.
"WIl the other Haarin follow you?"

Fey6 hesitated. "Myst, | do believe."

"Can you make sure?" Jani waited, her heart tripping, until Feyo offered a
sl ow humani sh nod. "The other CQuter Circle dom nants have probably heard the
message by now. You need to gauge their reaction, assure themthat you're
still dom nant, persuade the ones who aren't sure. Meanwhile, | need to talk
to Gsa." She fell silent as an Haarin fenal e approached. The female wore the
battered coverall of an outdoor worker, a brightly patterned scarf w apped
around her head.

"Nd Kiershia?" Her voice energed as a hi gh-pitched keening, so great was her
regard. "There is a humani sh searching for you in the gardens. His nane is
Pierce. He said sonething of = She grabbed her right shoulder with her left
hand in a fit of confusion. "—hur-ly bur-ly?"

Jani exited the board building to find Niall pacing the pavered wal kway.
"Your boyfriend left the hospital over an hour ago. ' Shot
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out of here like a bat out of hell' is the termthe desk used." He kept
patting his shirt pockets, a sure sign that he needed a nicstick. "Three
guesses where he went. First two don't count.”

CHAPTER 18



"I messaged the fort froma public conport. Told themwe mght be a little
late.” N all steered the borrowed Trade Board skimer with a |ight hand, as

t hough he expected it to bolt fromunder himat any nonent. "So? How did it
go?"

"Same as usual." Jani's knees banged agai nst the dashboard as they shot down
the steep cliff road that led to the Karistos shoreline. "Mre problens."

"Ch, that's news.”" N all glared at the Siah instrunent array, tapping gauges
and grunbling. "How the hell do you read these things?"

"Il tell you if anything goes south."” Jani braced for the shudder as the
skimrer left the road and took off over the water. "Can you raise Thal assa on
the corn-array?"

"I can't even tell where the dammed corn-array is."

"It's here." Jani touched the nearest of the flat-faced indicators, then
followed with repeated hail codes in English and Siah Haarin. "Nobody's
respondi ng." She set the comarray to standby, then checked her tinepiece.
"Either they're all at nid-norning sacrament, or they've made it a practice to
i gnore contact attenpts by Feyo's fleet."

"And | thought Suprene Command infighting was bad." N all reached into the
shirt pocket that held his nicstick case.

234
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"Wait a minute." He lowered his hand. "I can't snoke in here, can |?"
"It would be better if you didn't, no." Jani |ay her head against the
seat back. "If we could, |I'd probably ask you for one."

"That good, huh?" Niall pointed the skinrer toward the di stant white specks
that marked Thal assa. "Did Shroud tell you that he planned to confront Eanon
DeVri es?"

"No." Jani bit back further comentary. Mall's anger had eased to background
noi se, and she had no desire to set himoff again. "Wy would he?"

Despite the fact that he couldn't ignite it, N all had inserted a nicstick in
his mouth anyway. "You're kidding, right?" He worked the cold cylinder from
one corner of his nmouth to the other. "I figured he told you everything."
"Well, you figured wong." Jani | ooked out her wi ndow, concentrating on the
roll of the water and the occasi onal swooping seabird, ignoring Niall's

poi nted | ooks and the heat that flooded her face.

"He loves you." N all riddled with the bank of touchpads and switches until he
found the one that controlled the windows. "Miuch as it pains me to say. |
mean, you' ve apparently narrowed your choices to himand Pretty Boy Pascal
which to me defines rock and hard place. But | stopped trying to figure out
worren's criteria years ago." He |l owered both his and Jani's w ndows, and the
salty green snell of the sea filled the cabin. "But at |east Shroud has sone
feeling beyond his own i Mmediate gratification. He's a man of substance, to
say the least. You seemto enjoy one another's conpany. Judging fromthat

sheep-eyed | ook you get on your face whenever he conmes in a room |'d guess
that you're as over the side about himas he is about you. Then there's al
that shared history." He exhaled with a runble. "I1've seen people start out

with a lot less and make a go of it."

"I never thought |I'd hear you defend him" They were cl ose enough to Thal assa
now that Jani could pick out the
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details of the main house. The wi ndows and bal coni es. The shadowed over hang of
the main entry. John, what are you doi ng now? Arguing his way past Gsa's
suborns? Hol di ng Eanon's head under a faucet? "I thought you didn't like him™"
"I don't." N all sensed the tension of the approach as well. H's hand hovered
for a noment over his hol stered shooter. Then he pulled the nicstick fromhis
mout h and shoved it in his pocket. "I just watched you two tiptoe around one
another for the last five and a half weeks. It proved quite an education in
how far two people will go to avoid the obvious." He backed off the

accel erator as they drew near the shore, increasing the vehicle's elevation to
avoid the spray of the waves. "Are you worried about this?"



"Alittle." Jani dug into her duffel, removing her shooter and tucking it into
t he wai stband of her trousers. "G sa has some overly enthusiastic followers."
"How overly enthusiastic?"

"They had shooters trained on you and John at Elyas Station. Brondt warned mne
that they'd overreact if | put up a fight."

"Brandt's playing both sides against the mddle, and you're a damed fool if
you trust a word he says."

"He's all | have."

"Then we're in trouble.” N all reached for his holster again. This tine he

unf astened the top. "Dam Shroud. Why coul dn't he have waited?" He coasted

al ong the beach, weaving to avoid rocks and noorings, until he came to a steep
grade. "lIs there anyplace on this planet that isn't either straight up or

strai ght down?" He turned up the road, which led to the first of the houses.
"Goddam rol | er-coastering everywhere you go— He slowed as a group of hybrids
stepped into the road fifty or so meters ahead. Ml es, hu-mani sh and Haarin
both. They all wore holsters, though none had drawn their weapons. Yet. "Onh,
give me an excuse." H's foot brushed the accelerator as his hands cl osed
around the steering mech
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"Don't." Jani twisted in her seat so her back abutted the door. "That's all we
need i s you running hybrids over the edge of the cliff." She grabbed the
fram ng and boosted through the open wi ndow so she sat on the |ledge. "I've
cone to see John Shroud! Is he here?"

The hybrids | ooked at one another, their attitudes altering in a blink from
threatening to confused. "Yes, he is here. He is with Doctor DeVries." A
heavyset mal e, the apparent ringleader, noved to the front of the group. Hs
conr ades hel ped himal ong by backing off a stride or three, |eaving him
standing on his own. He nust have felt the sudden breeze at his back, for he
hel d out his hands, palms facing out, to show that he wasn't arnmed. "Of

course, na Kiershia, you are wel cone, both you and Col onel Pierce."

"dad to hear it." Jani pulled herself out of the skinmer, then reached

t hrough the wi ndow for her duffel. "Stay close," she said to N all.

"Har kens back to the days of me m sspent youth, this does." N all unhol stered
his shooter and activated it, steering the skimrer with his inside hand. "Ah,
the nmenories.”

Jani patted the side of the skinmmer, then started up the road. "You expected
someone fromthe enclave," she said to the ringleader. "You typed the signa
when | tried to call, and you staked out the road and waited."

The male shifted fromone foot to the other, but stood his ground. "Na Feyo is
no friend of ours. She would swallow us into her enclave and subject us to the
ol d ways."

What do you know of the old ways? Jani took in the male's |ined face-he had
hybridi zed too late to lose the telltal e hu-mani sh softness conmpletely. Then
she made note of his fighter's build. Fighter, not athlete—this one has the

| ook of the docks about him What had driven himto hybridize, to turn his
back on all he had known and give hinself over to Eanon's nedica

m ni strations? "Wat's your nane?"

The male started. Then he stood at attention, as though making a report. "Adam
Down, na Kiershia."

"Well, nf Down, | amnot of the old ways either. | spoke
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with ni Feyo this nmorning, net with her at the Trade Board, and | amstill not

of the old ways. They're not contagi ous. Besides, you're hybridized humani sh,
as | amwe couldn't follow the old ways with tracking sensors and

hol o- spheres—ae' re the wong race. Neither of us would ever be allowed to live
in the Elyan enclave, not even if we had a note fromni Tsecha hinsel f. That
being the case, listen to ne now and spread the word, because |I'monly going
to say it once. No viol ence agai nst any of Feyo's, or against Feyo herself. No
intimdation. To do so against her or one of hers is to do so agai nst nme, and
I do not take kindly." Wien he opened his nmouth to protest, Jani raised her



hand to silence him "Do you understand?" She waited for his grudgi ng nod.
Then she pointed to his followers and gestured for all of themto start

wal ki ng.
"dd ways." Jani spoke to Down's back as he trudged ahead of her up the road,
as she felt her heart beat, slow and strong. "It's all new ways here—wae're

making it up as we go. And we had better nmake dammed sure that we think very
carefully before we start waving our little tin dickies in the air because
we're a spit away froman enclave in which there resides very tall folk with
genetically short tenpers, and we're a spit and a shout away froma fort
filled with shorter folk who have nmore weaponry than either of us have ever
dreaned of. Therefore, we are going to try sonething new here at Thal assa.
W're going to try thinking for a change, or so help me Caith I'"'mgoing to
start kicking butts into the bay, is that clear!" She sensed nmovenent out of
the corner of her eye, and turned to find Torin pacing her as he entered notes
into a handhel d.

"I recorded your speech." His eyes shone clear green in the bright sun. "I've
entered all your speeches so far into the secret archives. Many of us have
already listened to themmultiple tinmes."

"I don't give speeches." Jani ignored the |aughter that emanated fromthe
shadowi ng skimer. "VWat's it |ike here?"

'Tense." Torin shrugged. "G sa announced at mi d-norning
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sacranment that you had left to go to na Feyo and that you woul dn't be com ng
back. Now, here you are."” He drewin closer, his step still relaxed, a snile
on his face. A born actor. "Doctor Shroud arrived about an hour ago. Doctor
DeVries was in his roon-he lives in the basement clinic, says it's cooler. Bon
escorted Doctor Shroud there, then left them W heard shouting at first, but
it died down after a while."

"What's G sa doi ng now?"

"Deci ding upon the fall planting. But when Doctor Shroud arrived, she said
somet hi ng of preparing for you."

A few of the hybrids waited for themat the top of the road. One fenal e broke
away and hurried to Down's side, casting anxious glances at Jani as she did.
"It's the ook on your face that's got themjunpy, in case you' re wondering,"
Ni all called from behind.

"Thank you."

"I had a Drill like you once."

" Shut up."

"I have just filed your speech,” Torin said as he fingered his handheld's
touchpad. "I wish | could do so with conversation, but when | asked Doct or
Shroud if | could do so as he spoke with Doctor DeVries, his face grew nost
red." He eyed Jani sheepishly. "I left quietly."

"A nice change of pace on your part." Jani circled to the main house entry,
and wasn't overly surprised to find Bon already standing in the open entry.
Ni al | had parked the skimrer in the pavered circle, and broke into a trot to
catch Jani up. "Good God." He stopped when he caught sight of Bon's ravaged
face. "Did DeVries do that?"

"Yes and no." Jani grabbed himby the sl eeve and maneuvered hi m ahead of her
"How are you doi ng on your observing?"

Ni al | | ooked back at Down and the other hybrids, who still watched Jani with a
bl end of trepidation and awe. "They're all |ike you."

"Down and the mal e behi nd hi mthey were humani sh
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once. The others began as Haarin." Jani |ooked to Down's ... drlfriend?

Fermal e? She tilted her head to her left in acknow edgrment of Jani's

exam nation. / wonder what Ceel would have to say about you? O even Tsecha,
cone to that. Jani often wondered if he had ever considered all the

ram fications of his blending prophecy.

"Good God." N all turned back to the house and the nyriad faces that watched
fromthe doorway.



"Wl come to Thal assa, Colonel Pierce.'
enter."

"Doctor Shroud and Doctor DeVries are downstairs in the clinic, which you have
not yet seen, na Kiershia." Bon gestured like a tour guide toward the lift
that led down to the lower level. "W shall take the stairs, one flight only,
to the library, wherein na Gsa awaits."

Ni al | glanced back at Jani. "Place is a bloody pal ace." He paused on the

| andi ng that overl ooked the skylit courtyard, and | eaned over the stone
railing to take in the whole of the gardens. "lIncredible."

"Al'l hybrids cone here to study,"” Bon said, a shine of pride softening her
features. "They come to take sacrament, to discuss points of our history and
our future."”

Bon bared her mahogany teeth. "Pl ease,

"Really." Jani waited for Bon to mount the stairs. "I have sone things to

di scuss with Gsa," she said to Nall. "W may slip into Siah Haarin."

"I daresay |I'Il understand the gist.” N all couldn't take his eyes fromthe
garden view. "Something to do with how the hybrids fit into the Haarin schene
of things, 1'll be bound."

"You m ght say that, yes." Jani followed Bon to an entry that she saw, was

| ocated two floors beneath her own room Not ny room+ don't live here. The
door moved aside, revealing floor-to-ceiling shelving filled with wafer

fol ders, display cases, a polystone floor with a glasslike finish, and a

wi ndowed wal | overl ooki ng the bay.

"Ch." Niall stopped and stared. The scholar in himeyed the readi ng and
viewing materials like a starving man poring
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over a banquet. Then he noved to the view, his rapt gaze marking it as the
work of art that it was. He took one slow step inside, then another, as though
he entered a church.

"Na Kiershia." Gsa sat at a desk at the far end of the room near the w ndow.
"I am nost surprised, and truly, that you have returned." She wore the sane
sort of humanish outfit as the first tine Jani net her, this one in shades of
yel l ow and green. "I have been preparing farm plans. W have greenhouses and
processed tracts that you have not seen. | hope to show themto you today."
She seened as rel axed and confident as always, so sure of every mpove she made.
"I wal ked the land and found mysel f wondering, and truly, what ni Tsecha will
say of this place when he finally conmes. So many tinmes he fought in the circle
to defend the idea of the blending. So many tines he bled. The bl ood of the

priest, binding humanish and Haarin. | amfilled with awe when | think of it.
The bl ood of the priest that binds."

"W need to talk first,"” Jani said in Siah Haarin. "I spoke with ni Feyo
earlier this norning."

"I know you did." G sa answered in English, her eye on Niall, who wandered

al ong the shelves. "You nmust know then, and truly, that her time is past, and
that we who are bl ended nmust take charge of Haarin and show themthe Way to a
new Star." She sat back, her hands folded in her |ap, maddening in her calm
"You understand such, this | know. What |ife have you with humani sh now,

Ki ershia? They do not think as you do. They do not feel as you do. Their
concerns are not yours, for if they were you would not be here. But what life
have you with Haarin, who would not even all ow you inside their godly houses?
Hah!" She rai sed a hand, gesturing about the library. "This is your place now,
anong your own. Sit here with me, and take it."

Wtch. One who persuaded with feeling, as Feyo did with facts. "During ny
visit to nd Feyo, she received a nessage from Rauta Sheraa Tenpl e. Tsecha had
deni ed Sanal an's authority as Chief Propitiator. Tenple decreed that he be
cal l ed back into the worldskein."
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"Hah!" G sa clasped her hands over her head and shook them "He is hybrid in
all ways but the body!"

"This is not good news." Jani dragged out a chair and sat so she could | ean
closer to Gsa and | ower her voice. N all night not have been able to



under stand her words, but he'd be able to understand the nmusic quite well.
"Your announcerent as to your fitness to take the Elyan Haarin from Feyo has
confused the other Quter Circle Haarin. You have said you are Tsecha's choice,
but | amhere to tell you once and for all that Tsecha supports Feyd—

"I'f he knew of this place, if he saw*

"He would still realize that Feyo is the better choice to | ead the Quter
Circle Haarin through this crisis, even though he created it hinself." Jan
rested her hands on the table, spreading her red-trimed cuffs in the process.
"You must back down. You have not the experience to head both hybrid and
Haarin. You have put Feyo in the position where she nmust fight for her
survival at a time when the Quter Circle Hadrin nmust project a united front.
If Ceel sees you are as one, he may stay his hand regardi ng Tsecha."

G sa struck the table with her fist. "W nust have a place!"

"This is not the way. This is not the tinmel"

G sa wavered. Uncertainty curved her hands further, and softened the hardness
of her face. "Then we are as nothing here."

Jani | ooked into grey eyes gone cold. "That will change. But not this way, and
not at this time." She waited for some sign of G sa's agreenent. Wien none
proved forthcom ng, she bit back further argunent—-she had sonme idea how the
fermal e reacted to being cornered, and she didn't want to risk applying too
much pressure. "W will speak nore of this later."

She pushed back her chair and stood, then turned to find N all regarding her
narrow eyed over the top of a freestanding display case. lgnoring him she
headed for the door, boots clipping on the glassy floor. She opened the door
and
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stepped out into the wal kway, heard the panel slide closed behind her

Then she heard it open again, followed hard by the crunch of tietops on the
tiled wal kway.

"I didn't understand a damed word you said back there." N all quickened his
step and fell in beside her. "1 did hear Tsecha's nane a few tines. \Wat
trouble is that old bird in now?"

Jani stopped, turning into Niall and halting himw th a bunp of her shoul der
"I'f you really want to know, 1'll tell you. Comunications Mnistry techs are
bound to plunmb it out of the spaceways soon anyway." She waited for his slow
nod. "He denounced Sanal an. The Rauta Sheraa Tenpl e has ordered himback to
Shera to face disciplinary action. The translation Feyo and | both took from
that is that they'Il kill him" She waited for himto close his nmouth. "W

m ght stand a chance of saving himif a union of Quter Circle Haarin demand he
be spared—Ceel's power base is shaky and he needs Haarin support to keep his
A igarchy. But na G sa has challenged na Feyo for the dom nance of the CQuter
Circle Haarin, and if they're hung up with this little episode, they' Il be too
splintered to conpel Ceel to spare Tsecha." She | ocked her hands behind her

back and bent forward at the waist |ike an instructor teaching a class. "Is
that clear?"

"As nmud." Niall paced a tight circle, then turned to face her. "I know how you
feel about him=

"Thank you."

"—but how does this affect the Commonweal th? That's ny concern. Wat does an
Haarin union that's powerful enough to push around a bornsect digarch nmean to
Chi cago?" Mall's beautiful eyes hardened, becane one at last with his
predator's face. "You see ny dilema? | watched you out there, spouting off
like a Drill, ordering everyone around, terrifying themyet drawing themin at
the sane tinme. They foll ow every nove you make, as if you were a knife bl ade
catching the sun.” He | ooked off into the niddle distance. "Charisnma, yes.
Mystique. Legend. And as
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| watch this ... history unfold before me, |I constantly need to rem nd nysel f
that 1'mon the other side. There was a tinme that 1'd have followed you into
the maw of hell, Jan, but | can't anynore."



Jani nodded. "I know. |I'mnot asking you to."
"But you're asking nme to stand aside and watch, and I can't do that, either.”

A shadow found Niall's scar, deepening it to a cruel gash. "I need to inform
nmy superiors of a brewing issue with the Haarin. They'll inform Cabi net Row,
who wi Il have to deci de what outcome best suits them and push accordingly, and

you know as well as | do that a weakened Ceel isn't the worst news for the
Commonweal th." He waited for Jani to respond, but had the sense to drop the
poi nt when she didn't. "I have to take that skimer back to the Board. Then
need to check in at Fort Karistos." He stepped around her and headed toward
the stairs. "They still want to talk to you."

Jani fol ded her arms, hunched her shoul ders. |donmeni anger, conbined with an
ache like a punch in the pit of her stomach. "They can go to hell."

"I's that your answer as a Conmonweal th citizen?" N all |ooked back at her
Rai sed a pleading hand to her, then let it fall. "Gories of the norning to
you, na Kiershia. | believe that's the proper phrase." H s step sounded once

nore. "The proper nane."

He took the stairs two at a tine. Jani | ooked over the railing and watched him
stride across the courtyard to the door, back strai ght and head hel d high

i ke the soldier he was.

CHAPTER 19

Jani wandered the |ower |evel of the house for the first tine. It did fee
cool er than the upper levels, the white walls and high ceilings allow ng a
sense of space and light that she had never associated with a basenent. Maybe
it was the | ack of wi ndows that caused her closed-in feeling, the know edge
that the fresh, hot wi nd never blew through this place. O maybe it was the
menory of N all wal king across the courtyard, on his way to performhis
soldier's duty in the way that he saw fit.

She grew conscious of the faces eventually, watching her fromthe exanining
room doorways, from around corners, like mce waiting for the feral dog to
pass so they could go about their business. She turned to a femal e who stood
inthe entry to a |laboratory, a hybridized Haarin outfitted in the sane
medwhite shirt and trousers that had been John's uniformfor years, and tried

baring her teeth in the interest of good will. When the femal e backed off a
step, however, she realized that at this particular nonent, sinple questions
were probably the better course to take. "lIs John Shroud still down here? He

cane to speak with Eanpbn DeVries."
"Yes. Na Kiershia." The female first pointed down the hall, then stepped out

of the room "The directions ... too conplicated, and truly." She led Jan
down one corridor,
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t hen anot her, gl ancing back at her every few steps as though afraid she m ght
pounce.

Dam it, I'mnot a brute. Jani took her shooter from her wai stband and tucked

it into her duffel to reinforce the opinion, then tried to straighten her back
and uncurve her shoul ders—the posture of anger came so easily now that she
wasn't even aware when it took hold. They came to a stop in front of a plain
white door identical to all the others. Only a snmall plate set off to the
side, etched in both humani sh and Si ah nunbers, marked its identity.

"Thank you." Jani nodded to the female, who bolted as if freed froma prison

/ have got to work on ny social skills. She waited until the corridor was free
of traffic, then knocked. "John? It's Jani."

Silence followed for a long beat. Then cane the click of a | ock being

di sengaged, the hollow slide of a nechanism The panel slid open, revealing
John, his face set, his suit jacket and sunshades di scarded, the sleeves of
his white shirt rolled to the el bow. A softening cane to his eyes when he

| ooked at her, but he didn't smle. "I wondered when you'd show "

He stood aside, opening Jani's viewto the rest of the room It was an office,
air chilled by a space cooler, redolent with the goaty odor of male shut-in
and an undercurrent of prepack neals past. A desk filled the niddle of the



room surrounded by shelves, file bins, and a worktable set with two

wor kst ati ons. Hol os hung fromevery spare centineter of wall space—Eanon
DeVries with mnisters past and present, actors and actresses, sports stars.
The man hinmself sat on a couch set against the far wall, beshirted and
trousered but barefoot still, surrounded by the pillows and runpl ed bl ankets
that marked the furniture as his bed. The arrogance that he carried at the
station and the bizarre cocktail party had given way to sullenness, his slack

face and bagged eyes reflecting the days spent operating on nerve, |iquor, and
too little sleep.
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"Well well." Eanon | ooked at her, then |lay back his head and frowned at the
ceiling. "If it isn't the second team"™

Jani entered, waiting for John to close the door and find his seat before
deci di ng where to perch. "I doubt | have anything to say to you that John

hasn't al ready covered, and better than | could." She tested the strength of a
wai st - hi gh bookcase, set her duffel on top, then hoisted aboard, |egs
dangl i ng.

"He did tell me that you asked himwhy he did it." John sat at Eanon's desk.
"We've spent the last few hours discussing those reasons in greater detail."
"As if they weren't good enough." Eanon jerked his chin toward Jani. "As if
they weren't better than the ones you used with that. At |east G sa and her
crew cane to me. At |least | had permission!" He yanked his bl anket onto his

| ap and started matching edges and corners. "You' re a bloody hypocrite,
John—you al ways have been. Free to do as you will, but God forbid anyone el se
shoul d presune."” He started to fold the mass of cloth, but it overwhel ned him
and he tossed it to the floor in a hail of cursing. "And as for your bl oody
contract, a decent attorney could hack it to bits. Assum ng, of course, that
you' re | ooking forward to having Neoclona's | aundry basket dunmped in full view
of the Comonweal th popul ation.” He worked to his feet, then knelt on the
floor. "Think of all that bad publicity. Just mght be the boost that Service
Medi cal and sone of those new i ndependent med services are | ooking for—twenty
years of John Joseph Shroud's chicanery, laid open for the public to paw
over." He lay flat on his stomach and reached beneath the couch, grunting and
muttering inprecations before finally emerging, shoes in hand.

"The problemwi th taking on Neocl ona, Eanmon, is that your worth is as tied up
inits perceived value as is mne and Val's." John exuded cal medging into
boredom "You could indeed rake us over the public coalpit, but in the end you
m ght find yourself stuck with a portfolio of battered val ua-
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tions and attorneys' fees based on what you were worth before you opened your
mout h." He | ocked his hands behind his head and hoisted his feet atop the
desk. "Then there's the Commonweal th to deal with. | nade one"—he cocked his
head toward Jani —“you nmade fifty-seven. The forner's a curiosity. The latter's
a conplication in every future human-i domeni negotiation, and don't think that
won't be noted and appreciated by Li Cao and all the highly placed others who
will have to grapple with the fallout for years to cone."

Earmon renmai ned kneel i ng, shoes dangling in his grip, eyes fixed on John with a
hatred intensified by the snell and clutter and the wall-hung testinony to a
life gone by. "You won't win this one, John. You and your deep pockets and
your conceit and your Hall oween suit." He struggl ed back atop the couch, then

tossed his shoes to the floor and shoved his bare feet inside. "I put as nuch
into this conpany as you and Val. Mre, cone to that, so don't suppose for a
mnute that I'Il go quietly with a pittance and a scolding as my paynent." He
tottered to his feet with an unsteadi ness that spoke of a hangover as well as
overwhel m ng rage. "I won't be set aside twice." He wal ked to the door, slowy
at first, then faster as he found his balance. "I have rounds now. " He grabbed
a nedcoat froma wall hook next to the door. "Then I'll have ny work to do,

and |'d prefer it if you were both out by the time | return.” He pounded the
doorfranme with his fist until the panel slid aside, then forced through the
gap and into the hall



"That didn't go well." John cocked his head as though listening to the fading
pound of Eamon's footsteps, the closing of the door. "I didn't nmean to refer
to you as a curiosity. Such is the | anguage of negotiation.” He |lowered his
feet to the floor and sat forward, picking through the piles on Eanon's desk

like a technician isolating a particularly vile sanple. "He'll push. 'l

push. In the end we'll work something out, but it won't be pretty. No image
for posterity. No handshakes all around.” He liberated a wafer folder fromthe
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m ddl e of a stack of files, glanced at the cover, then tucked it back in its
pl ace, his face reddening. "I see Eanon's taste in entertai nment hasn't

changed." He | eaned on his el bows and cradled his chin in one hand. "And how
was your norni ng?"

"Even better than yours." Jani filled John in on the news from Shera, Gsa's
and Niall's reactions. "l've asked Feyo to contact the other Quter Circle

dom nants and rally support. My job was to try to convince G sa to see sense.
I"mgiving her time to think before going back for round two."

"For all you know, Tsecha night already be on his way to Shera." John poked

t hrough the stacks again, freeing a cookie packet and diggi ng out a broken
half. "We do it all the tine at Neoclona—fix the problem then announce that
we had one." He popped the piece into his mouth and chewed reflectively.
"CGetting in touch with the home teamis, | believe, the order of the day."

Jani drew up her legs and crossed them The ache in her gut had subsided to a
grunbl e, and she debated asking John if there was any nore food to be
unearthed fromthe depths of Eanmon's desk. "I don't trust the conmunications
here. There's the El yan enclave, but |I'mnot sure that the enbassy doesn't tap
i nto encl ave-to-encl ave conmmuni cati ons when it suits them and they'd be
interested in this. Service is the nmost secure of all, and they are nost
definitely out."

"There's always Neocl ona." John concentrated on snmoothing the creases fromthe
cooki e packet. "Due to the sensitive nature of some of our data, we've systens
in place that would give N all pause."

Jani thought back to Niall's chill expression, his voice wung dry of any
attenpt to argue because he had finally realized it would do neither of them
any good. |I'mon the other side. A nalleable phrase, adjustable to fit both of

them "We're edging into a delicate area. The nmessages Val woul d be receiving
woul d contain intelligence that could be considered inportant to the
Commonweal th for both strategic and security reasons. It would concern CQuter
G rcle dock
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owner shi p. Hol di ng conpani es. Copi es of conmuni cations with Rauta Sheraa
Tenmpl e and Council." She | ooked across the room at John, net his steady,
too-dark eye. "You realize what |I'm aski ng?"

"Yes."

"Someone with a broad definition of treason mght even think it applies to
you. "

"Let me worry about that."

"Easier said than done."

"Be that as it may." John clasped his hands together, then tapped his chin
with his doubled fist. "Who would act on the receiving end?"

"Lucien."

"Are you sure?"

"He won't play fast and loose with this. He'd realize that if | found out, the
Commonweal t h woul dn't be big enough for himto hide in." Jani pulled her

overrobe around her in an effort to fight the cold. "lI'd like to keep Val out
of it."

"I can tell himto have Lucien there at a particular tine. The nessage never
has to pass through his hands. | can tell himthat they' re classified Service
conmuni cations, word it in such a way that he knows to keep his hands off." He
grinned without a trace of hunmor. "We're being so careful. It's as though

we're already preparing the story for the lawers." He stood and gathered his



jacket fromthe back of Eanon's chair. "Were do we start?"

"I need to dig ny report-witing skills out of ny duffel and put together a
prelimnary something." Jani pushed off the bookcase, then dragged her bag
onto her shoulder. "Wait for Feyo's update. Bug her for it, if I can get a
nmessage to her."

"I can do that before | go to Neoclona."” John rolled down his sleeves, then
dragged on his jacket.

"Then | get to work on G sa again." The duffel slid fromJani's shoul der. She

caught it just before it hit the floor. "I never thought this trip would turn
out like this. I"'msorry." A weight pressed down on her from above, bow ng her
back.
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Her heart pounded. Panic and anger, unabated by an augie that couldn't stop it
anynore. "Damm it!" She raised her duffel over her head and slamred it down on
the worktable, scattering data wafers and docunents, sending an old coffee

di spo skittering across the floor. "Damm it!" She raised it once nore and
brought it down. Again. Again.

"Jani ?" John rounded the desk and closed in. "Stop it. Stop it." He westled
the bag fromher hand and let it fall to the floor, then grabbed her wists
and struggled to force her still. "Stop this. | said, stop it!"

Jani battled the instinct to strike. John stood too close, his stance too
open. So many ways to hit him So many ways to bring hi m down—

Her mind s eye filled with the visions that poured fromher menory, of battles
fought and battles feared, past and future joined. She slowed, then stilled,
as the humani sh that renmained in her fought the idonmeni and slowly gained the
upper hand, at least for now. Wo' d have thought she'd find such nmercy there?
She sagged agai nst John, shaking free fromhis grasp as she pressed her face
agai nst his chest, felt his heart beat through his thin shirt. Wapped her
arnms around his waist and pulled himcloser and felt it beat stronger still.
Faster.

He touched her hair first, a tentative fingering, as though he'd never seen
such stuff as that before. Then his hands noved down, over the back of her
head, conming to rest on her shoul ders.

Jani waited. She could sense his thoughts as though he spoke al oud, knew he
wanted to push her away yet couldn't summon the will to do so.

"You're not yourself." H's bass runbled as though it cane up through the
floor. The voice of the machine, Eanon had once called it.

Not a machine. Oh, didn't she know. She raised her head and | ooked into eyes
filmed to intimdate, set in a face bl anked by the determination not to care.

"Every day, | change a little nore. That neans that at this nonment |'m as
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close to nyself as | will ever be again." Wth that, she reached up and worked

her hands through white hair |ike shredded silk and pulled himdown. His Iips
hovered near hers, the barest breath apart, allow ng them both one | ast chance
to end it. Then they nmet, closing a gap of mllimeters, of twenty years' worth
of other lives and other |lovers and the ever-present know edge that all they'd
done was mark the tine.

Jani savored taste and sense and scent |ong-lost and | ong-imagi ned. Touched a
scar on the back of John's neck, the result of shatterbox shrapnel fromthe
first wave of Rauta Sheraa bonbi ngs. Ran a hand under the neck of his shirt
and over his shoulder, and felt the bunmp on his collarbone froma yout hful

fall froma tree. / know his body better than mine. She felt her heat rise,
overwhel ming the chill of the room She held John closer, ground against him
and heard the groan rise in his throat, then felt himpull back

"Now what ?" Hi s breathing cane rough and his |Iips had swelled and reddened-his
eyes held triunmph and lust and joy and | ove and just the slightest shadow of
fear.

"I don't know. The usual, | suppose.” Jani |ooked over John's shoul der to
Earmon' s runpl ed couch. "Just not here, please." She took his hand, held it up
to her face, pressed it against her cheek, then kissed it. "I have a room



upstairs. | think it's still mne." She felt fully humani sh now, suffused and

di stracted and aching for release. "It'Il be a little hot for you, though."
John ran a finger along the Iine of her jaw "Sonmehow, | don't think I'IlI
notice."

Jani picked up her duffel and headed for the door. Her knees had gone to
rubber, while her skin had turned into an instrunent that sang as the cold air
danced over it. The hybrids who stood in the corridors watched her pass but
sai d not hing. She wondered if those who had been humani sh noticed the dreany

| ook she knew must have inhabited her face, saw John wal ki ng a di screet

di stance behi nd, and added one plus one.
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She heard voi ces behind her and turned. One of the nmedwhite-clad hybrids had
st opped John, asking hima question about sone testing protocol. John stared
after her as she kept walking. Into the lift, then up to the fourth floor. She
strolled along the railing, her eyes on the courtyard, feeling the stares of

t he hybrids who stood and tal ked, sat in the adjoining rooms and read. How can
| think about sex at a tine like this? Then she saw John dash out of the
basement stairwell and across the courtyard, jacket tails flying, searching
for her like the hero in a nel odrama.

Then he stilled. Looked up. Saw her, and wal ked nore slowy to the lift. She
waited for himin front of the bedroomentry, standing with her back to the
door, waiting as he di senbarked and headed for her with the determ ned stride
that a | ong-range shooter couldn't have repell ed.

Jani keyed open the door and | ooked around the bedroom "Hello?" She wal ked
in, sawthe bed still runpled fromher visit a day ago. "All clear."

John wal ked in after her, taking in the room the view. Then he turned to her
and froze, fixed by the sight of her. "For nonths |'ve been playing the 'What
if?'" game. Wuld it happen? Where? | thought of the Neoclona flat in Chicago,
a clear moonlit night overlooking the |ake." He | ooked around again, then
shook his head. "Wong tine of day. Wong body of water. Wong ...

ci rcumst ances. "

"When was it ever easy with us?" Jani tossed her duffel aside, wondering at
the condition of the devices it contained, then driving the thought from her

m nd. "You reach a point when you decide to take things as they are." She

| aughed, fromnerves and fatigue and the call of a |ove so | ong denied.

John reached out and pulled her to him "Are -you all right?"

"I will be." Jani could feel the thin |layer of sweat that coated his hands.
Good-that makes two of us. She kicked off her |ow boots as John swept off her
overrobe and jacket. Her back arched as he pushed down her bandbra and cupped
her breasts. Then he picked her up as though she wei ghed
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not hing, carried her to the bed and |lay her down, pulled her trousers down and
of f, then followed with her underwear, his novenents as rapid and ragged as
hi s breat hi ng.

"Day's | ooking better and better.” He pulled off his jacket, then his shirt,
revealing wire-frane shoulders and skin like old marble. "At | east from where
I"'mstanding.” He undid his trousers and let themfall, then fell to his knees
besi de the bed and | eaned over Jani, planting a few qui ck kisses on her
stomach before conming up for air. "Are you going to say anything?"

Jani reached out and pressed her hand against his chest, fixed as she had been
years before by the contrast between their skins. Her brown, now tinged with
gold. His too-white, blue veins threading beneath. "I love you." She | aced her
hand t hrough his hair and pulled himclose, rising half up to neet him

ki ssing himas he boosted atop the bed. Hi s hands expl ored everywhere, every
pl ace he'd regrown, rebuilt, reassenbled. Wen she tried to nove agai nst him
he held her still and toyed with her, until she thought the build of sensation
woul d make her scream The clunsy probings of a novice had been repl aced by
the skilled exploration of a master—her world narrowed to the maze of fire
he'd traced over her body, the one place where it burned the hottest. "You bad
boy." Her voice enmerged drugged. "You've been practicing."”



"I had a lot of roomfor inprovement," John said as he pressed atop her. Their
breat hs caught and they lay, still as death, as between themthe wall of two
decades of |oss and hate and i nexorabl e change faded to nothing.

"I love you," John said as he stirred, and they began to nove as one.

Jani caught the play of chemical |ight across his white hair, flashes of
silvery gold that for a discordant noment conpelled thoughts of Lucien

Then John called out her name, and she didn't think of Lucien anynore.

CHAPTER 20

Jani sat at the bedroom w ndow, exam ning her scanpack under a glaring

conbi nati on of Karistosian sunlight and the nore focused beam of one of the

floorlamps. "I think you're OK." She ran a hand over the bl ack poly case,
scrat ched and nicked fromyears of use. "Didn't nmean to shake you up, but |
wasn't feeling quite up to speed."” She smled. "I'mfeeling alittle tired
now, but that's OK, too. Not that you care, |I'msure."

"Do you always talk to your scanpack?"

Jani turned in her chair to find John standing in the bathroomentry. "Only
when |'ve been really rough on it. I'"'mnot sure it neans anything. There was a
paper published about the time | graduated the Acadeny that posited that since
scanpacks did contain brain tissue, they could evidence enotion, feel stress,
and respond to sensory stinmuli."

John fastened his shirt, frowning every so often and stopping to tug at his
cuffs. "Did you believe it?"

"When it's oh-two in the nmorning and you've got idomeni on one side and Rauta
Sheraa Base Command on the other waiting for you to confirmthe dating on a
handwitten, |ubricant-soaked cover page that's all that remains of a fourteen

page nmanifest, you'll believe anything." Jani's snile
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faded as she watched John continue to fuss with his shirt. "Wat's wong?"

"I hate putting clothes back on after |I've worn them" He vanished into the
bat hroom for a nonment, then energed into the bedroom jacket in hand. "Someone
must have a cleaner in this place, but I'"'mreluctant to go knocking from door
to door."

"I have a spare coverall you can borrow. " Jani followed his every nove as he
wal ked, bent, straightened. He noved with weighty fluidity, Iike a man forned
of mercury, and she could have watched himuntil the sun flanmed. "M ght be a
little short in the arnms and | egs."

"Il manage." John wal ked to the table where Jani sat and picked up her
shooter. "You had this in your duffel when you were banging it around?"

Jani nodded. "I always di sengage the powerpack when | stash it, but still."
She took the weapon fromhimand held it next to her scanpack. "Everything

| ooks all right. Tried all the scanni ng equi pnent—everythi ng checks out. |
checked the roomin the process—we seemto be insect-free."

John paused in his exam nation of her assorted antinoni-toring hardware. "Wre
you concer ned?"

"I"m al ways concerned." Jani picked up a still-activated nmonitor and turned it
of f. "So, no damage to anything but ny pride."

"You've no reason to feel that way." John laid a hand on her shoul der and
squeezed lightly. "You're still adjusting." He nade as if to say nore, but
stopped, turning abruptly and wal king to the bed. "Have you given any thought
to coming with me back to Karistos?" he asked after a tine.

"I need to stay here." Jani returned her scanpack to her duffel, followed by
various other gadgets, then finally by her shooter. "I need to | obby. Seek out
like minds. Rally them'round the banner. Be political, sonething I'm not
necessarily good at." She turned off the |lanp, pushed her chair away fromthe
table, and stood. "Call me the minority whip."
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"I"ve wondered once or twi ce what you'd look like in leather." John's brow
arched, as though he managed to surprise hinself. "I haven't made a habit of

it." He sat on the edge of the bed and started pulling on his socks, then



stopped. "I realize how inportant Tsecha is to you. | know that every nove we
make now, or don't make, wll affect humans and idoneni for years to cone." He
gave one sock a hard yank. "Pardon mny selfishness, but | really don't want to
| eave now. "

"Pardon my selfishness, but | don't want you to go." Jani neant to head across
the roomto the arnobire to store her duffel, but she detoured to the bed and
sat next to John. "You nust be unconfortable in this heat."

"The view makes up for it," he replied, giving her the same bew | dered | ook
that he had a hundred tinmes in the Rauta Sheraa clinic basement. Then he
reached for her.

Jani felt imersed in a sensual wash of soap scent, freshly shaved skin, and a
rustl e of expensive cloth. / don't have tine for this. She felt his weight
shift as he eased her back, pressed her lips to the place above the pulse in
his throat, then held her breath as she felt himstill, then |oosen his arns
around her.

"I hate rushing." John sat up, adjusting his clothes along the way. "I fee
like a starving man who has to make do with whatever he can grab from soneone
el se's table." He | ooked down at her, swallowed hard, then | ooked away. "Do
you think a face-to-face neeting between Feyo and G sa would do any good?"
Jani worked into a sitting position. "They tried that already. The idomneni
aren't nuch for working past disagreements.” The witing inplenments that she
had dug out of various drawers and cupboards beckoned fromthe desk. "I stil
need to wite that report for transmttal."

"I have sone things to wap up here." John stood and slipped on his shoes,

t hen headed for door. "I'll try to talk to Eanon one nore tine, now that he's
had the chance to pon-
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der his options." He doubl ed back around and bent to Jani, kissing her hard.
"Keep that in mind." This tine he wal ked to the door and didn't stop

Jani stared at the closed door, then turned back to the brightness of the view
with a sigh. Sat on the bed for a time, tapping her boot heels together as she
tried to rough out an introduction to her report, and drifted instead to

t houghts of | ove and how she had lived without it for so |ong.

"Ah, well." She stood up, and carried the sensation of John's enbraces with
her as she sat at the desk and settled down to work.

Jani left her room waiting until she heard the |lock mech slide into place

bef ore continui ng down the wal kway. Cooking aromas rose fromthe courtyard and
envel oped her, grilled neat and myriad spices and herbs—she peered over the
railing, to where the hybrids had gathered to eat, then checked her tinepiece.
"M d-afternoon sacranent." Her stomach grunbl ed, conpl aining nmore loudly the
harder she pressed her hand against it to quiet it. She shunned the lift for
the stairs and gall oped down, inhaling the air in gulps, her mouth watering.
"Maybe if they don't let nme eat with them | can strain enough food out of the

air." Like John's coffee, the Thal assan cui si ne packed a wall op

Jani reached the bottom of the stairs to find John hovering near the courtyard
entry, pacing the short stretch like a tiger in a cage. "lIt's the snmell." Hs
nostrils flared. "I"'mso hungry | think | could eat the dishes."

"Eanmon said that blue-trimed dishes hold the mldly spiced foods." Jan
squinted toward the table, then ducked down when a couple of the hybrids

| ooked her way. "They've set a few out. No idea what they are, though."

"I don't care." John stilled. "Shall we risk the slings and arrows?" He turned
to her and held out his arm

Jani took it, pulling himclose. "All they can do is toss us."
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"If they throw food, we'll grab plates and catch what we can." John | eaned
toward her and spoke out of the side of his mouth. "You head for the door—'I
cover you with one of the lanps." Hs joking ceased when the hybrids turned
toward them as one and watched them enter the courtyard. He sonbered and

st rai ght ened.

"Na Kiershia." Gsa raised a glass in a humani sh toast. "W are npost honored."



She took a sip of her drink, then gestured to the enpty seat of honor beside
her. "Please."

Jani wal ked around the table to her chair, counting the filled places as she
went. Twenty-five. Not even a sinple majority.

"Looks |ike nost of themwork in Karistos during the day." John held Jani's
chair, then took the enpty place next to her

"Yes, Doctor Shroud, this is nmpbst the case.” G sa offered her hostess snile
"Most work in smaller businesses. Sone own their own. The government, not so
much, nor the Service. Such places denand a loyalty that we reserve for

Tha-l assa." Her manner was |ight and practiced, as though all was right

bet ween her and Jani, and their argument had never occurred.

Jani scanned the table and caught sight of a fanmiliar face at one end. Make
that two fam liar faces. Torin and Brondt, their chairs angled in such a way
that they could see her

' m guessi ng neither you nor Major Hami|l can | eave the conpound, Col one
Brondt. Jani detected a shifting back and forth of Brondt's water glass that
she knew counted as his greeting, a whisper conpared to Torin's wave of his

fork. I have no idea whatNi all has planned for you. She accepted one of the
pai sley tureens fromBon and | adled a fish stew potent enough for the rising
steamto burn her eyes. Al | can say is that | doubt you "Il like it.

John dished out sliced kettle neat and gravy fromone of the blue safety
servers. "So far, so good."

Jani took a piece of crisp flatbread from a basket. "They
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think I've come around to their side." She snapped the bread in two with a
decisive turn of wist. "Which has its advantages."”

John gl anced at her, his eyes widening. "Ch, | know that |ook." He seened
about to say more, but before he could, an unfortunately famliar figure took
a seat nearby.

"John." Eanmpbn placed a hal f-enmpty vodka bottle beside his plate. "I'm anazed
that you' ve managed to stay away from your dear, dear offices this long." He
| ooked fromhimto Jani, and an instinct honed years before brought a flush of
color to his already raddl ed cheeks. "Ch, Johnny, you let her do it to you

again. | remenber that sick | ook on your face, oh how | renenber. Wat was the
term | coined? Ah, yes. The overeducated social maladjust wallowi ng in
aftergl ow "

John stiffened as the decades-old insult hit hone. "You haven't changed since
Raut a Sheraa, Eanon. Still confusing coarseness with honesty."

"Alittle coarseness would do you a universe of good, old man. A little of the
rough to cut through that gauzy filter you' ve wapped 'round your nenories."
"Can it, Eanon."

"Dammed f ool . "

"l said, canit."

Eamon fell silent, glaring daggers at Jani between bites of food and gul ps of
vodka.

Jani took advantage of the silence to nonitor Torin and Brondt. They decli ned
to acknow edge her presence further after their first wordl ess greetings,
finishing their meals quickly, then taking their |eave a few m nutes apart.
She noticed others of the group | eave abruptly as well —+the ol der fenale she'd
seen with Torin her first day, other solemm faces whose nanmes she had yet to
| earn.

Jani ate enough to quell the worst of her pangs. Then she reached into the
pocket of her coverall and renpved the note and nessage wafer, palmng them as
she placed her hand on John's thigh. She let themslip onto the seat between
hi s
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| egs, heard the catch of his breath, the flicker of his eye as he tried to

gl ance at her w thout seem ng to.

"I"'moff to take a wal k—=+ haven't even seen the beach yet." Jani pushed back
fromthe table, muscles twi tching as though gearing up for a run. "dories of



the afternoon to one and all." She stood, acknow edging G sa's surprised
response, the murrmurs of the remaining diners, then wandering to the door as
t hough she had nothing but time and a world in which to spend it.

Jani wal ked down the sanme road she had clinbed in a rage earlier that norning
pi cking up the details now that she m ssed before. The nameplates on the
houses, fashioned fromcolored tiles. The occasional glinpse of clutter

t hrough an open door, which showed that actual beings lived there, who nade
actual nesses and never quite managed to contain them |ike beings everywhere.
The glare of the sun off the water could have served as a weapon. By the tine
she reached the beach, she wi shed she'd had the sense to pack sunshades. "The
Chi cago sun never bothers ne." She picked her way through the rocks that poked
up through the sand like the shattered teeth of sone ancient beast. "But the
El yan sun is brighter, and we're nearer the equator here." She rolled up the
sl eeves of her coverall to above her el bows, then undid the neck as she felt
t he sweat bead. WAl ked past the rocks to where the sand |lay wet and snoot h,
and listened to the slow crash of the waves and the distant screech of

seabi rds.

"Have you noticed the water?"

Jani turned to find Brondt standing behind her amid the rocks, Torin at his
side gripping his ever-present handheld. "I haven't had tine."

"Then you should find the tine." He wal ked out to join her. He wore a

| ong-sl eeve shirt despite the heat, along with trousers and boots shiny with

wat erproofing. "If you really look at it, you'll see a purplish tint.
Sonetimes if there's
262 Kristine Smith

enough cl oud cover and the wind has been blowing in fromthe islands for a few
days, the water |ooks like nolten amethyst, if there is such a thing. Amazing
to see. It's an algae, of course. Toxic to humani sh—+f it touches your skin,
you m ght devel op a nasty rash.”

Jani took a step back just as the lick of a wave broke over the sand. She'd
only brought the one pair of boots, which weren't as well-protected as
Brondt's. The last thing she needed was a bout of contact dermatitis. "Wat
about the sea life?"

"The usual fishlike things, some small and brilliantly col ored, sone dul
silver and big as skimers." Brondt eased into the role of native guide,

cl aspi ng his hands behind hi mand rocki ng back and forth. "A few types are
edible, if you sauce them up, but nmany of us have shown varyi ng degrees of
sensitivity. The native life here is just different enough to bother both

i domeni and humani sh. "

"\What about—= Jani gasped and sl apped at her hand as a pain |like an acid
spatter stung the skin on the back

"And then there are the flies. Different fromthe burrowers |I told you about
when we first arrived. These just sting like needles pricking." Brondt tsked,
then fell silent for a tine. "You saw na Feyo." He toed the sand, prodding a
shell fromits nooring.

Jani | ooked back at Torin, who straightened as though someone had grabbed the
back of his trousers and yanked up. "Don't record this."

"I know. I"'mnot conpletely without sense.” Torin's air of deference vani shed,
repl aced by the universal sense of injury peculiar to the teenager of any
species. "I'll wite it down later, when it's over. | have a very good
menory. "

"He does, you know. Scary, sometines." Brondt jerked his chin toward a w de,
flat rock that sat |like a roughed-out table in the mddle of the beach. "A few

of the hybrid Haarin still maintain contact with the enclave." He sat on a | ow
out croppi ng that stuck out fromthe rock's side. "They |earned
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of ni Tsecha's recall. They think digarch Ceel will kill him™"

"So do I." Jani took a cross-legged seat on the rock's edge. "G sa needs to

step aside. The CQuter G rcle Havh need to convince Ceel that they're united,
that any action he takes against nf Tsecha could cripple himin event of a



chal | enge from anot her bornsect." She watched Torin chase a tiny scuttling
creature about the sand, touching his toe to it to send it hopping. "Feyo's
roundi ng up her supporters anong the other enclaves. | tried to convince G sa
to cease her bid for dom nance. Don't know if | made any headway or not."

"So now you' re seeking to erode her support fromw thin?" Brondt pulled in his
boot just as Torin's creature | eaped past, thunb-sized and tw n-clawed, wth
stal ked eyes and an iridescent carapace. "That could take sone tine. Do you

t hi nk you have it to spend?"

"Probably not." Jani gave a silent cheer as the creature vanished into a gap
bet ween sone rocks. As always, she felt a kinship with anything that was being

chased. "First, | need to find out if ni Tsecha is still in Chicago. \Wether
or not he still is will dictate my next nmove. Until then, I'll see to matters
here, and ..."

Brondt nodded. "W shut down quite a few sruggling operations during ny tine
at the station. W al ways reached a point where we had to sit and wait for
somet hing. Information. Confirmation. A noose to tighten. | always found it
the nost difficult tinme." He made a show of studying his hands. "Don't | ook
now, but you're about to get your first shot at consensus-building."

Jani | ooked up the steep enclave road just as the first in a series of
scattered groups reached the flat stretch of sand. She recogni zed nost of the
hybrids as those who had departed sacranment early, including Torin's ol der
femal e, who joined himat the place where the hoppi ng crustacean di sappeared
and probed with himthrough the rocks.
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The others spread out, taking seats on nearby boul ders. Then those perches
filled, and still they cane, sone with blankets that they spread over the dry

rocky sand, a feww th folding chairs. Jani watched as they settled in,
expressions guarded yet expectant. N all's words returned to her..

charisma... nystique... legend... and still she couldn't accept that they had
cone here to see her. |I'm Tsecha 's representative. Yes, that was it. A
substitute for sonething el se. That, she coul d understand.

"Na Ki ershia?" A younger male with the solemm mien of a university student

rai sed his hand. "Are you staying, you and Doctor Shroud?"

"I saw himgo to your room" A young female, no nore than a teenager, peered
at Jani over the young nale's shoulder. "And. Not. Cone. Qut." Her face split
in a tooth-baring grin. Then cl apped her hand over her mouth and doubl ed over,
stricken by a case of the giggles.

Jani felt her cheeks flame as the humani sh hybrids hid their smles and the
Haarin hybrids bared their teeth nore openly. "Thank you for noticing."

"But it is just as it was before.” Torin's friend had taken a seat atop a
rock, while Torin sat on the ground at her feet. "He and you, creator and
created. It is fitting."

Jani swal | owed. TTi ey know everything about ny life. I'man object of study. A
gal ling thought for someone who used to pack up and go if she encountered the
same face on a street one tine too many. "Are you an historian as well?"

"I am Lisse." The fenal e | ooked nmore humani sh than any of the other hybrids,
nost |ikely because she had begun the process so late in life. "I amTorin's
hone- not her, and an historian as well." She sat forward, eyes like crystal
shining with interest. "May | ask—€o you m nd—your treatnments? Wat do you
recall of thenf"

"OfF the actual insertions?" Jani shook her head. "Nothing. | renenber the tine
just before the expl osion. Soneone shouted sonething to the pilot. Half a
sentence. 'Hey—" She felt the pressure of being the center of attention, of
mul -
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tiple pairs of eyes fixed upon her, heard the water and the birds and the
nonsound of bated breath. "Month and a half later, | woke up to find John

Shroud sitting in a chair beside ny bed." Wuld she ever forget his solemm
white face, or his first words to her? Hello, creation. My nane is John
Shroud. Unfortunate name for a physician, don't you think?



"Did you | ook as you do now?" That from a humani sh-appearing fenmal e who shared
a blanket with an Hafrin nale.

Jani held out her armand rubbed it with her other hand. "They had just taken
me out of the imersion tank the day before. My skin was shiny, and very

pi nk." She fingered one of her curls. "I had sonme sparse black stuff grow ng
out of ny head that in theory was hair. My eyebrows were little tufty things.
Eyes, a little lighter than they are now. Definitely not humanish-1ooking."
The nmenories returned, bringing with themthe |ong-forgotten snells of
conductive gel and warm plastic. "John and Val Parini prodded me out of bed
the next day, nmade me walk a few steps. After that came therapy—ruscle
stinmulation, nmental exercises. Amazing the things you forget when you're in an
i nduced coma for six weeks."

Torin raised his hand. "What do you |ike npbst about being a hybrid?"

"Li ke?" Jani grew as still as the rock on which she sat. Her nmind bl anked, and
she knew the sick feeling she'd had to battle whenever an interrogation had
gone too long and cut too close. Wen the only answer that occurred was the
absolute truth, and the absolute truth was the last thing she knew she shoul d
say. "l never thought about like or dislike before." She sensed the

di sappoi ntnment in sone expressions, and pushed on anyway. If she lied, she

m ght be able to win themfor a short tine, but the truth always cane out, and
when it did, she'd lose themforever. "As | changed nore and nore, as | grew
sicker and sicker, I—= She licked her |ips and | ooked everywhere but at the
faces around her. "You chose this. | didn't. There will always be a difference
in our feelings for that reason. Sone of you chose for health rea-
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sons, others, because you believe in the blending, but you still nade the

choi ce yoursel ves."

"I'sn't there anything about it that you enjoy?" Lisse asked.

"That | can offer ny loyalty and regard or withhold them as | see fit." Jani

i nhal ed shakil y—+hank Ganesh for the shield of abstractions. "No individual

no system nmerits ny esteem sol ely because as a humani sh | am bound to
follow " She grinned weakly, then shrugged. "That sounds so arrogant. But |'ve
been accused nore than once of having a stiff neck." She thought of a few
joking replies, but withheld them These questions deserved serious answers,
whet her or not she felt confortable giving them Wether or not they were the
ones her audience wanted to hear

"My parents are Acadian. They returned there recently, after trying to live in
Chi cago. " Jani imagined the scent of her nother's hair, and cl osed her eyes
for a noment. "Aca-dia is their home. It calls to them They carry sonething
of it with them when they | eave, and when they return, they bring it back with
them and they have the whol e again." Did she nmake sense? Who woul d appear

nore bewi |l dered to a wandering outsider, she or her audi ence? "I have never
been in a place where | felt whole, where when | left, | took sonething of it
with nme. Humani sh or hybrid, |'ve never felt that... contentnment? Is that the

wor d?" She pressed her hand to the rock, felt its warnmth, but at the sane
time, its hardness. "That's how |I'd answer you. That the enjoyment you speak
of is contentnment, and that |'ve never known it."

Li sse watched her. Did she seem so wi se because of her age? Because her gaze

never wavered? "I am nost sorry."

"I amnot," the sonber student piped. "Those who are content never strive.
Those who are content cannot |ead. She is the Kiershia—she will not be content
until all is as it must be!"

The words echoed off the rocks, the cliff face. Jani felt the gazes once nore,
some pitying, others rapt with an awe that terrified her. 1'"'monly here
because there's no other place for
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me, because when there are things to be done, | do them—don't |look at nme |ike
t hat ]

"We should wal k, | think." Brondt stood abruptly. "Show na Kiershia this place
we call home." He kept his back turned to her as the hybrids gathered their



gear. "Meet here in five mnutes.” He waited until they'd begun their trudge
to their houses to turn to Jani

"Was | that obvious?" She slid down fromthe rock and bent |ow, stretching her
back.

"I did detect a trapped | ook, yes." Brondt crossed his armover his chest in a
gesture of uncertainty. "Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown."

"Henry the Fourth, Part Two." Jani fielded his | ook of surprise. "Too bad you
and Niall Pierce started off on the wong foot. You have a lot in comobn. A

| ove of the classics." She sniffed. "And an eye that's too sharp by half."
Brondt cast her a sideways gl ance, then | ooked out toward the water. "They say
that those who wi sh | eadership the |least are the ones who nerit it the nost."
"Are you ny conscience, Dieter?"

"Do you need one?" Brondt turned back to face the houses, and watched the
hybri ds make their enpty-handed way back down the road. "No, | don't think you
do. Alittle peace, perhaps, but the two don't seemto go together, do they?"
Jani stared at the man's back, willed himto face her, and knew he woul dn't.
Then she | ooked over the heads of the approachi ng hybrids and saw John
standi ng on the overhang | ooking down at her, the sun brilliant off his shirt,
his hair. She raised a hand in a small wave—he responded with a barely
det ect abl e novenent of his fingers. She could feel his eyes on her as she
turned and started down the beach. Then the hybrids closed in around her

di stracting her, and by the time she turned again, he had gone.

CHAPTER 21

"Haven't seen Pascal around Far North Lakesi de as nuch since the Vynsharau
chal l enged himto that duel." Cashman stopped in front of a store w ndow and
ogl ed the hol ogram nodel s that danced through the air in skinpy spring
clothes. "I heard he's laying low, hoping it will all blow over."

M cah cl osed his eyes. He hadn't wanted to join the gang for their weekly day
trip into Chicago, but they'd begun remarki ng about his absences nore and nore
and he'd run out of excuses. So what happens—wae're not off the train five

m nut es and someone brings up the goddamm—1t's not a duel." He heard his
voice tight with anger, and tried to stop hinmself. But he'd been bottling
things up for weeks now He had to allow the occasional vent or he'd go nuts.
"They explained it on Blue 'n'" Grey Today. It's been in all the 'sheets. It's
a challenge. They're declaring their nmutual aninosity to the world. A few cuts
on one another's arns, a little blood, and it's all over. It's not like a rea
fight. Nobody dies." He tried to focus on the dancing nodels, lose hinmself in
the vision of fermale breasts and thighs and flouncing hair. But one of them

| ooked too much Ii ke Manda, whom he'd seen die three tinmes in the past week

al one. He turned away fromthe w ndow and fixed on the m dday traffic instead.
268
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"Jeez, bust ne to Spacer First Cl ass. Take ny stripes away.
him then rolled his eyes.

They continued to nmove en nmasse down State Street. M cah counted Cashman and
Hough, Court and her usual gaggl e of hangers-on, a couple of new additions
from SysAdmin, all out to enjoy the bright sun and warm breeze, the first
hints of sumrer. O in his case, to get themall off his back

But who knows... ? M cah took in the buildings and crowds and noi se. The vivid
colors. The sense of a place as far renoved from exos and m d-ranges and
Sergeant Chrivet as it was possible to be and still remain on this planet.
Maybe, if he was lucky, he'd find one thread of sanity amd the tangle of the
past weeks. Maybe he'd forget for a little while, catch his breath, and
deconpr ess.

"Fabe's right." Hough shot a questioning |look at Mcah and cleared his throat,
the resident expert determined to reassert hinmself. "Look at the forearns of
any of the idonmeni —+they're all hacked up. The nore scars you bear, the nore
decl ared enem es you have, the nore honor. Wnning isn't the point. Death sure
as hell isn't." He paused, his thin little gash of a nouth barely visible.
"Pascal 's probably spending time training. These fights are very cerenoni al

Cashman gl ared at



very ritualized. If he gets it wong, he makes us | ook bad."

Bul I shit. M cah wal ked to the outside of the group, near the curb, and watched
t he skimrers course past. He made us | ook bad when he accepted the damed
fight in the first place. Wien he let hinself get into the situation where
Ghos, the Vynsharau security officer, challenged him Wen he opened up the
Service to reporters and Cabi net inquiries and enbarrassi ng questions, and
sullied it with alien traditions.

"If it's not a duel, why has the Judge Advocate petitioned Diplo to intervene
and get the idoneni to retract the chall enge?" Court stood before another
store wi ndow and watched the clothes flit by. "I nean, they' ve been digging
out laws fromthe 1800s trying to find an excuse." After a few seconds, the
floating images flickered and changed, so
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that a dozen versions of Court's blond curviness filled the space, each
wearing a different outfit. "I don't think it's going to happen, nyself."

"Once a chal |l enge has been accepted, neither side can back out." Hough gl anced
back at M cah, his voice growi ng | ouder and nore assured when he realized he
had no conpetition for this one. "If Pascal gets hit by a skintruck, he'll get
a postponenent. That's the best he can hope for at this point."

"I still don't think it will happen. Too rmuch publicity already, and
everyone's | ocking down. No nore statenments issued without Mako's OK. Public
Affairs is hiring contractors just to nman the conports and say 'No coment' to
whoever calls for a statement. It's a nightmare.” Court stepped away fromthe
wi ndow and headed for a set of double doors that led into the store.

"No!" Cashman bolted after her. "No shoppi ng—ae nmade a deal !"

"I just want to see one thing." Court pointed in the vague direction of the
danci ng i mages, meking it inmpossible to determ ne exactly which thing she had
inmnd. "It will only take a mnute."

"Farmous | ast words." Hough hung back to walk with Mcah. "I could do with
somet hing to drink. You?"

They cut through the store to a noisy arcade, bought frozen sodas at an

aut oki osk, and found a table amd the press of shoppers catching their breath
and store staff taking a break. A minute or so of increasingly edgy silence
passed—M cah had been relieved enough to get away fromthe rest of the gang
but as had becone nore and nore the case lately, he found that he had not hi ng
to say to any of his fellow bull pen denizens. He'd nonitored their behavior
for sone sign that one of them coul d have bel onged to the G oup, and once he
realized that none of themdid, he lost interest. They spent their spare tine
cruising the Veedrone, rattling on about girlfriends and pronoti ons and
upcom ng | eave. He spent his time killing VWnsharau in a hundred dif-
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ferent ways, then dying hinmself in a hundred and one. That tended to limt
possi bl e topics of conversation.

"Congrats on nailing the Tech One," Hough finally offered, poking the icy
slush in his dispo cup with a straw. "They'll probably bunp you up to corpora
bef ore you know it."

"Thanks." M cah used up a few seconds pulling in a mouthful of strawberry
slurry. "They're offering it again next month—thinking of going for it?"

"Thi nki ng about it. Yeah."

"Cood | uck."

Hough nodded, narrowed eyes fixed on a trio of girls who giggled past. "CGuess
you rmust feel pretty relieved about this challenge, huh? Got Pascal out of
your hair."

M cah slowy set down his drink. He blanked his m nd before any unwel cone

i deas i nvaded, those nonths-ago thoughts of killing Cashman and hiding himin
the delivery cage having taught hima lesson. It bothered himat tines,
knowi ng what he could do if he had to. "Wat do you nmean?"

"I saw hima few tinmes, catching you up in the hallways. Mking conversation."
Hough sucked his teeth. "I never heard anything about him and enlisteds—he's
al ways been pretty careful to toe the regulation line. But there's a first



time for everything, | guess.”
M cah stared into his drink. Too pink for blood, but if he thought hard enough

"He asked for you a couple of times, on days when you weren't in the pen
Seened di sappoi nted that you weren't around to handle problems with his ..
equi prrent . " Hough capped his slur with another lick of the teeth.

That's the story going around? Fine. Mcah felt his face heat. Faber supplies
porn to anyone who asks. Faber's got the infanpbus Captain Pascal aching to

wi pe his stripe.

"He picked an Haarin second."” Hough raised a hand to beckon to Cashman, who
had wandered into the arcade |looking irritated. "Dathim Nare, Tsecha Egri's
suborn. Now
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he spends nost of his tinme at the Haarin enclave training while D plo and the
JAtry to figure out howto fit this challenge into Service protocols."

"They shouldn't have to." M cah braced for the onslaught as the rest of the
group departed the store and approached the table.

Hough shrugged. "It was bound to happen sooner or later. Hell, his girlfriend,
Kilian, fought a challenge |ast sumer. Not that anyone would call her rea
Service." He stood, all good manners as a package-laden Court and her friends
drew near. "W work with the idomeni. Trade with them Better we figure out
how to handl e stuff like this once and for all."

"Once and for all, yeah. By nmking sure it never happens again." Mcah's reply
was drowned out by Cashman's |oud conplaints, Court's rejoinders. By making
sure—He remai ned seated as the girls joined them draw ng sharp | ooks from
Hough and Cashman. By nmaking sure it never—-happens. He swall owed fast as the
over sweet slush bubbled up to the back of his throat.

"Let's get going," Cashman nuttered. "Before sonething el se catches her eye."
They left the arcade and wal ked back outside, the bickering over who woul d
hel p Court carry her bags providing counterpoint to the nore usual city

noi ses, the blare of skinmer proximty alarns and the clanmor of conversations
in a nultitude of |anguages. M cah hung back, anxious to avoid Hough and his

i nnuendoes. Needing to think

W 're going to attack the enbassy. Each word rang in his head |ike a knell

He had no proof, no clue, only the buzz in his head and the ache in his gut,
and the mental hangover of a hundred sim sessions. The sure certainty he felt
at times that something woul d happen

"I say it's time for lunch!" Court announced. Ot hers shouted the names of
restaurants—the Interior Mnistry public park was chosen, and off they headed.
M cah foll owed well behind, |eg nuscles tingling with each strike of his shoes
upon the wal kway, as they turned off State and
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headed for one of the pedestrian overpasses that led to the | akeside of the
Boul M ch.

M cah nmounted the overpass steps, stopping when he reached the summit and

| ooki ng past the sprawling Interior Mnistry grounds to the line of trees
beyond that marked the southern border of the idonmeni enbassy conpound. / know
that |ayout better than | know Far North Lakeside's. Every corridor, utility
chase, private chanber and neeting roometched into his brain by the screans
of the wounded, the conbined stenches of burned flesh, blood, and shit. The
shoul der - poundi ng ki cks of his md-range, so strong that not even his exo's
force dissipaters could danmpen them conpletely. The pound of his heart, and
the rasp of his breathing as it echoed inside his hel net.

/ know that |ayout. But then, he'd | earned nany | ayouts over the course of his
training. Sherain sites like the Tenple at Rauta Sheraa. The monunent-1lined
corridor that connected the Acadeny canpus to the Council buildings. Col onial
sites |like idoneni consul ates and Haarin enclaves. And the terrestrial sites,
such as the facility in Death Valley, the enclave of the Chicago Haarin, and

t he embassy.

Conbat training for the Cause. He wondered how he coul d have ever believed it



was that sinple. But we always cone back to the enbassy. Had anyone el se
figured it out? Manda? Bevan the Brain? Did Chrivet know, or was she as
uninformed as the rest of them a tool for whoever had chosen them designed
their training, and planned their fate?

"Jeez, scholar, will you nove or somethi ng?"

M cah turned to find Cashman at his shoul der, one of Court's shopping sacks in
each hand. "Just taking in the view"

"You're getting weirder by the day, you know that?" Cashman trudged past him
to the opposite end of the overpass, where Hough and the rest waited. "Let's
go."

He nade it honme eventually, sick froma lunch he hadn't wanted to eat, idiot
talk he hadn't wanted to listen to. Hough
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had [eft himalone, small thanks for little favors, after a few veiled
comments about Pascal failed to find their mark.

He' d stopped by the delivery cage, and felt no surprise whatsoever to find the
white mailer in his |ocker. Headed upstairs with sweat-slick hands. Counted
his steps down the hall to his flat, and remained in the hallway for sonme tine
after his front door had opened conpletely.

He tal ked hinmself into going inside—+eally, what choice did he have? Locked
the door. Went directly to his bathroom and shoved a finger down his throat,
elimnating the nasty, not to mention life-threatening, possibility that he'd
vomt during the simand choke in his headset. O eaned up. Changed cl ot hes.
Col l ected his gear and lay on his couch, ripping open the mailer and inserting
the wafer into the slot. Prayed, even though he knew it would do no good. He
wanted to be wong, and he knew he wasn't.

The tones sounded in his ears, over and over and over, until he thought they'd
never en—

—chrivet paced in front of them an imge of the Conmonwealth Field of Stars
showi ng on a wal | -mount ed di spl ay behi nd her. She wore her serious expression
a norose draw down of the corners of her nouth that took the rest of her face
with it. She was |l ecturing them again, about their fitness as Spacers and the
lightness of their cause, something Mcah had taken to calling Phil osophy 101
Get on with it. He sat in the rearnpst row of seats, alone. Bevan and Fol ey
sat in the front, of course. Manda, her hair gathered in a ponytail that made
her look like a prep schooler, sat near the middle and traded whispers with
anot her worman naned Pat el

Get on with it. He stared down at his hands. As always, the thoughts that
occurred to himwhen he was conscious intruded now that he'd entered the
scenario. He'd stopped wonderi ng whether or not that was nornal, and knew he
didn't dare ask Chrivet or anyone else about it at this stage of the gane.

I nstead he kept his mouth shut and pondered the sanme problens that he had when
he' d wal ked t he
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Chicago streets a few hours earlier. Wuld they attack the enmbassy? If so,
when?

"M ster Tiebold?"

M cah cl osed his eyes, then opened them and raised his head. "Yes, na'am"
Chrivet remained silent and watched him sonething she did nore and nore as of
late. It was as if she found sonmething |lacking in even his sinplest responses.
Sonething lacking in him "Am| boring you agai n?"

M cah sat up straighter as everyone turned to | ook at him Bevan, he noted,
had one eye slightly higher than the other, so that he al ways | ooked
skeptical. Foley pouted, like the brat he was. Manda, it pained himto note,
fixed himwith the same puzzled gaze as did nost everyone el se. Nothing
special. Nothing special at all.

M cah's chest tightened as a surge of anger burst through himlike a bl own
grenade. |'mnot bored, m'am4ust wondering how |l'mgoing to die this tinme is
all. He breathed deep, when all he wanted to do was shout. Tried to sit on
every self-destructive inmpulse he had as well as a few he didn't realize he



nursed until now, and then decided the hell with it. W who are about to die
wer e wonderi ng—"Wen are we going to hit the enbassy, ma'an? That's what
we're working for, isn't it? That's our target." He heard gasps, sensed the
tensi on of breaths held, and watched Chrivet's hands tighten into fists as yet
again he junped the starter gun and of fended her sense of Spacer fitness. "I
want to hit '"em ma'am The idonmeni." He entoned the party line, in part
because he believed it with all his heart, but nostly because he sensed that
if he didn't, he'd be in even nore trouble than he already was. "I want to
bring t hem down. "

Chrivet's expression shifted, fromangry to a pinched annoyance that made her
ook a prig. "So you want to bring the idonmeni down, M ster Tiebold?" She
paused for effect. "Well, you' re going to get your chance." She reached behind
her and touched a pad fixed to the wall beside the display. The Field of Stars
vani shed.
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M cah bit back a curse as inages of Pascal bl oonmed before him larger than
life shots of the man wal ki ng around the base, sitting at his desk, making a
presentation. Damm it, can't | get away from hi m anywhere!

Then came the shots fromthe Tribune-Times, the cheap gossip sheets. Pasca
with the Exterior Mnister and other assorted escorts, nale and fenal e both,
their common thread the fact that they were all older than he, and ruch, nuch
ri cher.

Then came the images with Jani Kilian. The social, at a concert, a footbal
gane. The professional, as they departed the idomeni enbassy, one of the
mnistries, stood talking to PM Cao.

M cah conpared the Kilian he had seen in the bunker with the one he saw here.
The sane eerie eyes. The sanme skinny |ong-boni ness, as though she'd shake
apart in a high wind. It doesn 't even | ook human anynore, and he fucks it
every chance he gets.

"I tell you, ladies and gentlenmen." Chrivet tapped the display with her
finger. "I would like nothing better than to drive a knife through Kilian's
mut ant eyes for the filth she's inflicted upon this Earth."

"Way is he allowed to remain in the Service?" That from Bevan, his voice thick
with revul sion.

"A good question, Mster Bevan, one that many like minds have asked for sone
time now. " Chrivet |inked her hands behind her back. She wore a T-shirt, and
her arm nuscl es bunched and flexed with the novenent. " 'Friends in high

pl aces' is the best excuse any of us could cone up with, and where has that
laxity led us? To the point where this stain on our collective honor is
allowed to go where he will and do what he w shes, and thus drags the Service
down to his low level. To the point where he will be taking direction in a
circus ring froma bunch of frog-eyed nmush-nouths while our oh-so-potent

di plomatic officers stand to one side and kneel to traditions that are not
ours, that we don't hold with, that are alien to us in every way, shape, and
form" She
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swal | owed hard, and shook her head. "Can we tolerate this in a human Service?"
“No! Ma'am "

"So what are we gonna do!"

"Take 'em down!"

"Take 'em down." Chrivet snmiled. "On the day in question, |adies and
gent | eren, you have been chosen to show certain interested parties just what
true Spacers think of this insult to our great traditions, to our way of life.
You have friends in high places, too—+they have overseen your training and
granted you the honor of showi ng this Commonweal th what real Spacers are made
of ." For the first time, she regarded them not wi th hard-eyed disdain, but
with a kindness, a pride, that she hadn't seemed capabl e of before. "It is

i ndeed the enbassy, |adies and gentlenen. You will receive the details soon
Until then, we will do as we have been—we will work through it, and work
through it, and work through it again, until each and every one of you could



take that place out in your sleep.
once. "OK, folks. Let's nove!"
They set up a junp point in the thin strip of Exterior w | derness that
bordered the enmbassy. They'd be in trouble if an actual Exterior security
patrol showed up, but the mnistry ran a skeleton staff when the mnister
travel ed of f-planet, as she did now. They didn't expect discovery.

Typi cal early spring norning, danmp and colder for it. A hard wind blew in off
the lake. Mcah sat in the nud beneath a bare-linbed tree and fiddled with a
receiver, trying to pick up any transm ssions that emerged fromthe scattered
enbassy out bui |l di ngs. Even though his suit liner protected himfromthe cold
and wet, he still knew that he sat in nmud, heard the danp squel ch every tine
he moved. He adjusted the receiver earsert and upped the gain, straining for
any organi zed sound am d the hum and hiss. The beat of code. The organized

gi bberish of scranbled voices. Waste of tine on his part—the autoreceiver
scanned the signals better than he
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could. But he couldn't convince hinself to hand control of his fate over to

t he nechani cal s. Not just yet.

He felt a touch on his shoul der, and | ooked up to find Manda standi ng over
him helnmet in hand. She'd al ready donned her bal acl ava, fromwhich a few
stray curls escaped to frame her heart-shaped face.

"It's alnmost tine." Her voice, never sturdy, sounded ready to crack. "Il just
wanted to say that however this ends—+ just wanted to say— Her |ovely eyes
filled. One tear spilled over. She | ocked her hands behind his head and bent
down to him pulling himclose, kissing him She tasted of the rank coffee
they had all drunk, but her lips felt silken and she snelled |ike flowers and
those were the sensations Mcah took to heart.

Then she was gone, and the junp came to life |like a waking beast, donning
gear, checki ng weapons.

M cah rose and stared across the border to the quiet beyond.

A sun obscured by cloud. The |ake turned into choppy swell by the w nd. Harder
to stay upright, and keep fromplowing into the person in front of you. Yet
still they pounded onward, follow ng the shore, toward their target.

"Let's hit "emin the gut, boys and girls. Let's kick 'emwhere they live."
Chrivet picked up the pace. "Air all clear, Tiebold? No marbl e-eyes wat chi ng
us?"

M cah checked his readouts. "All clear, ma'am"

They burst onto the beach, as they had before. Up the ranp, blow ng sheds as
they went. Across the gardens and through the walls. M cah applied his | essons
| earned from past scenarios, hol ding back when necessary, pushing on when
every nerve in his body yelled No! Follow ng behind O Shae, taking out
Wnsharau with every blast of his md-range, pounding, pounding.

Thor ough the doors to the main hall. O Shae killing the deadhead, then
switching to grenades. Joining up wth Fo-
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| ey, blasting down every hallway. Snoke. Sparks from bl own arrays. Sputtering
illumins. VWynsharau in exos, fighting |ike denons.

She strai ghtened up and cl apped her hands

Sone fell and rose again. Sone fell and remained still. As the neeting room
cl eared, M cah slipped behind O Shae again. Mre halls. Roons. Bodies. G ow ng
qui et .

"Six five oh, clear."

"Four eight seven, clear."

"Ch nine one—=

Qui eter.

"Three four—

"Ei ght one—*

"Al'l sectors secure.”

Qui et est ..

O Shae stopped and turned to him then raised her faceplate. "Waddya say,
Ti eb?"



M cah | ooked down at his mid-range. For the first time since he'd started the
training, he powered it down.

Ve won.

M cah still sat on his couch, his headgear cradled in his lap. "W cleared the
pl ace out. Secured it." Everyone hit their marks, pressed their

char ge-t hroughs, cane across. He'd even seen Manda at the end of it, hair
matted from her hel met, exo streaked with sonmeone el se's bl ood. Sonet hing

el se's blood. Not hers.

He got up. Paced the room and felt his bones sing with every nove. Pulled the
wafer fromthe headset and gathered up his player, then pulled on a jacket and
headed for the drop point in Forrestal Block to unload his data. W did it. He
barely stifled the urge to punch the air. W did it!

The air snelled cleaner than M cah had ever known it, as renarkable as if he'd
never inhaled it before. He wal ked as though drunk, barely sensing his feet on
t he wal kway. He tucked the wafer into the inside pocket of his jacket and
stopped to minme a baseball pitch. Strike three—Vynsharau
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out! He set up, went into his wi ndup, and foll owed through, powering forward
into the rough grip of a civvie-clad older man who' d just energed fromthe
Forrestal One | obby.

"Sorry! Sorry!"™ M cah straightened the man's runpl ed jacket. Then he backed
away, giddy and sheepish, and felt the first whisper of doubt as the nman
stared at him dark eyes in a dark face, famliar yet out of place.

"Desk jockey has no idea what he's in for." A voice like salt on a wound.
"Desk jockey gonna die." Then he hunched his shoul ders and strode away, noving
alittle faster than normal, the way sone small nen did.

M cah turned and watched the man. |'ve seen himbefore ... |'ve seen—Hi s
heart stuttered when the name cane back to him Veles, who' d assisted Pasca
during the interrogation-that-wasn't, as well as with the sucker punch with

t he prototype shooter.

"1l be watching you, Faber. Mbrning, noon, and night.

M cah wi ped a hand over the back of his nouth. He watched Veles until the man
di sappeared over a rise, then continued on his way with a heavier step. Into

t he | obby, the conport booth. Sit down. Activate the unit. Breathe. W won.

M cah felt his jacket pocket for the wafer. Felt again. Dug deep and rooted
around, pulling out a few fl ecks of thread and nothing el se.

He took off after Veles, across the | obby and out the door, dodgi ng
pedestri ans who seened to have come out of nowhere. Over the rise, then flat
out. Running. Running. Heart in his throat. On the | ookout for the small dark
man and know ng exactly what he'd do when he found him

He could run when he had to, but he was no runner. H's | egs gave out first,
oxygen starvation stopping himlike a blow He pulled in great sobs of air,
doubl ed over, then dropped to his knees. Searched for any sign, and found

not hi ng.
CHAPTER 22
"I still maintain that the chall enge nmust be del ayed." Tsecha, discordant in

green and gold, tore a chunk of clay fromthe scul pture set against the
meeting roomwall and worked it between his pal ms, squeezing it as though it
cont ai ned sonet hi ng he needed. "There is too nmuch occurring now. Trespassers
who | eave food about the embassy conpound. The mine investigation, which stil
goes on."

"An Haarin dom nant who denies his propitiator and now seeks to avoid the
ennmty and discipline of Tenple." Shai turned fromthe w ndow opposite Tsecha
and his scul pting and bared her teeth. "How many of the acolytes' scars do you
bear on your arnms, Tsecha? How many of themdid you fight in the circle in the
time before the war?"

"And now it is their tine—s that what you tell me, Shai?" Tsecha pushed the
clay chunk back into place, then punched it with his fist. "I did as | nost
had to, then and now "

"As did Tenple, then and now. So you wish to delay matters here in order that



your return to Shera is set back as well. | have known you too | ong to suppose

otherwise, for | do not recall, and truly, that you were ever overwhel med by
events." Shai pressed a hand to her forehead in a vague, hu-mani sh gesture.
"This is perhaps, | nost think, because you
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were responsi ble for those events yourself." She let her hand fall and wal ked
to the center of the obl ong space, her sand-col ored overrobe a conforting
contrast to her diplomatic brown tunic and trousers. "Elon, step farther into
this room please, and prevent this Haarin and | fromcomng to bl ows."

El on noved away fromthe entry and approached Shai, her posture as straight as
she coul d manage in Tsecha's presence. Anatherma. How coul d she have ever
regarded such as he with any sort of respect, even that of an esteenmed eneny?
"l am here, niaRauta."

"You have not brought CGhos with you?" Shai |ooked to the entry, her shoul ders
roundi ng.

"No, niaRauta. He works in the practice circle now " As she had when she

wat ched Chos batter Pascal on the veranda, she felt herself nmove, a slowdrift
fromside to side, as she i magi ned her suborn strike and parry with the

practice blades. "I advised himto do such, since humani sh do not understand
the ways of d lerine and thus may attack inproperly.”
"It is good that he is el sewhere. | have no wish to see himnow, for he is

another with whom | would nost happily come to bl ows." Shai wal ked to the | ast
in arowof wireframe chairs and sat, draw ng her overrobe around her as
though the air chilled. "It pains me as sickness to say this, Elon, but the
Haarin who stands in this roomnowis as correct in his opinion of this damed
chal | enge as the gods and circunstance allow himto be."

"The Haarin who stands in this roomnow rejoices in your esteem Shai, and
truly." Tsecha drove his thunb into the clay and worked a series of grooves
across the surface. Two |ines down, then two across them so that together
they formed a grid of nine squares. "If he could rejoice in a decision

cancel ling this dammed chal |l enge, he would feel even nore as bl essed by the
gods." He etched a figure in each of the diagonal squares, dragged a
forefinger across the entire pattern, then dipped his hand in a nearby
cont ai ner of water and rubbed the clay snmooth once nore. "My Lucien is not
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my Jani. He does not understand the circle, and when he does not understand,
he strikes as a serpent." He picked up the danp cloth that had served as the
scul pture covering and spread it over the clay. "If Ghos had asked Caith's

ai de in choosing the worst humani sh for himto chall enge, she would have | ed
himto no other human but to nmy Lucien.”

Shai squinted toward Tsecha's | abors, then shook her head and gestured to

El on. "Such was not the time for Ghos to chall enge the humani sh, Elon
Especially a Service humani sh, for it causes Mako and his suborns to wonder if
revenge for Feres was his thought."

"I't was not, niaRauta." Elon wal ked across the roomto the table containing
the stone formations. "This | know and truly." She stood before one of the
arrangenents, taking as much strength as she could in their order and beauty
as her heart pounded and hers and Ghos's words sounded in her head. WIIl you
kill Pascal, Ghos of the Stones? If | amable. But not for revenge,
no—Pascal 's bl ood was as that of an aninmal, and could not serve as fair
exchange for that of Feres. It is enough that he should die for that which he
is. For the disorder he represented, the godl essness that he was.

El on took up one of the stones, clenching it as she fought the desire to fling
it intothe rest, to scatter themacross the floor. Wen she sensed notion
fromthe corner of her eye, she half turned, her hand raised, the rounded
poi nt of the stone facing out as the edge of a bl ade—

—and net Tsecha's gaze, ancient gold and arrogant, nocking her as it had in
Raut a Sheraa Tenpl e.

"Ni Rau Ghos, it nost seenms, wonders at ny Lucien's loyalties. He believes him



a spy, although for whom he cannot say." Tsecha took the stone fromE on's
grasp and tossed it up in the air, then caught it.
"Pascal is a spy, Tsecha." Shai gripped the chair next to hers and pushed it

back and forth until it aligned with the rest of the row "Each tine he visits
here with you and Dathim | anticipate ny dealings with Service Diplonmatic,
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and all the new varieties of requests from General Burkett and his staff, for
I know as | know my robes that Pascal goes to them as soon as he finishes
here.”

"He could do much worse, Shai. This I know, and truly, as do you." Tsecha
again tossed the stone in the air, and caught it. "But for every thing he

t akes, he gives sonet hing back, and now he gives us what | tell you now, what
| have tried to tell you this entire day. He believes, with reason, that these
vehi cl es that have invaded the enbassy grounds are of the Service. He
bel i eves, for reasons he has yet to make clear, that there are those in the
Servi ce who woul d attack us here and at the encl ave, and see us driven from
this city."

"W al ways knew this, Tsecha," Shai replied. "Even w thout your Pascal's
clarity. The mne they have yet to explainis, | nost fear, an illustration of
this. It was no accident—this | know and truly. It was nmeant to be. It was
nmeant to kill Haarin, and took Feres instead, but we will wait unto death for
the humani sh to admit such.”

Tsecha tossed and caught the stone one last tine, then held it out to Elon
remaining silent until she took it fromhis hand. "My Lucien fears sonething
greater, Shai. Greater than a mine, or food in your outbuildings. He fears an
assault, against this place or the enclave. An attack by those trained to do
such, outfitted with equi pment and weaponry as one sees on the battlefield."
El on placed the stone Tsecha had handed her back within its arrangenent,
taking care to avoid touching it where he had. "Wen would this attack occur?"
She picked up another stone, this tine cradling it between her palns so he
could not take it.

"That, ny Lucien cannot say." Tsecha watched her as though they stood within
the circle, his gaze fixed on her hands as his shoul ders rounded in nmirror of
her posture. "All that he may tell us nowis that we nust prepare, and keep
wat ch. "

Shai stood. "After the explosion of a single nine and the death of Feres,
Prime Mnister Li Cao and Ceneral Burkett
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and Admiral - General Mako becanme as ny constant conpanions. | believed and
truly that they would never |eave nmy side. | would expect even greater
visitation in the case of a supposed assault, Tsecha. Roonfuls of humani sh who
would remain with me as ny shadow fromearly norning sacrament until the

m ddl e of the night." She paced the bare floor, her soft boots soundi ng
against the tile as though she wal ked through grass. "I do not see them™
Tsecha | eaned against the table in a nost unseenly way, crossing his arns over
his chest and his legs at the ankle, a cranped humani sh posture. "M Lucien

currently gathers proof. Evidence. Wien he possesses sufficient, he will go to
his dom nants, and they will come to you."
"And you nust remain here as he gathers this proof, for he will work with you

and you only." Shai raised her hands above her head, a plea to the gods. "I
under stand you, Tsecha, as no one el se does. You have constructed a reason to
remai n here when Tenpl e has ordered you back to the worl dskein." She stopped
in place and | owered her arnms to her sides. "It has therefore fallen to ne to
enact the wi shes of Tenple as best | can, and to do this as | determ ne how
much of your story is truth and how nmuch the invention of your spying
humani sh. "

El on noved into the shaft of sunlight that streanmed through the w ndow,

cl osing her eyes for a nonent as she took what she could of its sickly warnth
"I nmost fear, nia-Rauta, that very little of what Pascal says may be invented.
The humani sh who have trespassed on these grounds know our systems. G ven the



ways in which we protect such information, they could only have | earned such

t hrough the spying nethods the Service uses to nmonitor that which we do."

Shai turned and | ooked her near enough in the eye as to be as unseemy. "You
agree with Tsecha, El on?" She fol ded her arns and tucked her hands within the
sl eeves of her over-robe. "I struggle to recall when |ast such occurred." She
stood nost still. "Wat state our defenses, then?"

El on pressed her hands around the stone, draw ng the |ast
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edges of pain from bones |ong heal ed, wonderi ng how much pressure she woul d
need to apply to break them once nore. "W may increase | ake patrols. W may

i ncrease our guards. W may al so enpl oy robotic devices as free-fl oat

nmonitors, setting themat our borders. In whatever instance, | nost fear, the
hurmani sh wi || know that we have increased our surveillance, and while the | ake
patrols and guards are allowed by treaty, the devices are not, for hunmanish
fear we would use themto observe that which they do." She rel axed her grip on

the stone. "Shall | do as | am all owed, niaRauta?" she asked Shai. "O shall |
do as | nust?"
"Increased patrols may draw fire. W want no nore dead." Tsecha still stood

against the table, his only novement to straighten his |egs, then recross
them "Pink grenades disable weaponry and systens even as they | eave the
humani sh unharmed. Even if the variety we have here nowis not fully safe for
i domeni systens, such is better than live fire, for such is one thing we
cannot take back."

Shai wal ked to the scul pture that Tsecha had lately attended. "The pink
Tsecha, is even less allowed by treaty than robotic patrols." She raised the
danp drapery that covered it, then set it aside and began to work the clay
that Tsecha had recently smoothed. "I do not, | nost believe, need to tell you
of the protests we would hear if such drifted beyond the boundaries of the
enbassy. Any object containing a bioarray woul d be di sabl ed, any system
touched woul d be disrupted or destroyed. Li Cao would, as hunmani sh say, never
let me forget." Unlike Tsecha, she seenmed to savor the feel of the clay-her
shoul ders sl ow y uncurved as she worked her hands into the mass. "That being

understood, | say to you, Elon, that we should enable the pink systenms, for as
much as | disdain agreenment with the Haarin who | eans against the table in an
unseem y humani sh manner, | cannot hel p but agree that dead humani sh woul d do

us great harm?"
"Yes, niaRauta." Elon returned to the table and repl aced the stone, taking

care to avoid Tsecha's gaze, to avoid drawing too close. "I will begin such
t oday. "
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"And the chall enge, Shai ?" Tsecha stood away fromthe table and I et his arns
fall to his sides. Mre humani sh deadness.

"That nust continue." Shai turned to him her hands coated to the wists in
drying clay. "Pascal spends nuch time at your enclave, Tsecha. He cones here
nost often as well, and watches us as though he wi shes to | earn. Thus and
so—we both know and truly that one cannot |earn conpletely of idoneni unti

one | earns chall enge, and has fought in the circle. Let Pascal |earn such
then. | amnost sure that Dathimw |l teach him'

"Shai ." Tsecha's shoul ders rounded so that he had to tilt his head to his
shoul der to | ook at her. "You do not know what you do."

"I know exactly." Shai turned from himback to her scul pture. "You see to your
encl ave, Tsecha. You are indeed needed here, 1 nost fear—though Tenple may not
wait forever to deal with you as they would, | may convince themto wait a
short time." She gestured to Elon. "You, Elon—see to this place. In any way
you deemfit, and truly."” She plunged her hands back into the clay, and worked
it so the nuscles of her forearms tensed, accenting her a Urine scars. "I nost
relish the upset this challenge has inflicted upon the Service. Each day we
recei ve nessages from Di plomatic, the Judge Advocate. Even their Medica

dom nants wonder over how an enotional augnent such as Pascal may behave in
the circle.” She nodded in an annoyi ngly humani sh manner. "Disruption is a



great thing, and truly."

Tsecha strode to the door, his back still bowed. "You grow di sordered, Shai."
"I growtired of trespass and sacrilege. In exchange, | request only a little
humani sh bl ood." Shai bared her teeth. "See to the armi ng of the pink, Elon."
"Yes, niaRauta." Elon followed Tsecha to the door, pausing at the entry to
allow himtine to depart. She did not wish to encounter him alone in any
hal | way. He wat ched her as he had at Tenple when he suspected her anger, and
knew t hat a
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further irritation on his part would spur her to an eruption. "No, Tsecha,"
she uttered al oud as she wal ked the corridors to her roons. She could not
betray her thoughts to hi mnowsuch would wait until a time that he did not
suspect. Only then would he know, when it would be too late for himto react.
Then she would rejoice in his pain.

El on took m d-afternoon sacranment, her mind as junbled as the hal f-Ieafed
branches she had driven through when she and Ghos had chased the hunani sh
skimer. Afterward she sought to rest. But her thoughts still raced. Her skin
tingled as though stung by thorns.

She rose, laved, then donned the rougher clothes she wore to labor in the
dammed col d outside, a brown coverall and boots. She departed the enbassy and
stal ked the outbuildings, moving fromutility dome to greenhouse to guard
bunker, receiving status reports and giving orders, as all the while her |inbs
noved as | eaden and she ached to the pit of her soul

She found Ghos eventually, nmonitoring instrunentation in one of the guard
bunkers | ocated at regular intervals along the enbassy access road. He worked
al ongsi de ni aRauta Laur, but as soon as he realized El on's presence, he
ordered Laur to a task outside.

El on waited until the suborn femal e departed before joining Ghos at the
consol e, standing a half stride behind him as was seemy. At that angle, she

could see the dried nud that streaked the back of his coverall, the fragnents
of twig and | eaf that once nore sullied his braids, which he had agai n bound
together with a length of cord. "I have nmet with niaRauta Shai." She |eaned

forward and plucked a |l eaf fromhis collar. "W are to load the pink into the
defense array despite its inperfections. Shai would rather have disabl ed
systens than dead humani sh.™"

"Then she is dammed." Chos turned and | ooked Elon in the eye, as he had so
often of late. "But we know this."

"Yes." Elon reached out again, this time to brush away
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dirt that shadowed beneath CGhos's eye. Wen he took her hand and held it, she
t hought to pull back, but his fingers closed as a vise and she could not have
freed herself if she wished to. Her skin burned where his touched, as the
sense of weight returned to her linbs. The tension, as though as she had been
filled past her ability to contain.

"I have fathered four," Ghos said, first |oosening then tightening his hold.
"Fromthe first, nothered by Sor nia-Rauta Hesai, who maintained security for
the hospital shrine at Nen Sheraa, to the fourth, nothered by Aila niaRauta
Qar, who served as suborn to the Council security dom nant."

El on gestured acceptance of the information with her free hand, even though
Ghos' s gradual ascension within the security skein was known before she
accepted his petition to serve her. If she had approached a male of greater
standi ng, as one of Ceel's security dom nants, or one of those who guarded the
i nner roons at Tenple, she woul d have spoken of the three she had nothered,
each fathered by a nmale of increasing status over the one before. "I take
confort in your declaration of order, CGhos. So nuch a haven is it fromthe
chaos of Haarin, the contam nation of human joinings."

"This is not a time to think of such.” Chos tilted his head to one side, as

t hough he surprised even hinself, for he seldomrestrained his thought in
deference to the proprieties. "I must conplete these settings." He rel eased
her abruptly and turned back to the consol e, exani ning systems readouts and



recalibrating sensors

El on drew cl ose behind, until she could sense Ghos's blessed warnth through
the chill of the air. "Tsecha sought to petition niaRauta Shai to forbid your
chal | enge of Pascal." She watched his hands nove over the console, every flex
and curve of his fingers. "Shai denied such. She wi shes humani sh bl ood to be
shed within the circle.”

"Then she shall nost certainly have it, and truly." Ghos's voice energed as
gentle as ever it had. "As nmuch as her satisfaction demands, and nore

besi des. "

"W will not |oad the pink."
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"No, niaRauta. Nor will we increase the patrols or release the robot
nmonitors."

"I'f the humani sh invaders cone, let them"™

"Yes."

"I'f humani sh blood is wanted, let it be shed.”

"And ours with it."

"W are nost in agreenent, Ghos."

"I have al ways known such, Elon, and truly."

"Yes, as have |." Elon reached out and pl aced a hand upon Ghos's shoul der

then pull ed back when she sensed novenment behind her. She turned to find Laur
in the entry—the suborn held a disassenbled nmonitor, her posture indicating
that she had no sense of howto repair it. Elon left Ghos to aid her. Then she
wai ted outside in the weak humani sh sun until he rejoined her, and they
returned to the enbassy toget her

They retired to Elon's roonms, since as domi nant the right of place fell to
her. First cane release, rapid joinings that dispelled the tension that had
grown between themas a solid thing. Once, then rest, then again, a neld of
uncl othed |linmbs that served to express the oneness of their thoughts, their
beliefs. Their fears, and their hatreds. The Way that they pl anned toget her
Their nutual Path to their Star

They lay afterward for sone tine, savoring the quiet of each other's presence,
the serenity that cane fromtwo mnds that thought as an ordered one. CGhos
held Elon by the wist with one hand as he stroked her armw th the other
fromforearmto shoul der, then down, again and again, the rhythm of the notion
taking them both to a state approaching trance.

"Chos of the stones.” Elon reached to himand fingered his hair, then gestured
in weak dismay as she cane away with yet another piece of twig. "Ghos of the
forests, who lives in the trees." She took himby the hand and | ed himto her

| aving room There, am d tiled scenes of Rauta Sheraa that one of Dathim
Nare's suborns had applied two seasons
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bef ore, she unbraided his hair and laved it with soap that snelled of the sand
and sun, then conmb-dried it, running the nubs over and over Ghos's scalp unti
he bared his teeth in the pleasure of it. Finally, she rebraided the fine
brown | engths, binding themat the ends with jewel-green ties that caught the
[ight as night insects when Ghos shook his head, and clattered |ike beads.

"So quiet." Ghos stood, his skin as gold beneath the inset illumnation, an
ordered contrast to the brown of his hair. "I have not known such for so
[ ong. "

"We have nuch to do." Elon touched his shoul der one last tinme, and savored the
warnt h, the sense of flesh and bone beneath. "But we do not know how mnuch tine
we have, which means we nmust act quickly."

They dressed in silence born of shared purpose, then visited Elon's
physi ci an-priest, who took the sperm Ghos had deposited and preserved it for

bl ending with one of the eggs that Elon had reserved for such interactions.
The enbryo woul d be bl ended there, then returned to Sherd for growth and

pl acenent with a hone- not her

And in three seasons, a youngi sh. Elon bared her teeth. A declaration of hers
and Ghos's likeness of mnd. Another step farther down their Way to the Star



one that would be taken no matter what happened to them

"I must see to Laur," Chos said as they departed the physician-priest's

wor kroom "Wen she is left alone for too long, she begins to delve too deeply
into that which is not her concern.” He left Elon w thout another | ook or
touch, as was the way it was. Their declaration had been nade, Ghos' ascension
assured. Now cane their task, which would serve to bind themas well as any
joining, any birth.

El on wal ked the corridors that |ed back to her roonms. The way al so | ed past
Shai's roons—when the panel slid aside and Shai enmerged into the passage, Elon
wondered if it had been coincidence, or if she had awaited her

"Elon!" Shai proceeded a half stride behind her. "I have
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recei ved word from your physician-priest, and rejoice with you. A nost ordered
pairing, you and Ghos. Such will assure the security of this place, of that I

am nost sure."

"Yes, niaRauta." Elon turned and watched Shai return to her roons, the hallway
illum nations casting shadows across her back |ike spreadi ng stains of blood.
CHAPTER 23

" a period of such change as shakes one to the depths of their soul..."

Cl ase, Thal assan Histories, Book I

"The second worst thing about waiting, besides the actual waiting itself, of
course, is that you eventually reach a point where you feel the need to do
somet hing." Brondt dragged a chair away fromthe table and spun it around,
then sat astraddle. "This is the point that separates your run-of-the-mll
poker player fromyour true ganbler. The ability to sit out the lulls when you
realize there's nothing you can do. No play to be made."

Jani | ooked up fromthe docunent she and Torin had been exam ni ng. She had
adjourned to the library after the wal k down the beach with the rest of what
Brondt called the "like mnds," and had spent the |last hour or so show ng
Torin the workings of her scanpack and not—+epeat, not—thinking about John
Tsecha, Feyo, Gsa, or Niall. "Dieter." She regarded himas he did her, el bows
on the table and chin cradled in hand. "Has anyone ever told you that you're a
pain in the ass?"

Torin gasped, then doubl ed over, his high-pitched | augh bouncing off the
wal | s. Brondt only sniled.

"It's just that | know a coiled spring when | see one." He picked up the enpty
scanpack case and tipped it upside down, shaking out its nonexistent contents.
"l don't think
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I've ever seen anyone work harder at remaining nonchal ant."

Stop reading me. Jani held up the old copy of the Partisan that she had used
to denpnstrate the differences between static and nutable inks, and rolled it
into a tight tube. "John should be at Neocl ona by now. Assunming G sa didn't
intercept him"

"She woul dn't do that. She's still very idomeni in that regard—her conflict is
wi th Feyo, not you, and not your |over." Brondt continued to toy with the
case, closing the fasteners, then opening them Then he sighed, the shakiness

of his breathing inplying that his nerve had Iimts after all. "If the stories
I've heard of nf Tsecha's resolve are true, he's digging hinself in back in
Chicago. | don't see himgiving in without a battle, and you and Feyo are
already rallying the strongest bloc of Haarin support that exists. An
interesting time will be had by all, but I do believe that in the end, you
wi Il save nf Tsecha, and prevail."

"Strong-arm di pl omacy over ideology. That's a humani sh argunent."” Jani tossed
t he newssheet aside, then stood and wal ked to the wi ndow, drawn to the view of
t he bay, as she had been numerous tines over the course of the day. "If Cee
caves in to it, he risks weakening hinself in the eyes of his nore
traditionalist rivals, as we've said a hundred tinmes. If he refrains, he risks
| osing the Haarin, as we've said a hundred and one. | don't think I'd like to



be in his shoes right now, and it's a token flip as to which way he'll finally

go." Dusk neared, shading the sky in coral and indigo. Couds grew, offering
the possibility of evening rain. "lIt's the suicide option that bothers me, the
sense that if it all gets too nuch, he'll just open his shirt and wait for

someone to strike him Wo would come after himis anyone's guess. My fear is
that they wouldn't wait for Tsecha to decide to return to the

wor | dskei n—they'd just send warriors to collect him™"

"That's never happened," Torin piped as he made entries into his handhel d.
"I"ve read the histories—+f Tsecha refuses to return, that alone could tie up
the Council in knots. The

CONTACT | MM NENT 295
i deol ogues don't think on their feet very well—-he could stall themjust by
sayi ng no."

"I"'ve said it before." Jani folded her arnms and | eaned agai nst the w ndow
fram ng. "No one's gone this way before. We're all making it up as we go,

i ncluding Ceel. And he was a warrior hinmself, if you recall. Bornsect battles
never experienced the flip-flops that humani sh have, but he still needed to
possess sone flexibility." She |looked to Brondt. "Aren't there any conlines
here that you trust?"

Brondt shook his head. "No."

"Who can | count on here?"

"To do what, take over the courtyard? Munt an attack on the basenment clinic?"
Brondt stood and swung a | eg over his backward seat, then turned the chair
around and shoved it under the table. "You can't do anything worthwhile unti
you hear from John or Feyo. Until then you'd just be standing on the roof
flappi ng your arms. M ght make you feel better, but you're not acconplishing
much, are you?" He joined her by the wi ndow, his yellow green eyes reflecting
the light like fluorescence. "Rain tonight. W're nearing autum, which nmeans
the storms will becone nore and nore severe." He gl anced at her sidel ong.
"There's nothing you can do without nore information, and you've sent out the
runners to get it. So, you wait."

"I"mnot the npbst patient of people."

"I"d never have guessed.”

The sound of the door opening silenced them Jani noted that Brondt, for al
his talk of calm flinched at the noise. H s hand noved to his trouser pocket
as well, which saved her from aski ng whether he still carried his shooter

"Na Kiershia." Gsa stood in the doorway, |ess el egant than usual in the
coverall and boots she wore when she plied her agrononmist trade in the
greenhouses and fields. "The tine for early evening sacranent approaches and
no one sits downstairs. Wuld you be willing, | wonder, to dine with ne?"
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Brondt | ooked to the wall clock. "M dweek in Karistos. End of summer. Cutdoor
concerts and such ..." His voice trailed when his eyes net Gsa's, stares

| ocking for a beat beyond casual. "Torin," he said after a nonent, "let's
batten the hatches—+ don't |like the |ooks of those clouds." He glanced at
Jani, eyebrow cocked, then wal ked to the door, pausing at the desk to coll ect
Torin, then departing without any further regard for his dom nant.

"Brondt is strange," G sa said while the subject of her critique was stil

well within earshot. "Eanobn says he | ooks for a | eader as a bee | ooks for
nectar, noving fromflower to flower." She bared her teeth, then gestured
toward the hall. "Sacranent grows cold. Please."

Jani patted her grunbling stomach, which as usual betrayed her when faced with
t he prospect of a good neal. "One nmonent." She wal ked to the table and
col l ected her scanpack, straightened the newssheets and pushed in the chairs.
So, | wait. She shoul dered her duffel and followed G sa fromthe room

G sa hadn't been conpletely truthful concerning her |ack of nealtine conpany.
Jani arrived to find that both Bon and Eanon were already eating. Bon nodded
to her with the mx of regard and uncertainty to which Jani had grown
accustoned, while Eanon grunted in her general direction in between gul ps of
vodka.



"Anot her Acadi an dish, Kiershia." G sa handed Jani a casserol e of chickpeas
and corn. "Qur cooks still seek to please you."

"They must be tearing their hair out over the light turnout." Jani | ooked
around the enpty dining area, taking in the neat place settings and filled
tureens from which fragrant steam escaped. "How do you plan nenus when you
never know how many will show up?"

"W begin to adjust."” Bon shrugged. "G oup neals were planned in the beginning
to foster togetherness, and to all ow sonme of those nore shaken by change to
feel not so dis-
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pl aced.” The di mrer evening lighting softened her appearance, shadow ng the
wor st ravages of her skin. "As tinme goes on, Thalassa will neet as a whole for
hol i days only. Special occasions.”

"Fine with nme," Eanon nuttered into his glass. "Feel like |I'mat bl oody day
canp half the time." He shoved a forkful of sauced kettle beef into his nouth,
his bleary gaze sharpening as it fixed on Jani. "John's in town?"

"Yes." Jani felt Bon's veiled stare, Gsa s nore direct exam nation. "He
needed to stop by the facility."

"Better do it while he can." Eanon glared down at his plate for a nonent, then
shook his head. "Damed fool = He squinted toward the dem roons, then shiel ded
his eyes with his hand. "Is that you, Niri? What is it?"

Jani turned to see one of the clinic staff hovering at the edge of the
courtyard. A young femal e decked out in nmed-whites, face set, hands cl enched.
"There is a call, sir. Fromthe outbuildings. There has been an acci dent on
the coast road from Kari stos—you are needed."

"Acci dent ?" Jani pushed her chair back fromthe table, the screech of pol ywod
agai nst stone echoi ng throughout the space. "Wat sort? Equi pnent? Ski mer?

D d the guards shoot soneone? What ?"

"Na Ki ershia?" Bon's voice energed calm "W have accidents all the tinme at
this place. The building that goes on. The work."

"I'n the mddle of the evening?" Jani strode toward Niri, holding up her hands
in a gesture of surrender and sl ow ng when she realized the young fenal e had
backed away and stepped behind a planter. "Wat happened? Pl ease.™

Niri swallowed. "A skimer—=

"Shit." Jani struggled to | ower her voice when every cell in her body begged
to scream "Wo was hurt. Wo?"

"Doesn't matter who—+ still need to get out there." Eanon raised his glass,
then swore under his breath and set it dowm with a clatter. "Ah hell." He
stood and stepped around the
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table. "Get Maren and Caris," he said, pointing to Niri. "Tell themto grab
the ready bags and neet nme in the garage."

"I"'mgoing with you." Jani fell in beside him

"You don't belong. You'll just get in the way."

"“I'"'mgoing."

Eanmon stopped and turned to her. They had noved under better |ighting nowthe
bri ght ness highlighted the danage that drink and exhaustion had inscribed on
his face. "You've done nore than enough already." He stood with his hands

cl enched, his weight bal anced, as though he'd strike her given any nore
provocati on.

Then he took a step back, emitting a sigh like a nbpan of pain. "Fine. Let's
see how much worse you can make it." He started for the door, thunping his
fist against every piece of furniture he encountered al ong the way.

Jani foll owed, pausing as she reached the door. She | ooked back to the
courtyard to find Gsa still seated, Bon standing behind her Iike a hound
guarding its mistress.

"Dam and blast it, stay on the road!" Eanon pounded the dashboard with the
flat of his hand. "I should have know better than to let you drive."

Jani steered down the banked path | eading fromthe garage, backing off the
accel erator until the up-and-down whine of a straining propul sion array



softened to a high-pitched hum "The shortest distance between two points.™
She reentered the w nding roadway until another scenic curve presented itself,
then braced for the shudder as she again steered off-road and out of range of
the skinmrack. "lIt's a straight |ine—+enmenber?" She punched the accel erator
again as a rock formation | oomed ahead, coaxing the vehicle up and over as
Eamon howl ed and curled into crash position, his head between his knees, hands
| ocked behi nd.

"We're clear of the | andscapi ng—you can | ook up now " Jani sped up as they
energed onto the flat, the road uncurling before them "It's a straight shot
all the way around the horn."
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"Dam you to hell." Eanmon worked upright, w ping the back of his hand across
his mouth. "In a thousand different ways." He | ooked back over his shoul der
just as a rapidly receding flare of red enmergency |ighting broke through the
gl oom bl ooding his face. The anbul ance, bringing up the rear. "l should have
ridden with them"

The rain had begun, fat drops that splattered across the wi ndscreen with a
hard pellet sound. Jani followed the |lighted ribbon of pavenent, eyes | ocked
on the darkening distance, on the | ookout for flames, flares, safety lighting,

or any of a hundred accident signs. "I see sonething." She banked off the road
and veered w de, angling her approach to the distant glowin order to avoid
anything that mght still lie on the road.

O anyone. She deflected power to the ski mer headl anps, lighting the

| andscape for half a kilometer or nore. Her heart skipped as the danage
reveal ed itself—three skinmers, two with shattered wi ndscreens. Bodies laid
out beside them sheltered fromthe rain by plastic sheeting, while humani sh
and i doneni both ran between them or |ooked on from a distance.

Then she saw a slender formrise frombeside one of the bodies and turn into
the glare, hair agleamlike nolten silver, and nuttered choked thanks to her
Lord CGanesh.

John | oped over to the skimer as soon as Jani slowed. "There was sone kind of
expl osion, just off the roadway." Jacketless in the rain, blood streaking his
white shirt and the side of his face, he gave her the briefest glance before
roundi ng the vehicle to Eanon's side. "Three hurt, all Haarin. Feyo—

"Feydr Before Jani could say nore, John held up his hand.

"—has a mld concussion, according to the d asgow Scan. Sone disorientation
but she's consci ous and can obey comrands. One of her suborns has a di sl ocated
shoul der and a broken col | arbone, if nmy human hand scanner can read them
properly. The driver's the worst off. The steering array
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i npact ed her abdonmen ..." He noved off toward the accident scene, Eanon

foll owi ng cl ose behind, the two of themfixed on what needed to be done.

Jani followed until she came to the nearest prone form Feyo lay with her eyes
cl osed, head el evated, her body covered by plastic sheeting. John had rigged a
barrier against the rain for her, a seat-of-the-pants assenbly utilizing a
strip of the same sheeting stretched between a tree branch and t he ski mer
door.

Jani crouched by her side. "Na Feyo?"

Feyo opened her eyes and | ooked at her. "Na Kiershia." An angry bruise had

al ready bl ooned above her right eye, centered by an egglike swelling. "You

| ook as you did at the enbassy, on the day we net. So angry, as though you
could strike the gods thenselves.” She tried to sit up, wincing as she shifted
her wei ght to her el bows.

"Pl ease don't nmove." Jani placed a hand on Feyo's shoul der and eased her back
as the surfaces around themaltered to flashing red, signaling the arrival of
t he anmbul ance. "Forgive the ungodly color of the alarm"”

Feyo snil ed, but the expression faded quickly. "Qhers followed nme, Kiershia.
Representatives of the dom nants from Amsun and Hortensia." She raised a hand
and poi nt ed.

Jani followed the line of her hand, and saw a trio of Haarin, two males and a



femal e, dressed in traditional garb, now dirt-sneared and rai n-soaked,
standi ng near the other battered ski mer.

"They came to provide support for ne." Feyo's voice canme faster. "The tinme had
cone to confront G sa—+ brought themto Thal assa to see you—

"That's it—onversation's over." Eanon emerged through the rain and set about
dismantling the sheeting. "Go weak havoc sonewhere else," he said to Jani as
he hel ped one of his aides raise Feyo onto a skingurney.

Jani waited as first Feyo, then her two suborns were | oaded into the vehicle.
Then she turned to the three visitors, gauging their postures as she
approached. The fermale's
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shoul ders are roundi ng—eh, good. Then one of the nales deflected the female's
attention and gestured roughly toward Jani, his voice a harsh tunble of Pathen
Ha&rin. The femal e gave Jani another, nore studied | ook, and slowy

st rai ght ened.

Make that very slowy. Jani brushed off the knees of her old brown coverall,
and wi shed she'd had the presence of mnd to don her overrobe. Unfortunately,
it had needed cl eaning, and currently hung in drip-dry node above her bathroom
sink. "Can you tell nme what happened?” she asked in Siah Haarin, cutting
straight to the chase. Sonehow, a more traditional "glories of the evening"
greeting didn't seem appropriate, given the circunstances.

"Tri pbeam nost likely, and truly." The female raised her armin gesture, the
sl eeve of her overrobe sliding back to reveal a hash of a Uine scars. "The
pal e humani sh—his skinmer led us. It passed uni npeded. Then foll owed Feyo.
Then cane the expl osion. "

"Tri pbeam " Jani | ooked over the first damaged skinmer. "Keyed to the com
frequenci es of Feyo's vehicles?" She fell silent—specul ations coursed through
her brain like conmet trails, and she didn't want the Haarin to hear any of
them "Are any of you hurt?" She gestured to the Pathen mal e, who was
attenpting to cradle his right armw thout seeming to. "You should be seen to,
as is seemy."

The appeal to the formalities reawakened sonmething in the two nal es—taken
aback as they seened by the red flashing lights of the ambul ance, they headed
for it, their steps quickening as one of the hybrid Haarin wal ked out to neet
t hem

The fenmal e, however, hung back. She | ooked Jani in the eye, her brown-gold
face a study in enotion barely contained.

"You are the Kiershia." Her shoulders curved as Jani nodded. "You ask us to
enter the place that struck at us? You ask us to take treatment fromthose who
sought to injure us by surprise?" She possessed what the idoneni called "denon
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eyes," dark brown irises and sclera that in the gl oom | ooked |Iike enpty
socket s.

"I know who arranged this." Jani shoved her hands in her pockets to keep from
gesturing—she didn't know Pathen Haarin very well, and the last thing she
needed now was a mi scomuni cation. "I will see to them"™

"Hah! | ndeed? What renedy?" The fenal e | eaned closer. "Priest. What renmedy?"
She gl ared at Jani as though she expected an answer at that noment. \Wen she
didn't receive one, she gestured in angry dismay and resumed her trudge to the
ambul ance.

Jani watched the femal e shake off the Haarin aide's offered armand enter the
anmbul ance on her own. Watched Ea-non and one of his assistants secure the
vehicle gullwi ngs, then clinb inside. Watched the anbul ance fl oat away, red
light still pulsing through the growing dark. Felt movenent behind her, and
turned to find John standing there.

"I'mafraid to ask what that was about." He held out his hand—when Jani took
it, he reeled her in.

Jani w apped her arms around his wai st and squeezed until she felt himtense
under the pressure. "Wen word canme to the house of an accident, all | could

t hi nk of was you."



"I"mnot your problem fromthe | ook of things. Hearing's a little wonky from
t he Shockwave, but beyond that I'mfine." John brushed away rai ndrops that had

beaded on the front of Jani's coverall. "Feel free to hang onto ne as long as
you wi sh, though. I'msure |I'"'mnore badly hurt than | can inagine."
Jani | eaned back so she could | ook John in the face. "I think you're right."

The rain had washed the blood fromhis cheek, exposing the raw edges of a
jagged gash. "That's deep—+t will scar if you don't get it treated quickly."
"I"'mnot the nmpbst inportant thing going on right now " John gripped her hand
and held it away fromhis face. "I don't think Gsa tried to kill Feyo. The

bl ast wasn't strong enough.”
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"A warni ng shot across her bow? I'mafraid |I'mnot concerned about degree at
the nmoment. "

"What are you going to do?"

Jani worked out of John's enbrace as the first red flares of idonmeni tenper
stai ned the outer edges of her vision. "I told them" She paced, her boot
soles clogging with the claylike nud. "/ told them No viol ence agai nst any of
Feyo's, or against Feyo herself. To do so agai nst her or one of hers is to do
so against nme, and | do not take kindly." She could have been standi ng under
glass for all she felt the rain. The Pa-then fenal e's words echoed inside her
head. Priest, what remedy?

"Jan ... ?" John wal ked to her side and placed a tentative hand on her

shoul der.

Jani felt his touch Iike a growi ng wei ght —she shook off his hold, then set off
toward his skimrer. "Wait." She stopped. In the distance a | ow runble of

t hunder sounded. "You better drive."

CHAPTER 24

The ground floor was qui et enough that Jani could hear her boots echo on the
tile. The deniroons were darkened—ro one sat on the chairs and couches and
listened to nmusic or watched prograns on the 'Vee. No one spoke.

Yet they were there, all the Thal assans. Jani could see themthrough the
interior gloom standing around the courtyard. Silent. Waiting. They turned at
the click of the closing entry, and what sounded |like a sigh energed from
them A collective rel ease.

Jani took a step forward, then paused when she detected novenent off to one
side, and watched the two fanmiliar forns approach. Torin, her self-appointed
hi storian, gripping his handhel d, eyes wide, jaw tight. And Brondt, her

sel f - appoi nted chanberl ain, as outwardly calmas his nature and position
demanded.

"Torin and | had just returned fromthe outbuil di ngs when the anbul ance
arrived." Only a tightening around his jaw betrayed his unease. "They'd

al ready begun gathering." He | ooked fromJani to the crowd, then back to her
"What are you going to do?"

"I know what | want to do." Jani held out her hands, then turned them
over—they were steady, the palns dry, the rin-
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gers curved as though readying to grip the hilt of a bl ade.

"Jani ? What's goi ng on?"

Jani turned to find John standing in the entry, his face shiny with rain but
for the dull, dark gash in his cheek. "Have Eanon bring Feyo and the Pat hen
Haarin up here."

John hesitated, then shook his head. "Feyo is in no condition—=

"She needs to be here." Jani sensed John's uncertainty, his fear. For her. For
what he knew she wanted to do. "Tell Eanon. Bring them here yourself if he
refuses to help." She waited, her nerves stretching in inpatience as he | ooked
her up and down. A doctor's exam nation, an evaluation of all the things about
her that he no | onger understood. "John, please!’

John pushed a hand through his wet hair, then fixed on Brondt until the other
man shuffled his feet and | ooked away. "I'll do ... what | can." He stepped



around Jani, reached for her as he drew near, and brushed his fingers agai nst
hers. "Take care, in every way, for all the good nmy saying it will do," he
said as he skirted the edge of the courtyard and vani shed into the shadow.
Jani's shoul ders rounded as she headed toward the crowd, the back row parting
for her, then closing in behind her as the rowin front of them parted. She
passed through the innernost circle of the hybrids to find the courtyard
stripped of tables and chairs, the planters pushed to the side. Soneone had
inscribed a circle on the tile with red chal k—G sa stalked its center, scarred
arnms bared in her sleeveless shirt, which had been bl eached pal est dull white
to allow the greatest contrast with the bl ood.

When she saw Jani, she stilled. "This is not your challenge, Kiershia," she
said in English, the beat of the rain against the skylight a backdrop for her

words. "I fight Feyo for the protection of this place.”

"Feyo cannot fight now " Jani wal ked the outer edge of the circle as she
fingered the shoul der of her coverall, probing the seamfor any gaps in the
seal . "Your perinmeter defenses sawto that."
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"She knew she was not wel cone here. Yet she canme, so whose fault?" G sa cut
the air with an invisible blade. "I told her that if she cane here, she would

face chall enge. She treats us as hers, and we are not. She acts as dom nant,
and she is not." Her voice rang out. "She has no place here. No right. This is
Thal assa! The place of the hybrid!l W live in the new way here!"

Before Jani could reply, a rising murrmur drew her attention. She turned to the
sound and saw John's white head nove through the crowd, the darker braided
fringe of the Pa-then Haarin representatives follow ng cl ose behind.

Then John energed and the voices ranped, for he pushed a skinthair in which
sat a hunched figure. Fey6, one eye swelled shut, dressed in medwhites. Her
shoul ders rounded further when she caught sight of G sa, tensing as though she
woul d push to her feet and enter the circle despite her injuries.

Jani waited until John stilled the chair. Then she walked to it and stood
before Feyo. "I amnpbst sorry to ask you to expose yourself in your weakness.
But all nust see that you cannot fight." She bent |low, so that only Feyd could
hear. "G sa told you that you woul d not be allowed into Thal assa, and that you
woul d face sanction if you sought entry. Yet you cane."

Feyo tilted her head to | ook up at Jani, a posture dictated nore by her
position than any regard. "To di scuss—

"To di scuss what?" Jani backed off a step, so she could | ook Feyo in the eye,
a nove that drew sonme grunbling fromthe Pathen female. "No, | don't sense an
attenpt at dial ogue gone awry here. Wat | sense is an attenpt at sandbaggi ng
that didn't quite work the way you hoped."

"Gsais chaotic!"

"G sa is half humani sh, and you insist upon treating her as Haarin. She is not
fully suborn to you, and you cannot expect her to be so, yet you insist."

"We must have order here."

"Your order, as you see it." Jani glanced around, gauging

CONTACT | MM NENT 307

di stances and nodul ati ng her voice accordingly. She spoke Siah Haarin, clipped
and rapid and devoid of gesture, because the hybrid humani sh stood the
closest, and with any luck they wouldn't be able to foll ow what she said.

"G sa insists upon the new ways, you insist upon the old, and neither of you
will give anllineter.”

Feyo tried to shake her head. But the notion nust have di zzi ed her—-hker hands
ti ghtened on her chair arns and she sagged forward as though she m ght go
under. "The Elyan Haarin nmust show unity."

"Your unity, as you see it—& sa capitulating, and the Elyan encl ave swal | owi ng
Thal assa." Jani gl anced around at hybrid faces suddenly bent on avoidi ng her
eye. "Look around you. How would you expect such as these to blend with your
Haarin? | don't agree with G sa's methods, Feyo, but damm it, you asked for
it." And I'mstuck dealing with it.

"Are you finding remedy, priest?" The Pathen fenale | eaned cl ose, denon eyes



glittering, and jabbed a finger at Jani. "WII| you make order fromthe chaos
of this dammed odd pl ace?"

"This dammed odd place," Jani bit out. "This is my place." She pushed the
female's finger aside with the flat of her hand. "You forced Feyo to cone
here, did you not? You make demands as to how things nust be, and you do not
even know what is here!”

"Na Wla is a godly Haarin," Feyo said.

"Na Wola is of Hortensia, and her concerns are not at issue here and now. "
Jani held Wil a's glare until the Haarin gestured inpatience and turned away.
Then she slowy straightened, her nmind a nuddle.

And beneath it all, the overriding concern that Tsecha's future depended upon
what happened here in the next few mnutes.

Dam it. Human nerves warred with idomeni rage in Jani's heart and m nd and
soul , neither holding the upper hand for |ong. The wong nove would fracture
the Quter Grcle Haarin, alienate the Thal assans forever.
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She | ooked at John, who | eaned on Feyo's skinthair as though he needed the

support. He still hadn't bandaged his cut cheek—at first glance he reni nded
her of a battered angel shepherding the survivors of some divine battle to
safety.

"I remenber a priest in an overrobe striding down the corridor of ny ship.”
John's voice came so low it seemed to runble up through the ground. "She was

all I could see—+ couldn't |ook away." H's | ook grew pointed and a little
stunned. "They can't | ook away either." Hi s voice grew softer, until it barely
energed. "Just do, and it will be right."

Jani shook her head. "No—

"Yes." He | ooked away for a beat, then back again, shaking his head. "Trust
me—the Pied Piper lives." He jerked his chin toward the circle, where G sa
waited. "Play your tune."

Jani gl anced at the nearby faces, and saw expressions rangi ng from confusion
to trepidation, depending, she guessed, on the degree of famliarity with the
story John alluded to.

Then she turned back to Gsa. "You claimto honor nme because | amthe first."
She took one step, then another, until she broke the invisible barrier and
entered the circle itself. "This you call honor," she said as the nutter of
voi ces around her ranped to a babble, "attacking one esteemed by ni Tsecha,
throwing this place into discord?"

G sa stood her ground. Her chin canme up in the humani sh manner, her hands

cl enching as though she already held her blades. "I have said al ready—y fight
is not with you."

"So you have said. Many tines." Jani heard Dathim s cadences in her voice, and
wondered what he'd say if he saw her now. "Even as you brought nme here by
force and threat, set a network of five planets on its ear, jeopardized the
life of ni Tsecha, whomyou claimto esteem above all others, you have yet
said repeatedly that your fight is not with ne." She felt idomeni anger warm
her, and inmagined the strength of Thal assa rising up through her fromthe

stones. Sensed John's dark gaze drill her back, and took strength fromthat
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as well. "You call nme "the first,' but you do not realize what that nmeans."
She caught the reflective flicker on faces as |ightning shone through the
skylight, saw the fear, and savored it. "I have been a hybrid | onger than any
of you. As such, | was alone a long tinme." She flexed her shoul ders as the
wei ght of twenty years' wandering bore down upon her. "It is no way to live."

She cl osed her eyes, and saw the col ored donmes of Karistos, the pal ns pushing
up in between, the slope of the city to the bay. Felt the sun warm her bones,
even though it had set hours ago. "I amhone now, and it is nmy honme that |
defend." She opened her eyes and | ooked across the circle to Gsa. "I fight
for Thal assa. Gve ne a weapon."

As the voices rose anong the crowd, G sa raised her hand and tilted her head
to one side. The posture served as a signal to Bon, who drew to the edge of



the circle, a large, flat box bal anced in her bandaged hands. Bracing the box
agai nst her body, she lifted the lid, revealing two stark curves of Siah
nmetal . She nmoved along the circle's edge to Jani and held out the box for her

i nspecti on.

Jani lifted one of the blades fromits inset, then balanced it on the edge of
her hand at the place where the blade itself net the hilt. "Quite fine. Yes."
She lifted the blade and pressed the point to the |eft shoul der seam of her
coverall. Her focus tunneled, blinding her to the bodies that pressed as close
to the edge of the circle as protocol allowed, narrowi ng her awareness to the
sl ow pound of her heart and the being who stood opposite her. "Renove this
obstacl e as you have all others, Lord Ganesh, | plead." Wth that, she drove
the bl ade through the cloth, slitting the seam "Allow nme the wi sdomto
under st and what nust be done." She grabbed the sleeve and yanked down—he
material gave with a harsh rip. "Allow nme also the courage to do it." She
changed hands and drove the blade into the right shoul der seam slitting it as

she had the other, tearing that sleeve away as well, exposing her bare arns to
the |ight.
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"Na Ki ershia?" G sa paced her side of the circle, blade in hand, her voice
lilting in puzzlenment. "You have chal |l enged nme? You have not said the words."
Jani tossed the sleeves outside the boundary of the circle. "Do you recall our
conversation in the library?" Her human-ish half took over now-her jaw and
throat felt tight as she spoke, and her shoul der nuscl es ached from tension
"You spoke of your admiration for ni Tsecha. You spoke of the sacrifices he
made, his outcast, his many chal |l enges as he defended his teachings. 'The

bl ood of the priest that binds.' Those are your words, Gsa."

The humani sh part of G sa must have sensed the undercurrent that ran through
Jani's speech. She backed as far to the edge of the circle as she could, unti
she teetered so close to breaking the plane that Bon nmoved in behind her and
pushed her back in.

And there Jani waited. She closed in, her blade at the ready, grabbed G sa by
the hair and yanked her face to within a handsbreadth of hers.

"Well, | speak for Tsecha, and |I tell you this!" She shook G sa until she
heard her teeth clatter. "You brought me to this warm place, and you showed ne
t hese peopl e, ny people, and then you expected nme to stand aside while you and
Feyo screwed it up!" She pushed the female away. "It ends here. It ends now.
Wth the bl ood of the priest.”" Wth that, she pressed the point of her blade
to her own right wist and slit her armto the el bow The strange warnth cane,
begi nni ng as heat just under the skin and pouring down. Like water, so thin.
The flow, so fast.

"You gave the wanderer a home, G sa. Then you risked it, and thought she'd
stand back and | et you do as you would. You need to learn nmy history better.”
Jani switched her blade to her right hand, held her left hand to the welling
gash until her blood coated it. Then she pressed her bloody hand to Gsa's
forehead and swept down, painting half her face.

G sa raised a hand and touched her bl ooded cheek, then | ooked at Jani, eyes

wi de and glistening. She opened her
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mouth to speak, but before she could say anything, Jani gripped her by the
wrist and dragged her. Across the circle, then outside, toward Feyo and the

ot her Haari n.

Shouts rose in protest, but Jani silenced themw th a sweep of her blade. She
cane to a stop before an alarnmed Feyo, G sa fighting her grasp like a

youngi sh—the strain clenched her armnmuscles, forcing even nore blood to flow
"The bl ood of the priest that binds!" Jani shouted | oud enough for the words
to echo throughout the courtyard. Then she tossed her bl ade aside. Stil

hol ding G sa fast, she wi ped her |left hand over her self-inflicted injury
again, then pressed it to the side of Feyo's face.

"You work together, through ne." She paused to breathe—her chest felt
strangely hollow, her knees as weak. "That which is of Thal assa— She squeezed



G sa's wist hard enough for the female to flinch. "—waill remain here, and
that which is of Elyas will remain here!' She grabbed Feyo's hand and squeezed
until the Haarin gasped. "Thalassa will be with El yas—not of Elyas, but wth.
Note the difference." She rel eased both fenal es and stood back. The room
rocked as she raised her head; she saw John rel ease Feyo's chair and beckon to
one of Eanobn's Haarin techs. "There are details, of course. There are al ways
details. The main points are these—Fhal assa governs itself regarding interna
matters, and defers to Elyas regarding Board natters. Everything else is
negoti able."

"This place!" Wla pushed forward, again jabbing her finger at Jani. "I have
heard of this place." She gestured about. "I have seen. It is anathema!"

Jani sl apped the Haarin's hand away. "It is not your concern! Nf Tsecha favors
this place.” Well-he will once he knows about it. "I represent him and

pronounce it sound. It acknow edges na Feyo as domi nant in matters of

busi ness, and matters of business are your only concern." She stopped again to
breathe. Inhaling required nore effort than it should have. She | ooked down at
her armto find the bleeding had sl owed to seepage. A puddle of red dried at
her feet.
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"We can finish this later. So says the attendi ng physician." John maneuvered
behi nd Jani and steered her through the courtyard toward one of the dem roons,
hol di ng her el bow with one hand and the back of her coverall with the other as
he steered her through the press of the crowd.

When they had cleared the |last of the hybrids, he | eaned forward. "Pied

Pi per," he whispered in her ear

'Toot toot," Jani nuttered, just as her knees gave way conpletely.

Breathe... breathe..

Jani lay on the couch and concentrated on respirati on. John had bundl ed

cushi ons under her legs to elevate them and applied a col dpack to the back of
her neck. The hollow feeling in her chest remai ned, though it had | essened.

Her right armfelt pressured. She tipped up her head and saw that soneone had
cl anped a transfuser around her el bow+he weight of the thing pulled the wound
on her arm which soneone had wapped with | oose gauze. The transfuser display
array fluttered, red and bl ue al phanunerics that flashed at just the right
frequency to inspire nausea.

Br eat he. .

She | ay back her head and studied the ceiling. The edges of the tiles
shimered, like tarmac on a hot day.

Br eat he. .

"Feeling better?"

Jani opened her eyes and found a fam liar pale visage regarding her sideways.
"I won't be dashing up and down the beach anytinme soon."

"Not for a day or two, at least." John raised her shoul ders, then sat down and
| owered her so she rested on his lap. "You nicked a vein. You only lost a
little over half a liter, but you lost it fast, which explains your weakness.
Just your body's way of telling you to put your feet up." He plucked one of
her curls, then worked his fingers down to her scalp and conmenced

t her apeutic massage. "Then there's your
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i domeni nature. Funny how your rages drain you as nuch as your augnentation
did."

"Hilarious." Jani yawned. "Wat's happening out in the |land of the fully
sangui nat ed?"

John | aughed, sending a pleasant vibration along Jani's shoulders. "Things are
bustling. |'ve ordered everyone to let you rest, otherw se the procession of
those wanting to pay their respects would bury you. Wl a and friends have
departed. Feyo sumoned a couple of her suborns to cone retrieve them and
escort them back to the El yan encl ave. She used the hospital conroomto make
the call. Apparently this was seen as sone sort of breakthrough in

Thal assa- El yas rel ati ons—+thought they'd break out the chanpagne there for a



m nute."
"I'f you think it will help, break it out."” Jani tilted her head so she could
| ook John in the face. "This house of cards needs all the adhesive it can

get."
"Don't underestimate yoursel f—you al ways do, you know." John relocated his
attention fromthe top of Jani's head to the back. "I'lIl have you know t hat

Bon and Torin spent the |last hour tearing strips fromold table |linens and
using themto wi pe your blood fromthe courtyard floor. Those strips have
becorme the souvenir of the nmonent—everyone |'ve seen has one tied around their
right wist, including Feyo herself." He halted his ministrations | ong enough
to allow Jani a peek at his own band of red-stained cloth.

"You' re kidding." Jani reached up and tugged one end of the tie, already stiff
with dried bl ood. "You' re not kidding."

"You are well, na Kiershia?" G sa edged within Jani's sightline. She had
changed into one of her usual crisp outfits, a trouser suit in pale blue that
dar kened her grey eyes to gunnetal. "You do not yet appear yourself."

"I feel quite fine, na Gsa." Apparent ally though the hybrid dom nant now
was, Jani didn't feel confortable revealing the extent of her weakness to her
"But my physician conpels ne to rest, so | nust follow his direction."
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"I"'mwiting that down," John said.

"There is still much to discuss.” Gsa sat in a chair opposite Jani and took
care to rest her right hand atop her knee so her strip of blooded cloth was
fully exposed. "Details of responsibility. Contingencies. Wat will happen to
us if Feyo | oses a chall enge—=

Jani held up her hand, then waited for G sa to | apse into grudging sil ence.
"I"'mofficially indisposed, and | believe na Feyo has been battered enough for
one day. Tonmorrow, na Gsa, will be time enough. The inmportant thing is that
Tha-1 assa now has official standing within the Trade Board, and the cracks in
the Quter Circle Haarin's united front have been repaired." She sniffed the
air, as much to annoy the inpatient Gsa as to confirmthat she really did
snel | what she thought she snelled. "Food?"

"M d-eveni ng sacranent is at hand, na Kiershia.'

G sa rose, her attention

fixed on the transfuser. "You will sit at table, of course."
"Of course, na Gsa." Jani pushed her legs off the couch and let their
monentum pull her into a sitting position. "I will join you in a nonent." She

nodded acceptance of the female's gesture of esteem and watched her cut

t hrough the darkened roomto the bustling courtyard beyond.

"Do you trust her?" John followed Gsa's progress as well, while he scratched
at the dried blood that still stained his cheek. "I sure as hell don't." He
turned back to Jani and started disconnecting the transfuser

"She wants to be Elyan dominant. In a few years, depending on how wel |

Thal assa integrates into the Haarin network and how nmuch the hybrid popul ati on
grows, she might build sufficient status to have a shot." Jani straightened
her arm and rubbed the reddened crook of her el bow where the transfuser

i njector had attached itself, gasping as her fatigued shoul der cranped.
"You're nore qualified to be dom nant than she is," John said as he brought
his viselike grip to bear on Jani's tightened nuscles.
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"No, thanks. This priest thing has its advantages." Jani tilted her head to
one side and rubbed her cheek agai nst John's hand. "I can do ny job without

constantly having to worry whet her soneone's gearing up to knock nme off ny
perch." She savored a final few nonents of John's attention, but just as she
made ready to work to her feet, the entry chines sounded.

"If that's the cheery na Wl a come back because she forgot sonething, the food
odors are going to send her screaming into the rain." John stood and turned to
the door. "Torin's getting it. Kid's alittle |lightning bolt—everywhere you

| ook, there he is with a shit-eating grin and that handheld of his."

Jani smiled. "He's ny historian."

"He's a painin the ass. | feel like |I've got the Tribune-Tines tailing me for



one of those 'how so-and-so spends his day' stories.'
narrowi ng. "Hello. Conpany."

Jani turned in time to see Torin lead Niall around an obstacl e course of
furniture. The man wore fresh desert-weights, and had a docunents case tucked
under his arm He wasn't alone, either. A fermale captain shadowed him also in
desertwei ghts, documents case al so in hand.

John stilled, his eyes

"Evenin'." N all stopped beside Jani's couch and sniffed the air, a picture in
studied informality, his Sheridan persona in full force. "Bracing. The aromas
al one are enough to nake ny eyes water. | can inmagine the taste."

"You're welcome to join us,"” Jani replied. "W offer food to please every

pal ate. Even humani sh." She hadn't neant the remark as an insult, but if
Mali's reddening face served as indication, he chose to take it that way.
"Those are Haarin." The captain | ooked toward the courtyard at the assenbling
di ners, her eyes widening. "Eating together? In public?"

"They're not full Haarin. They're hybrid, like ne." Jani met the young woman's
stare head-on, and was treated to the sight of a blond conplexion flaring to
bri ght peach. A
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bl ushi ng bunch, our officers be. She glanced at Niall just as he reached
reflexively for his shirt pocket. "Feel free to Iight up, Colonel—+this is

Thal assa." As soon as she spoke, she w shed she'd kept her nouth shut—ol one
had much the sanme effect on Mall's conpl exion as had humani sh. "Dam it,
Niall," she muttered under her breath, "give the A-G s hatchet man gig a
rest."”

Ni all stared down at his shoes for a time. Then he edged around the | ow table
and |lowered into the sane chair G sa had recently vacated. "Sit down,
Captain,"” he said to his conpanion. "If past history is any indication, you're
going to need to take good notes." He set his case atop the table, then nade a
show of | ooking toward the courtyard. "Are Major Thomas Hami | or Col onel

Di eter Brondt here at the enclave currently?"

"I don't know. " Jani | ooked to the collecting diners in tine to see Torin dart

into the lift. Of to sound the alarm 1'll be bound. "I haven't seen them for
a while." She | ooked back at Niall, to find himregarding her with hunorl ess
resol ve.

"Jan, they're mne." He tilted his head in the direction of his note-taking
captain. "I have enough evidence to request a Board of Inquiry as a Friend of
the Service. If they decline to talk to me now, it will only get worse for
them™

Jani felt John's hand encl ose hers. He squeezed—she squeezed back. "This
enclave is currently under the jurisdiction of the Elyan Haarin, as are al
its inhabitants. If you wish to question either Hami| or Brondt, you will need
to submt the appropriate request to na Feyo Tal's offices at the Trade Board
in Karistos." Wiere it will be filed appropriately, if | have anything to say
about it.

"Request! They're still Service!"

"Only until their next physicals. At that point they' d have been nedicall ed
out. If | hadn't shown up, that's exactly what woul d have happened. Wy not
skip a few steps and dunp t hem now?"

Niall held out a fist as though he neant to shake it in Jani's face, then

rai sed one finger. "Dereliction of duty." He
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rai sed a second finger. "Desertion.” Athird. "Treason, if | can swing it."
"Heavy charges, Col onel."

"Not to mention warranted-Brondt's been feeding the El yan Haarin information
about seal ed bid projects and dock restrictions for the past eighteen nonths,
at least."

"Anything detrinental to the Service?"

Niall hesitated. "I'"mworking onit."

Jani rested her head agai nst the couchback. Her stomach grunbl ed as the food
odors grew stronger and nore conplex and inviting. "The Service guidelines



regarding detrinment are fairly malleable, as |I recall. A whack of the
jewel er's hamer here and there, and they can be reformed to suit the

occasion. | need themhere, N all. Brondt especially.”
"I amnot going to let you rework the Service Code for your own conveni ence."
"Why not? The Service reworks it for theirs. If they didn't, | wouldn't be

alive today." And neither would you. Jani kept that to herself, but she could
tell fromthe flicker in Niall's eyes that he heard it anyway. "A good
attorney mght argue that the bioenotional changes wought by their
hybri di zati on rendered them i ncapabl e of proper Service behavior." She | ooked
to John, who eyed her with something dangerously close to col d- bl ooded
admiration.

"That's why you made sure Thal assa fell in under Feyo's control,"'
protect them™

"I was thinking of Tsecha, but the same principle applies to them" Jan
pondered for a monment. "Do you know any good | awyers?"

John smiled. "A few"

Niall glared at Jani, the hunter's light in his eye returned. "I will say that
| expected to have to go to round two on that one." He nodded, and dragged his
docunents case onto his lap. "Heard much news | atel y?"

"From Chi cago?" Jani shook her head. "I didn't trust the security of the lines
for anything inportant."”

"How about public?"
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"The 'sheets? Haven't had the chance to dig around rmuch lately." Jani felt her
stomach tighten. "Wy?"

Ni all reached into his docunents case and renoved a newssheet. "Fort Karistos
edition of Blue and Grey. Front page." He unrolled the display parchnent and
handed it to Jani. "One of Elon's security suborns challenged Pretty Boy.
Dependi ng on when the details can be worked out, the bout will be schedul ed
for the end of next nonth." He reached into his shirt pocket and renoved his
ni cstick case, shook out a cylinder, and bit down on the ignition tip with a

he said. "To

deci sive crunch. "If we |eave now," he said through a haze of snoke, "we just
m ght get to Chicago in time for the show "
CHAPTER 25

"This story isn't very detailed."” Jani bit into a piece of flat-bread, then
brushed the crunbs fromthe newssheet surface. "Lots of extraneous garbage
about Lucien's personal life, but very little about why ni Rau Ghos chal | enged
himin the first place.”

"Everyone | talk to who knows Pascal thinks the 'general principles' argument
covers the "why' pretty well." N all set aside a glass of iced tea, then
stirred and dredged the contents of his soup bowl. "W're nore interested in
what he was doing at the Sherain enbassy in the first place. G anted, he does
occasionally field for the hone team but nost of the tinme, when he goes
there, he goes there for you." He sniffed at the contents of his spoon, then
si pped. Paused to roll the broth around in his nmouth, then swallowed with a
shrug. "Tastes |like good old chicken vegetable to nme." He picked up a slice of
flatbread and crunbled it atop the soup. "He's not talking, and he's been
pulling in various markers to avoid being pressed. The thought occurred that
this mght have something to do with Tsecha's problem Wat do you think?"

/ think that either you already know, and you want to see if what | say

mat ches, or Lucien is holding sonething back about the mne investigation
Jani played for time by picking
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at her food and | ooking around the hal f-deserted courtyard. The rain had

st opped sonetine before, and many of the Thal assans had di spersed to various
parts of the enclave to check for storm damage. The few who remai ned bustl ed
about on various errands, casting not so surreptitious glances at Jani, N all
and John each time they passed their table. OF the regular residents, only
Eamon had yet to show his face. John said that he was still clearing up after



t he postacci dent onslaught, but Jani wondered. G sa was Ea-non's horse, after
all, and she had energed in fine shape froma nmessy situation. Alittle

gl oating on his part woul dn't have been out of character

"Lucien spends a lot of his off-tine at the Haarin enclave. He tends to travel
wi th Dat hi m and Tsecha as though he's a natural nenber of the entourage—he
doesn't always stop to think about what sone humani sh and idoneni think of
that." Jani pushed aside the newssheet and worked on finishing her supper—he
chi cken that hadn't wound up in the soup, laced with a hot, dark brown sauce
that tasted the way John's voice sounded. "Add to that the fact that, as you
say, he isn't universally adnmired. It's a mracle that sonething like this
didn't happen sooner." She picked up a spice dispenser and shook nore ground
pepper atop her food. Lucien, of all the damed tines—why now "Dathimis
training him That's sonething, anyway."

"So you're not worried. It's just one of those things, and you see no reason
to return to Chicago to check into it." N all shrugged. "Fine. After | finish
this, Captain Eglin and |"—ke nodded to his blond cohort, who sat downtabl e
rooting through the bread basket—wi Il take ourselves off and | eave you in
peace." He tossed back a swallow of tea, then started back in on his soup
hybri d-wat chi ng i n between spoonfuls. "What are those things everyone has tied
around their wists?"

"Strips of cloth dipped in nmy blood.” Jani hid her smle at the sound of
Captain Eglin's fork hitting her plate. "W had a little excitenent here a
coupl e of hours ago."
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Ni al | | ooked fromJani to John, then back again. "Uh-huh." Alarmwarred with
irritation on his face—his news about Luci en had been one-upped, and it was
obvious fromhis twitchy expression that the curiosity was killing him

"Cutlery accident?" He raised a butter spreader point up and tipped it back
and forth as he eyed the bandage on Jani's arm

"More a case of pied piper diplomacy." John tossed his napkin atop his plate
and pushed back fromthe table. "And on that note"— He bent down and ki ssed
Jani. "—+ shall hie off to the clinic and see what Eanon's up to."

"CGCet himto | ook at your cheek." Jani watched himwalk to the lift, his only
response to her concern a backhand wave. Brushing ne off already, are you? The
spice residue fromhis lips had left an enticing sting behind. Just you wait,
Doctor. She licked it off, then turned back to the table to find Niall eyeing
her w th annoyance.

"OK, point to you." He pushed away his bow , then sat back and took his

ni cstick case fromhis pocket. "Do you care about this challenge to Pascal or
don't you?"

"Of course | care.” Damm it. Jani scrubbed her hands over her face and stifled
a yawn. She needed sleep, and it didn't |look Iike she'd be getting it anytinme
soon. "Revenge for the Vynsharau killed in the nine accident crosses one's

m nd. "

'That was the first thing that occurred to us, too, but it's never that sinple
these days, is it?" Niall took a 'stick fromhis case, but instead of igniting
it, he held it lengthwi se and tapped it on the table so it slid through his
fingers, then turned it over and started again. "The only direct experience
Burkett at Diplo has with chall enges was what he picked up with yours | ast
sumer. His fol ks have studied, but you know as well as | do that it's not the
same thing. Tsecha's probl ems have made hi m persona non grata at his enbassy
and have al so conmpounded our difficulties in trying to work with him™"

"So he's still in Chicago?" Jani hoped the relief in her voice wasn't as
obvious as it sounded.

"Yes, he is, for all the good he's doing anyone." N all took

322 Kristine Smith

a deep breath. "Not to put too fine a point on it, but we're scranbling here,
time is short, and tenpers on both sides are just |ooking for an excuse. W
need your help, and |I'm authorized to deal to get it." He spoke in a voice so
| ow that even Eglin had to sit forward to hear him "Wat do you want ?"



Jani sat silent, conscious of Mall's worried glower, Eglin's nmore goggl e-eyed
assessment, the fidgeting of a group of younger hybrids who stood off to one

side and waited for themto | eave so they could clear the table. Al they have
to do is ask. Yes, sonetines it really was that sinple. She glanced across the

table at Niall, a nove sufficient to set himfidgeting. So that's how a
friendship ends. Wen what once woul d have been a request, an appeal, turns to
an act of barter. Fine. "I note the fact that you nade this proposal after you

tried to get your hands on Brondt and Ham | ."

"I really wanted them Jan. Brondt especially." N all shrugged. "Can't blane a
man for trying."

"Whyever not?" Jani cradled her right armthe trans-fuser site ached and her
wound stung every time she noved. "Leave them be. You want them out, nedica
them | doubt Mako wants the news of Elyan Haarin dock infiltration to get
out, anyway."

Ni al | tapped the "stick through his fingers one last time, then stared at it.
"I's that all?"

"I'f I've any consideration left, I'lIl bank it. If | can." Jani |ooked to the
skylight, the railed wal kways, the gardens that surrounded them Her

col or-coded di shes and the aromas that fed her just by inhaling. "Wen were
you pl anning on | eaving?" She tried not to think of the view from her bedroom
wi ndow, the warnth, the sounds of the sea. / can ask John to cone back with
me. That idea, at |east, gave her npod a boost.

"Tonmorrow early afternoon. | would cone here to get you late norning, to all ow
time for all those last minute conplications that always seemto arise." Nial
nodded once, a
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shaky | owering of his chin. "Thank you. |'mgathering the inpression that you
really don't want to | eave right now "

"I't's not a good tinme, no." Jani wondered if despite earlier signs, Feyo's
concussi on was severe enough to incapacitate her, and if she would still be
able to ride herd on the Quter Circle Haarin and maintain the newy nmended
union. If G sa would nake trouble again. If Mall's word regardi ng Brondt and
Ham | neant anything. "I night ask John to cone."

Ni al | brightened, which indicated how unconfortable he felt at the prospect of
spendi ng over five weeks alone with her. "That would be fine. Whatever you
want . "

"Yes." Jani dragged her napkin off her lap and tossed it on the table.
"Tonorrow, then."

Niall stiffened as the fact of the dism ssal soaked in. "Tonorrow. " He stood,
his chair tottering as he pushed it back with force. "And tonorrow, and
tomorrow. " He headed for the door, leaving Eglin to hustle to catch himup
"Not an appropriate quote for the nonent, but it is still fromthe Scottish
play, and anything with knives in it seens befitting now " The door slid open
and he vani shed into the night, Eglin closing in behind himlike a flustered
shadow.

"We confirm Col onel Pierce's information. Nf Tsecha is still in Chicago." Na
Feyo lay atop the scanbed in the clinic's |largest exam ning room holding a
court of sorts, surrounded by suborns and a few of the hybrid Haarin that had
cone fromher enclave. "H s novenents have been restricted nore and nore. It
is feared and truly that he will sinply di sappear one day, and that the next
we hear of himw |l be when we |earn that Ceel has him" The skin around her
eye shone slick with anti-inflanmatories, and the swelling had receded enough
that she could partially open her eye. "This is not a time | ever believed
woul d see.”

"Nf Tsecha has changed. It's as though he hybridized in the mnd instead of
the body." Jani sat on a lab chair, which
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was situated high enough so she could rest her feet atop one of the lab
benches. "He's been delving into university libraries, reading of humani sh
religions and histories. |I'mguessing his views would rattle any Ha&in, mnuch



| ess a bornsect.”

"I wish to nmeet him and truly.” Gsa sat in the far corner of the room Bon
as usual at her side. "You rnmust bring himback with you, na Kiershia, so he
may glory in his words conme to life."

Jani nodded as the tension ranmped. Fey6 |ay her head back in an
attention-getting swoon that drew two of her suborns to her side, an act that
brought smiles fromBon and Gsa. This place is starting to renind ne of

Cabi net Row. She huddled in the medcoat one of the techs had given her to

cover her bare arns. Maybe | need a vacation after all. Not that the trip to
Chi cago woul d count. Please |let those dammed wri st bands keep working after
break orbit, Lord Ganesh, | pray. "My doctor nust see to ny injuries—please

excuse ne, na Feyo." She slipped off the chair and out the door before anyone
had the chance to reply.

Chanber | ai n, where are you? Jani stalked the halls, shoved aside doors and
searched enpty | abs and offices, on the hunt for Brondt. She had just
conpleted a circuit of the basenent and nmade ready to enter the lift when she
sensed a presence behind her and turned.

"Na Kiershia." Brondt first bowed in the humani sh fashi on, then stood as
straight as he could in a posture of idonmeni regard. A | ook of
uncharacteristic puzzlement suffused his broad features, as though he coul dn't
deci de which protocol stated his feelings better. "I understand | owe you nore
than | can ever repay."” He finally settled for a variation of Service

at - ease—feet shoul ders-wi dth apart, hands clasped | oosely behind his
back—ahi ch seemed to fit himbest of all. "M thanks. Thanks from Hami | as
wel | -he's repairing a | eaky roof at one of the greenhouses or he'd tell you
hi msel f."

"You're not in the clear yet." Jani stepped away fromthe
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l[ift and started down the hall, pausing to allow Brondt to precede her. "N al
want s your hi de—he believes your infornmng Feyo of station issues constitutes
treason agai nst the Commonweal th."

Brondt stopped in md-stride and | ooked at Jani over his shoulder. "Do you
feel that way?"

"By his standards, |I'ma traitor as well. Qur friendship kept himfrom seeing
it."

"But you're not friends anynore." Brondt's usually conposed gaze softened.

"I"'msorry." He hung his head and resunmed wal king. "I should conplinment you on
your display this evening." He raised his right hand in a mailfist salute,
exposing the strip of bloodstained cloth tied around his wist. "I knew bl ood

woul d be shed, but | never thought it would be yours alone.”

"I couldn't cut G sa-that would have signified declaration, which in turn
woul d have led to a permanent schismhere." Jani passed a | ab and wondered if
John worked there, or Eanon. Wether they | abored together or kept their

di stance fromone another. "VWile Haarin are used to dealing with that sort of
public aninosity, humani sh feel the need to escalate. Every drop of blood G sa
shed woul d have nmeant a corpse later on, of that | amnost sure, and truly."
They came upon a small break area, and she herded Brondt inside. "Does Feyo
still expect you to provide her information of what goes on here?"

"I believe that now nore than ever she will expect such." Brondt waved Jan
toward the lone table in the al cove, and poured coffee fromthe community
brewer that domi nated one corner of the space. "You' ve granted G sa her own
power base and ordained it with the blood of the priest.” He grinned in nenory
as he trudged to the table, steam ng dis-pos in hand. "Feyo's not happy wth
you right now, |'m guessing. She's hoping that if you bring ni Tsecha here,
she can work her influence through himto keep you at bay."

"This place is Chicago with palmtrees." Jani hunched over her cup. "Wat are
you going to tell her?"
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Brondt stared into his coffee. "What do you want nme to say?"

Jani | eaned forward, el bows on table, and propped her chin in her hands. "W



need to strike a bal ance—+f we |look too strong, we'll panic the Haarin. If we

| ook too weak, they'll leave us to twist in the wind." She held up three
fingers. "I'll be gone three nonths Conmon, ninimum Repeated rem nders that
the one who started it all is comng should keep the Iid on the place."

Brondt sipped the coffee and made a face. "So, you are going to try to bring
ni Tsecha here?"

"I have to. Chicago's becone too inhospitable, and he can never return to the
wor | dskein." Jani tried her own coffee, found it rather good, and felt pity
for the soul responsible for making a brew that tasted reasonable to pal ates
at multiple stages of hybridization

They stood in silence for a tine, lost in thought and subdued by fatigue. Then
one of Eanon's techs entered, her face brightening when she saw Jani. "Na

Ki ershial"™ She held up her right hand, exposing the ubiquitous wi stband.
"Such a great thing, and truly. It is all we speak of —bPoctor Eanbn grew quite

sick of our talk and bade us all |eave his |aboratory."
"So Eamon is working." Jani finished her coffee and returned to the brewer for
nore. "The accident took a great deal of his time, | understand.

"The accident?" The tech shrugged, an exaggerated |ift of the shoul ders that

i mplied she had just |earned the gesture. "All who were hurt have been
treated. Basic injuries, and truly. Nothing conplex." She joined Jani by the
brewer. "Doctor Eanon bl ends skin spray. He nust bal ance the proteins
properly, and elimnate those that woul d cause reaction. O herw se, nmess. Vast
mess. Skin like ground neat, he says. So he tests and bl ends, a different
spray for each who is injured.”

Jani | eaned agai nst the brewer case, enjoying the warnth on her back. "There
weren't any hybrids injured tonight,
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were there? During the storm clean-up?" She | ooked to Brondt, who shook his
head. "John needs to get his cheek fixed, but he's not— Her m nd bl anked, and
no brewer on El yas woul d have been warm enough to ease her sudden chill

"Na Kiershia?" Brondt took a step toward her. "Are you all right?"

"Where is John?" Jani had already left the alcove by the time the tech nade it
to the exit and called out the room nunber.

Jani stood before the | aboratory door. Hit the entry buzzer. Heard the
achingly famliar voice intone, "Cone in."

John sat at a desk, bowed over a notebook entry pad. He | ooked up when she
entered, his face lightening. "Hello." He snmiled. Sonetime after his departure
from supper, he had found tine to shower and change cl othes. He wore
med-whites now, the same outfit he had lived in during their Rauta Sheraa
baserment days, the neckline flecked with danp spots courtesy of his dripping
hai r.

"I never asked you about the nmessage you sent Val.'

Jani wal ked into the room

and tried to exam ne John wi thout seenming to. Still so pale. Still a snow
wraith, untouched by the sun. |I'mjust jumpy. Letting her nerves get the best
of her. I'ma dammed f ool

"l asked him sone business questions, with a few of your carefully worded
concerns mxed in. | knowit seenms |like ages, but it was only yesterday. If
we're lucky, Val will receive the transnmit tonorrow. That's assum ng al

transfer points are hitting optimally, though, and that's sel domthe case."
John held a stylus by the ends, and stared at it as though transfixed. "You'l
be gone by then, won't you?"

"Yes." Jani lowered into a nearby lab chair, taking care to avoid sitting on
t he di spenser nestled in her pocket. "You didn't seem concerned upstairs.”
"Public air of nonchal ance—'ve gotten quite good at it over the years." John

| ooked up. "I had to |leave the table. |
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knew Niall was going to ask you to return to Chicago, and you were going to
agree, and I'mafraid | just didn't want to hear it."

"I was going to ask you to cone al ong."
"Eanmon needs hel p here. The realization of what he's done has settled around



hi s shoul ders over the past few days—his drinking is getting worse and his
nmood swi ngs are scaring his patients.” John sat back and started tossing the
stylus into the air. "Wt all need his brain, but he needs to keep his mouth
shut and his hands in his pockets for the next few weeks."

"He's just figured out now what he did?" Jani took a dispo cloth fromthe
bench next to her and started tearing the edge to a fringe. Her m nd had
turned to a junble, and she felt the urge to keep her hands busy. "Were the
hell has he been?"

"You know us ivory tower types. Heads in the clouds. Refusing to consider the
realities of what we do, committed to the art and the art alone." John stopped
tossing the stylus and noved on to doodling invisible patterns on a piece of
scrap parchnment. "It never really hit nme what | had done to you until the day
we di senbarked at Elyas. | had known on an intellectual |evel, of course.
know your MedRec by heart. But | didn't feel the change in my bones until

saw you wal k down that corridor, wearing one of Tsecha's old overrobes." H's
hands stilled. "Your carriage, your... presence, your life, all changed,
irrevocably and conpletely." He hung his head. "Did you ever hate ne?"

"Yes." Jani | ooked away as John's head cane up, so that she didn't have to see
the pain in his eyes. "l... noved on. You used to renmind ne of the advantages
of the situation on a regular basis—+ finally started to realize what they
were. "

"But you hated being the only one. | never knew that."

"I didn't know it either until | saw Torin's image that first time. |'ve been
in a state of befuddl enent ever since."

That brought back the smle. "If this is befuddled, 1'd hate to have to dea
with you when you're on the ball." The expression faded. "Wen do you | eave?"
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"Tormorrow norning, late. Niall will neet ne here." Jani tore off a corner of
t he dispo, shredding it to snow that fluttered to the floor at her feet.

' Tsecha's troubles were bad enough. Now Lucien. | have to go—+ have no

choi ce. "

John nodded. "I know. "

Jani paused in md-rip. Then she wadded the remains of the dispo and tossed
them atop the bench. "You still haven't fixed that gash." She rose, reaching

i nto her pocket as she approached John's desk. "Hours have passed. You shoul d
treat it now "

John sat back, his gaze | ocked on her hands. "Don't you think a scar woul d add
a certain piratical aspect to the enterprise?”

Jani stopped in front of himand held out the di spenser of humani sh skin spray
that she'd taken froma first aid tray. "Here. | brought this for you

Hurmani sh skin repair, ready to go."

John took the dispenser fromher hand, holding it by the ends as he had the

stylus, turning it over and over. "I— He renoved the cover, spritzed sone of
the solution into the air, then capped it. "Jani —=
"John—=

"Don't look at me like that."

"What the hell do you expect?"

"Il wanted it to be a surprise.”" He stared at the dispenser as though he read
his fortune init, tipping it at every angle. "Weks wul d pass. Then one day
you'd | ook at ne, and you'd know "

"You decide to turn your life inside out because you watched ne wal k down a
hal | way! " Jani wheel ed and paced the perineter of the room She usually felt
better when she noved, but this tine it didn't help. Not at all. "You' ve just

begun."” She stopped to swall ow, her throat aching. "You can't be that far
al ong yet, no matter how well Eamon's refined the process. Go back."
John's head cane up. "To what?" Hi s voice dropped, like a stone into cold
still water. "To what?" He reached out and
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pl aced a hand atop hi s not ebook. m recordi ng any changes | feel, as they
happen. No one has done this yet—imagine. It will prove an invaluable



record.” He shifted the notebook back and forth, as though he couldn't find

the right position. "I renenber what you said, that every day you' re as much
yourself as you will ever be again. There's another way to | ook at that, and
that is that every day you change a little nore. Meanwhile, | stay the sane,

and watch you nove further and further away." Hi s voi ce darkened. "You're not
the only one who's grown to hate the idea of being alone.” He tilted his head
to one side, as though the notebook emtted a sound that only he coul d hear
"Then there's the fact that | |love you—do | need to say that again? |I've said
it so often, but | never did anything about it." He finally | ooked up at her
"Now | have."

Jani sat transfixed by a gaze that had savored her every expression over the
past nonths, that had just reacquainted itself with her every line and curve.

John ... She felt stricken enough to weep, frightened enough to trenble, even
as that bastard part of her that had survived al nbst two decades of a gutter
exi stence sent up a barely detectable rmurrmur of delight. Friend. .. lover..
not al one ...

Not al one. Ever again.
"Say sonething." John forced disinterested lightness into his tone, his usua

shi el d against rejection. "Love you. Bless you. Go away. Go to hell." He
exhaled with a runble. "Somrething."
Jani sat quietly, listening as a | aughing group passed cl ose by the door

their voices com ng from nowhere, then fading to nothing. She slid off her
chair and wal ked over to John. He drew up straight as she approached, shifting
in his chair so he faced her as she circled around, one hand on the edge of

t he desk, the other on the edge of his chair, braced for whatever he feared
she would tell him

She took his upturned face in her hands and bent close, taking care to avoid
his angry wound, savoring the clean scent of soap and the fine roughness of
his skin as she
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brushed her lips over his before pressing down and ki ssing himharder than she
ever had.

They broke apart once to breathe, then joined again. John pulled her onto his
| ap, hol ding her hacked armas lightly as spun gl ass before snaking his arms
around her wai st and pulling her close.

"Well," he said, his voice nmuffled, "if you' re not going to speak, | suppose
this is an acceptable substitute." He positioned her so he could rest his head
upon her shoul der.

"So?" Jani stopped to clear her throat. "That first time | walked in on you
and Eanon—

"I had already proposed the deal. If he hybridized me, | would |l et himkeep
his stake in Neoclona." John's face hardened. "Soneone like N all would have

appreci ated watching himbattle through that decision, | think. Very operatic.
Greed versus whatever sense of kinship he still felt for me." He | ooked away,
jaw nmuscl es tensed. "Greed won, of course. As if there was ever any doubt."

"I wondered why his disgust with nme had noved to a higher level." Jani put her
arm around his shoul der. "Does Val know?"

John shook his head eventually. "Not yet. | tried to drop sone hints in ny
nmessage. About how much | enjoyed it here. The fact that you and | were ..

toget her again." He grinned hal fheartedly. "I'll think of sonmething. Val is ny
best friend. But sonme things are harder to explain than others."

Jani ruffled John's hair—the air in the office was cool but very dry, and the
white strands had already dried. "How do you feel now?"

John shrugged. "Not nuch different. Yet. Eanon's data show that it takes a few
weeks before the mutated enzymes really kick in and the diet needs adjusting."
H s eyes clouded. "I would have |liked one last |late supper at Gae-tan's. In
the rear garden, under the spring stars. Ah, well." He glanced shyly at Jani
"There are stars here, too." He pulled back fromher with a sigh. "I need to
get dosed." He | aced one hand with hers. "Come with nme?"
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Jani stood and followed himout of the room "Is it true that doctors nake the
wor st patients?"

"Ch yes—we're big babies. Eanon tells me that | conplain about the treatnents
nore than anybody here and nothing's even happened yet." John exam ned the
pal e whiteness of the back of his hand. "Not that | can tell, anyway."

They entered one of the busier hallways, then passed through a doubl e-wi de
panel into a gleam ng |aboratory. Cushioned scanchairs lined one wall, each
one backed by a thin-branched nmetal tree suitable for hanging drip bags and

ot her insertion devices.

Eamon stood in front of a | ab bench, next to the chair farthest fromthe door.
He'd already set out a pair of small metal canisters that contained the gene
broth, and now occupied hinself with calibrating the injector. \When he heard
sounds behind him he turned. H's heavy face softened with something like pity
when he | ooked at John, then hardened when he shifted to Jani. "And she shal
sow chaos wherever she goes."

"Belt it, Eanon." John took the injector fromhim then picked up the
cartridges and shoved theminto the slotted housing. "So." He held the device
out to Jani. "Care to do the honors?"

Jani held her breath as John placed the injector in her hands, then sat in the
nearest chair. Avoided his eye as she bent over himand slid the device al ong
his lower armuntil it nestled in the crook. The injector was shaped like a
scanpack with a curved notch on the end, and had nuch the sane contro

| ayout —she intuited the switches for the grips that clasped John's armj ust
above the el bow, as well as the preinjector that numbed the skin.

"Well well." John exam ned her handiwork, then lay back his head. "We'll make
a nedico of you yet."

Jani ran a hand along the injector casing, which grew warmto the touch as the
device heated the broth to body tenperature. "How | ong does it take?"

"Ten mnutes. Fifteen, if | develop irritation at the site and
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the thing needs to punp out anti-inflammtory." He watched her as though she
undressed, breath quickening, eyes |ocked on her every nove. "Chance to get a
little of your own back, isn't it?"

Jani pulled back fromthe control pad. "Revenge has nothing to do with this."
"Not even a little?" John | ooked quickly away, his face reddening. "Poetic
justice, then. Patient, heal thy physician." He turned back to her. "\Wenever
you' re ready."

Jani placed her hand atop the injector. Behind her, she could hear Eanon curse
and stalk off to the other side of the | ab. She gazed into John's dark-fil ned
eyes and tried to imagi ne what color they'd turn as he hybridi zed. Wat shade
his hair would darken to. His skin. Wiether his voice would alter, and how.
Then she noved her thunb over the injector switch and pressed it.

CHAPTER 26

Jani opened her eyes. She could sense norning through the coated wi ndow wall,
even though the gl ass shone dull and the bedroomitself was as dark as a cave.

Niall will be here soon. She worked out from beneath the covers, noving
carefully to avoid waki ng John
She showered, dressed in her remaining coverall, then tossed her scanpack

overrobe, and other odds and ends into her duffel and pronounced herself
packed. Slung the bag over her shoul der and tiptoed out of the roominto the
day- bright wal kway. There, she paused, |eaning against the wall and inhaling
the flower odors fromthe gardens below. Orange snells. Red smells. Purple.
Yellow. Wiite. She breathed themall in, and filed themaway for future
reference. Tonorrow norning at this time 1'll be heading out toward Amsun

Gat eWay. Bound in a diplomatic marriage of conveni ence to a nman she had once
called a friend, who was now nmerely sonmeone she knew well enough to fear nore
conpl etely than anyone she knew. "Dam." She pushed away fromthe wall and
headed for the lift down to the courtyard.

Early norni ng sacranent seened to have caught the Tha-lassans by surprise—sone
set out food, plates, and cutlery,
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whil e others assenbled the table and laid out the linens. They turned as one
toward her when she entered the courtyard. Mst smled, waved, or held their
wristbands in the air. A few, Jani noted, nerely eyed her steadily, as though
she were a stranger. Well well —+ooks |ike not everyone buys into ny
brilliance. She found that reassuring, in an odd way. After the rough and
tumble of life in Chicago, conplete and total acceptance would have felt too
bi zarre for words

"Aories of this norning to you, n& Kiershia." G sa stood near her usual spot
at the | ow head of the table, waiting for her place to be set. She had dressed
in uncharacteristically jarring pink and yellow, and had twi sted her hair into
a | oose topknot from which stray strands escaped. "Such a time we have had
here.”

"Aories of the norning to you, as well, na Gsa." Jani felt herself slipping
into the professional politeness she had enpl oyed for her dealings with

Cabi net Row. "Everyone seens a little flustered.”

"W all stayed awake too long. Hybrid and Haarin who had not spoken since the
begi nni ngs of this place spoke together once nore. It was a great thing, and
truly."” G sa took her seat as the young hybrid who set her place noved on

then notioned for Jani to sit next to her. "And now you rust |eave. Such
sadness. "

You are desolation itself, Gsa. Jani concentrated on serving herself, and
decided to keep her nouth shut and not explore the idomeni grasp of sarcasm
before coffee.

"While you are not here, | will petition Fey6 to all ow a Thal assan
representative to the Trade Board," G sa continued. "W do not own transports
or shuttles.” An unspoken yet hung in the air. "But many here own busi nesses
or practice skilled trades. They merit one who speaks for themjust as do

t hose who own the ships that convey their products."”

"That woul d be a change in Board nenbershi p phil osophy—they haven't consi dered
t hat aspect before."” Jani gl anced up and saw John | ooki ng down at her fromthe
wal kway. "If this proposal conmes fromyou al one, Fey6 may
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block it. If you go to the other enclaves and find nenbers who wi sh the sane
as you, you would stand a better chance of gaining Feyo's approval."

"Such takes tinme, na Kiershia."

"That which is worthwhile often does."

' The Thal assans nerit such representati on now. "

"Do the Thal assans know t hi s?" Jani backtracked as G sa's puzzled ook slowy
sharpened. "Wich trades are practiced here?" She found herself eating as she
al ways di d when she was forced to m x business with nmealtine—small bites
chewed qui ckly and swal |l owed, their taste barely detected.

G sa thought for a nonent, then shook her head. "Too many to nane."

"Well, nanme them as best you are able, then find their counterparts in the
other enclaves." Jani felt a hand on her shoulder, and turned in tinme to catch
a wink and a roll of the eyes fromJohn as he sat down beside her. "Feyo will
have a nore difficult tinme rejecting a request frommultiple encl aves,
especially if the larger ones such as Ansun are represented. In addition, it
woul d give you the opportunity to build a reputation as a consensus buil der."
Whi ch woul d be a nice change of pace.

G sa poked at her food with her fork, then let the utensil fall with a
clatter. "Na Kier—=

"Thal assa is an official enclave now, G sa, and you are an acknow edged

dom nant. Wat this neans is that you now fall under the rul es—you know t hat
as well as |I. You cannot act as you will and push these rules aside, and then
expect to be treated according to your standing. The conservatives will not
stand for it, and at present they are the mpjority." Jani speared slices of
kettle hamonto a slice of soft flat-bread. "Unless you want na Wl a poki ng
her finger in your face at every turn, you have to think beyond the boundaries



of Thal assa to how you fit into the whole, for this place is too snmall to act
on its own." She stood, mekeshift sandwi ch in hand, and felt a tug on the knee
of her pants |eg. John, of-
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fering encouragenent. O pronpting her to quiet down. "In deference to ni
Tsecha, the Elyan Haarin gave this place enclave status," she continued,
letting the tug go unheeded. "Ponder that. Wuld any humani sh col ony have

all owed us to declare our sovereignty? Wuld they even have consi dered such?
What about the worl dskei n—what part do you inmagi ne Ceel would have all owed us
in that?"

G sa sat still, her head down, shoul ders bowed in the age-old posture.
"Gratitude." She twi sted her neck to | ook up at Jani, her eyes netal. "One
tires of gratitude."

"But one nust provide it when it is due, or one is as the greedy youngi sh who
knows only to take. Such is not what we want to be." Jani reached behind wth

her free hand and tugged at John's shirt, then let go. "Now, | amgoing to
take one last walk on this beach. W will have plenty of time in the future,
na Gsa, to argue of gratitude. For today, | think, let us concentrate on

deactivating the tri pbeam arrays you have set on the Thal assa road." She

shoul dered her duffel, then circled around the end of the table, naking the
dem -rooms in a few easy strides, and was out the door before anyone had the
chance to say a word.

"I don't think you can eat this." Jani stood at the water's edge, a
fingernail-sized bit of hamin hand. "Wong proteins—you'll get sick."

The crab-thing she addressed responded by waving its pincers at the toe of her
boot. It may or may not have been the sane one Torin had chased about the
beach the previous day. It seemed nore ornery than that one had; on the other
hand, there didn't seemto be any others around.

"You probably chased them away." She tossed the fleck of nmeat onto the sand
and watched the crab-thing scuttle over to it and scoop it up, then hop to the
solitude of a nearby pile of rocks. "I think I'Il nane you G sa." She tossed
another bit of haminto the water, followed by the | ast norsel of bread.

"I'"ve never seen you flee before.™

Jani turned to find John standing on the dry region of the
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beach on the far side of the rocks. "I didn't flee. 1 just..." She bent lowto
pick up a rock, then flung it into the water. "G sa wants to build a nation in
a day. She won't listen to anyone who tells her that's not howit works."

Anot her bend, another rock, another toss. "W just got over one crisis, and
havi ng her push now for a seat on the Trade Board just mght precipitate

anot her one."

"You told her what to do." John joined her at the water's edge. He wore I|ight
grey trousers and short-sleeve shirt—the sun turned the hair on his arnms to
silver wire, "She'll gripe, but she'll do it. For one thing, you' ve already
shown her that you're capable of handling whatever na Wl a dishes out. For
another, you're the star—she's the understudy. That may grate her, but too
dammed bad. | didn't see anyone here wearing her blood as a talisman."

"Expert in the ways of the stage, are we?"

"I"ve known a few actresses. Does that count?" John drew cl oser and slipped
his armaround her. "I'mnot used to hearing you argue for the |long view.

You' ve nel | owed. "

"I"ve seen too nuch waste. Dealt with too many whose only thought was what
they could take." Jani | ooked to the opposite side of the bay and saw the

bri ght domes of Karis-tos flicker in the sun |ike pinpoint gens. "I'm not
going to let that happen here."

"Beware the wanderer who decides to stay.'

John | ooked out over the water as

wel I, but Jani couldn't tell fromhis expression how he felt. "Wat was it
about this place that touched you?" He sounded genuinely puzzl ed.
Jani gave a half shrug. "I don't know Sonetinmes, you wal k about a pl ace, and

everywhere you | ook says 'hone.' This is the first time since ny youth that



I"ve felt this way, and I'mnot going to | et anyone screw that up for ne—
how s that for nellow ng?" She felt a frisson of panic. "You do like it here,
don't you?"

"You're here." John smled, then paused to tug at his shirt-front. "It's a
little too hot for ne at the moment." He pon-
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dered the view for a tine. "It reminds ne of the Geek islands. That's a bit

of a turnabout for a rain-forest boy like ne." He toed an arc in the sand. "I
may mss the nightlife nmore than anything, although Karistos does have an
opera company. Two synphony orchestras—wai t —aake that one synphony orchestra
and one chanber mnusic consort. And there's a theater conpany—

"When did you find this out?"

"I do talk to people when |I'mtreating them you know. The synmphony's second
violin is a hybrid."

Patron of the arts—yes, | think John may have found a hobby. And the artists
of Karistos, a financial wellspring they never dared hope for. Jani nodded,
biting the inside of her cheek to avoid smling. "Not to change the subject,"”
she said, changing the subject, "but should you be exposing your skin |ike

t hat ?"

John held out his free armin front of him "I want to see how nuch | can
tolerate. Monitoring the process, renenber?" He tilted his armthis way and
that, as though he exam ned a cut of nmeat at the end of a fork. "A couple nore

m nutes, then I'll have to go in." He let his armfall. "W're doing a
first-rate job of avoiding the issue, aren't we?"
Jani felt his grip around her waist tighten. "I wish | didn't have to go." She

put her arm around hi m and hugged back even harder

"And I wish | didn't have to stay. Slaves to duty, aren't we?" John seened to
be avoi di ng her eye now, staring down at the sand while maintaining his hold
on her. "I"Il have plenty of work to do, at any rate. And if there are any

| ess than attractive aspects to this change, you won't have to see them?"

"l don't care about that."

"I do. Some things are better |earned about in MedRecs."

They | apsed into silence. John pulled Jani closer, until she had no choice but
to turn to face him He had filmed his eyes pal e blue, m smatching his clothes
for the first tinme she
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could recall, and she wondered whet her he guessed what his hybrid eye col or

m ght be, and if he did this as sone sort of preparation for the future.

Then he bent down and pressed his lips to hers, and she stopped wondering
about much of anyt hing.

"Nd Kiershial"

Jani pulled back, and felt as well as heard John's nuttered "Dam." She | ooked
around himtoward the cliff side road that led up to the houses, and saw
Brondt standing near the bottom Torin at his side.

"Col onel Pierce is here. So soon." Brondt avoi ded | ooking at John as he
shrugged.

"Tell himl'mon ny way." Jani took one last | ook at the bay before starting
her trudge toward the road.

"I tried to avoid him but he sawne. | don't believe | amhis favorite person
at the nonent." Brondt stood in place, one hand in his pocket, his deneanor
singularly stiff for one usually so unruffled. "I want to— He stopped, then

took a deep breath. "You said that your parents would take something of Acadia
with them when they left, then restore it when they returned.” He pulled his
hand from his pocket and held it out to her. "Take this with you to remenber
us by. When you return, you may put it back, and rmake this place whol e once
nore."

Jani held out her hand, and felt the sudden wei ght as Brondt dropped the stone
onto her palm It was one of the countless water-snoothed shapes she had seen
gathered in | ong sweeps al ong the shore, a round-edged triangle in banded
brown and bl ack.



"Thank you." She coughed to clear her tightening throat, but before she could
say nore, Brondt turned his back and started up the road, which saved them
both. She followed, John at her side, and nounted the incline as hybrids
gathered at the top and waited. Then she was anong them and they closed in
around her and wal ked with her to the main house.

Niall stood in the skinmer circle beside a vehicle poo
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sedan. He had switched out his desertweights for civvies, tan trousers and a
white shirt that reflected the sun |like a shield, battering the eye like the
bright center of a flame. "I know I|I'mearly, but if we make Elyas Station by
| ocal noon, we can head out right away." He eyed John, then the rest of her
escort, and his deneanor grew formal. "This way, please." He popped the
passenger-side gullw ng, stood by solemmly as she got in, then slamed the
door closed and circled to his side.

Jani | owered her wi ndow and held out her hand to John, who stepped forward to
take it as he knelt beside the vehicle. "Keep an eye on things."

"Of course.”

"Take ... care of yourself." Jani placed her hand over his, and wondered at
the contrast in their skins, as always. How nuch darker will he be when |
return? How rmuch cl oser woul d they have becone?

"I look on it as a great adventure." John exhal ed shakily. Then he | eaned

t hrough the wi ndow and ki ssed her until N all's not so subtle throat-clearing
signaled that it was tinme to go. He broke away eventually, then glared in
Niall's direction. "Pierce."

Ni al | nodded once. "Shroud," he said, keeping his gaze fixed on the view

t hrough the wi ndscreen as he pressed the charge-through

The skimrer pulled away. At first Jani watched the hybrids recede in her
passenger mirror. Brondt. Torin. Bon. G sa

Then she fixed on John. When N all veered the skinmrer so she could no | onger
see him she |l owered the wi ndow and boosted hersel f through, hangi ng out the
door fromthe wai st up, balancing on the frame. The nmorning air, scented by
the sea, flowed around her. She blamed it for the way her eyes stung as she
wat ched John's grey-clad formgrow smaller and smaller until they turned the
final corner and he di sappeared entirely.
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M cah sat at his desk and tried to concentrate on his work. A new device. A
new manual to read. A new something that he prayed woul d divert his attention
yet never seemed to for |ong.

Weeks had passed since Vel es had picked his pocket outside Forrestal, and his
every waki ng nmonent since had been consumed by the waiting. For the visitors
to his flat, the gymwhere he worked out, the bullpen. Pairs. He flipped

t hrough one display screen after the other. They always work in pairs. That's
what he'd heard, at any rate. In case the suspect tried to nake a break for
it, and they needed to use force to subdue him

"Hey, schol ar?"

M cah cl osed his eyes. The nore things changed, the nore Cashman renai ned the
sane. "\Wat ?"

"I got a call+ can't take it." Cashman's head poked over the cubicle divider
"An interview at the Dahl berg Annex. Second floor. Two five five."

Interview M cah prayed he | ooked rel axed as his stomach roil ed. Make that

i nterrogation. He sat back and folded his arms. No—+ don't think so. Too cl ose
to his possible future for confort. "You don't |ook busy."

"Not this split second, no." Cashman rolled his eyes. "But |'ve got to record
the insurance talk this afternoon, and | need to be here when the Benefits
crew stops by to take themto the room and before that | need to set up." He
hel d out a soft, fat hand. "Come on, nman. | see what's on your display when
you don't think anyone is looking. This is right up your alley. Al that psych
stuf f—brai n changes during stress and shit."

You noticed. M cah hung his head, then stood and gathered his gearbag. If
not hi ng el se, he'd get away from Cashman for the afternoon. That had to be



wor t h sormet hi ng.

' Thi nki ng of changi ng your spec or sonethi ng?"

"Yeah." M cah stepped out into the corridor, |ooking both ways first to make
sure it was clear.

The Dahl berg Annex was a three-story white box | ocated
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just west of the Far North buildings. A poured cenment coffin of a place, it
contai ned offices for base auditors and tenporary staff. The second fl oor

wi ndowl ess and with coded doors throughout, was reserved for m scell aneous
"questioning," the sort of discussions that often lead to a date with the
counsel of one's choosing and an extended stay at Canp Brigstone.

The roonms are soundshi el ded. M cah keyed into the stairwell, trudged up the
short flight of steps, then keyed out onto the floor itself. That way, no one
can hear the screans. Not strictly true. He had recorded severa
interrogations, and in only one had the tension escalated to viol ence. But
they had the guy dead to rights for nurder, and he didn't have anything |eft
to lose ...

M cah wal ked the corridor and scanned the doorplates. Two fifty-one... 253 ..
255 ... He stopped, keyed in his passcode, pressed his hand to the door pad.
Wat ched as the door panel slid open, and found hinself staring into a damably
fam liar face.

"Come in, Faber." Pascal stepped aside and notioned himthrough. "Al ways room
for one nore."

M cah backed away fromthe door. Then he ran, down the hallway toward the
stairwell, only to have one of the doorway shadows nmove, and change into

Vel es, who stood at the hallway's end, shooter drawn.

They work in pairs... Mcah slid to a stop. Held his hands out in front of him
to show he wasn't arned. Bit back a how as Vel es grabbed his wist and spun
hi m agai nst the wall, then kicked at his ankles to spread his | egs.
Shit—shit—He felt hands. Yanking his gearbag fromhis shoulder. Patting down
his thighs, his ass, his waist and chest. Knew they didn't belong to Vel es,
because Vel es stood off to one side, shooter aimed at his head. Keep your
goddamm hands of f of me, you freak-fucker! But he pressed his face to the wall

and kept his mouth shut because if he said anything like that, well, then
they'd have him If they didn't already.
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"Just walk to the room M cah." Pascal stood too dammed cl ose and whi spered
too damed | ow

M cah pushed off the wall and wal ked, his hands over his head. They know. I|f
they didn't know, why Dahl berg? The place was official. It had a reputation
Way did they set it up through Cashmanl How did they know Cashman was busy,
and woul d bounce the call to hin? Maybe Cashman isn't busy. Maybe he worked
wi th Pascal and Vel es. Maybe he hel ped with the setup. Bastard. He shoul d have
killed the | oudmouth creep when he had the chance.

He entered the room White walls and ceiling, cut at regular intervals with
inset lighting. Gey floor. Al snooth surfaces, suitable for hosing down if
necessary. A table and three chairs.

"Have a seat, M cah." Pascal dragged one of the chairs away fromthe table and
sat. He wore dress blue-greys, as did Veles, who declined a seat, preferring
to |l ean against the far wall.

M cah sat. Wped his hands on his trousers once, then again. Watched Pascal
who pulled his gearbag onto his, |ap and exam ned the scuffed exterior

"This has seen sone use." Pascal cracked the fasteners, then began rummagi ng
t hrough the pouches and pockets.

Keep your goddammed hands of f ny—M cah choked back his silent scream —stuff.
He didn't stash anything unofficial in his gearbag anyway—+t wasn't as though
they'd find anythi ng—

"What do these go with?" Pascal held up a set of earbugs, then placed them on
the table.

No. M cah sat back. They only look like the ones | use for the sins—they



aren't the ones | use for the sims, so what difference does it nake? "They're
al | - purpose earbugs, sir. | use themwhen | need to jack into systens during
setups."” There. Easy as you please. |'m supposed to have those, so shove it up
your ass, freak-fucker!

"Air all clear?"

M cah froze. It had to have been Vel es who spoke—his

CONTACT | MM NENT 345

voi ce was unmi st akabl e. Way does it sound familiar! Then he renenbered.
Chrivet. Something she said. As they coursed over the water to the enbassy,
the spray tossing around them

They cracked the wafer. Well, they nmust have. El se why was he here? They know
everything. So why question himhere—why wasn't he under arrest and sitting
under barred wi ndows at Canp Brigstone? Because they don't know anythi ng. But
that didn't make sense—

"You have sone interesting tastes in pornography, M cah." Pascal | ooked up
fromhis exploration of the gearbag. "Tessa's Tenpting Ofer—gquite a story.
What did you think about the scene in the back of the skinmbus?"

M cah swallowed. Hi s head felt as though it mght explode. He didn't want to
talk, didn't want to answer Pascal's disgusting question. They searched ny
flat, found the porn wafer. But he'd set out traps, flecks of paper and
such—he' d have known. They went to the place where | rented it. That made
sense, too, maybe nore sense. Everyone knew what kind of place it was.

" Ski mbus?" He shook his head. "There's no—o scene like that, sir." He heard
Vel es' s ragged snicker, and imagi ned his face smashed and bl oody.

Pascal shrugged. "Perhaps |I'mthinking of another story." He gave one | ast

| ook through the gearbag, closed the fasteners, and dropped it to the floor
besi de his chair. Then he reached inside his tunic and renoved a small inager
The silver cylinder glinted, the only spot of life in the room

"I thought you might find this interesting. It's a scene from another wafer."
Pascal twi sted the imager's activator ring, then set it atop the table. The

top of the cylinder flickered. Then the inage sprang up, life-size and in ful
col or.

M cah sat, his hands on his knees, his nmind a white-hot blank. But he stood
astride the table as well, in full ex-oskeletal kit, mid-range in hand, his

hel met faceplate a sem -transparency that revealed his identity for all to
see.

He renmenbered the noment captured before him felt the weight of the exo, the
heft of his mid-range. The battle had
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ended, the last regions of the enmbassy secured. They had won. W won!
"Different sort of fantasy, this. Yes?" Pascal cocked his head to one side as
he regarded the i mage.

"W won! W& won!" Vel es's singsong raked |ike sandpaper

M cah | ooked to the image and wung the |last drop of pride fromit. W won
that one. They hadn't won many since. The room changed as he stared at
hinsel f, fromwhite and bare to darker and centered by concentric rings of
chairs. Chrivet in the mddle, stalking and talking.

Take 'em down!

M cah felt the roomshift as part of himstepped atop the table and entered
the image while the rest of himremained seated. He turned from his tabl etop
vant age point, reactivating his md-range as he swng toward Vel es. He rose
fromhis chair as well, raised his armand sighted down as he took the first
room spanni ng step—

Then Pascal noved toward him The bastard should have fallen, blitzed by the
m d-range, but he charged forward, grabbing M cah and spinning himaround and
down.

M cah yell ed as he slammed against the floor. Felt the cold tile—why!—+the

wei ght of a body at op hi mhow

I nvincible. Invincible!l "W won! W won!"

"He's hallucinating! Wiy did you push ... !" Pascal, angry, yelling in



English, then slipping into a | anguage M cah didn't understand. Veles, just as
angry, answering in kind.

M cah tried to break | oose as Pascal tore open the cuff fastener of his

sl eeve, then pushed it up past his elbow Let |oose his how as he felt a
sting in the crook of his arm Felt the cry stop in his throat as the warnth
filled him flowing with his blood to his shoul der, across his chest, into his
gut and bel ow.

Quiet. So long since he'd enjoyed . .. quiet. Peace.

"What's your nane?" asked a voice in the distance.

"Faber." His lips felt nunbed, his tongue thick. Every
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scrap of pain left him-he felt Iight enough to lift off the floor and fl oat
away. "M cah. Lance Corporal. Cee number—=

"What is today's date?"

M cah told him

"Tell me about 'we won.'"

M cah told himthat, too.

My head. Pounding. My nouth. Dry. Infested.

M cah opened his eyes.

Dreanf? He'd had a number of those lately, each worse than the last. None with
Pascal , though. A few with Veles. The same, over and over. Veles had the

waf er, and he had chased Vel es.

Wafer? M cah turned over on his back. Regarded his room shadows, his dresser
and arnmoire, flush against the wall |ike—

—Vel es.

M cah blinked. W won! W won! A cry in his head, over and over and over. He
turned back on his stomach and buried his head in his pillow.

Wiite room Bare but for a table and three chairs. Pascal was there. Veles.
"Crappy dream" M cah rose in stages—sat up, pushed his | egs off the bed,
stood. He didn't recall the wal k home fromwork, yet here he was. He knew he
had been at work, because he remenbered Cashman hangi ng over the divider
asking himto cover the interview at—

—Pahl ber g.

He stopped hal fway to the bathroom Looked down at hinsel f, naked but for
shorts. Worked his arns, and felt a stiff ache everywhere, a soreness in the
bend of his right el bow

A scene flashed. Pascal, draggi ng hi m down.

M cah raised his armand forced hinmself to exani ne the spot. Nothing. Wl ked
over to the freestanding | anp, cranked
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the power to high, and twi sted the gooseneck so the source shone full on his
arm

He saw it. Barely, at first, then large and red and pitted after he dug out
the microspecs fromhis gearbag and sl apped them on

A pinprick wound. Like the one an injector would | eave behi nd.

He pushed the lanp away so hard it rattled against the wall. Backpedal ed unti
he hit the bed, then sagged down and cl apped his hands over his ears as his
brai n broke open and the humiliation played again and again. Vel es's snicker
The i mager. That final takedown, struggling in Pascal's grip.

Pascal .

M cah cl osed his eyes as other words played through his head, in a soft,
accented voice that all the girls |oved.

It's quite a gane, isn't it? I've played it, too

M cah bent forward, head between his knees. Covered his head with his hands,
and still nore words cane.

Your story ends after you win, but what cones after? How do you get out? Do
they ever tell you how you get out? Seenms a bit shortsighted of the designers,
don't you think? After all, the gane doesn 't end when the last shot is fired,
but nuch, much later.

Then came the worst words of all.



If you want to tal k about it, you know how to find ne.

M cah bounded to his feet. Paced the room He thought Flee. He thought W' re
bl own. He thought They caught us. "I have to tell—= He needed to warn
everyone. In the next wafer. He'd stand up in the niddle of class and piss off

Chrivet one last tinme, announce to themall that they needed to run

Except —

M cah slowed to a wal k. Stood still. "Except they might blane ne instead." For
letting Veles steal the wafer in the first place. For talking to Pascal. For
getting caught. Hough knows Pascal was after ne—-he 'd spill to anyone who

asked. The connection was there, had been for nonths. / didn 't tell him
anything! Not willingly anyway. | just—
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"I just let nyself be duped, and drugged, and stripped." O everything that
made hima menber of the Group. O everything that nade hima nan.

He | owered cross-legged to the floor. Stared at the pattern in the lyno as he
i magi ned the darkness close in around him He started rocking at sone

poi nt —di dn't renmenber when. Rocking, as he hugged hinsel f, and stared. Can't

tell —can't—an't—an't tell—ean't—an 7..
CHAPTER 27
"l wonder what it will be like here tonorrow at this tine." N all | ooked out

the shuttl e passenger port as the spacecraft banked for its final approach
into O Hare. "After the challenge."

Jani gl anced up from her Tribune-Ti mes account of the upcom ng "Duel of the
Century" just as the city skyline filled the view, backed by cl oudl ess bl ue.
Vacation's over. It had proved pl easant, surprisingly enough. N all's nood had
lightened as the distance fromElyas grew, and he had approached Jani with an
offer of a truce. By the tinme they reached Felix, it felt like old tinmes—as

| ong as they avoided any nention of current events, they could al nost pretend
t hat not hi ng had changed between them

Al'l good things nust end. "Chaos, | imagine." She returned to her newssheet.
"Bl oodsport is, after all, an idoneni invention. Humani sh are peace-|oving and
quite, quite docile."

"Has anyone ever told you that you're sarcastic when you're sarcastic?" N al
tugged at the banded collar of his dress blue-grey tunic, then rested his head
agai nst the seat-back, his profile blunted to shadow by the brightness

outside. "That article you' re reading nmust be great. | can feel the heat from
t he steam com ng out of your ears.”
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"Echevar, the Diplomatic Beat reporter, isn't conpletely w thout sense. He
understands that it's sinply a statement of feeling. No winners. No |osers."
Jani rolled up the newssheet and tucked it into her duffel, which was secured
in the grapple rack at her feet. "The rest make it sound as though a two-being
war will be fought, w nner take whatever they wi sh. GateWay rights. Col oni al
settlenents.”

Niall tilted his head toward her. "I'd find your sense of outrage nore
believable if | didn't know for a fact that you' re worried sick. On the way
here you spent all the time you could in the ship's library gl eaning news from
every available 'sheet. As soon as we'd dock at a station, you' d disenbark and
hit every newsstand you could find. You did everything you could to ferret out
i nformati on except nmessage Pretty Boy hinself, which | do confess |I found odd.
I know you distrust secure lines as much as | do, but | thought nerves woul d
have gotten the better of you eventually."

Jani settled back in her seat. "Fromwhat |'ve pieced together, Ghos is angry
wi t h humani sh in general —tuci en was just a convenient target." She braced as
she felt the shuttle slowinto its final descent. "Usually, idonmeni anger is
nore personal, not outrage against an entire race focused on one individual."
Ni al | pressed his thunb and forefinger to a place above the bridge of his
nose, just inside his eye sockets. "Wiy do | think |I'm about to hear sonething
I wish you' d told nme earlier.” He |lowered his hand. "You think Ghos is going



totry to kill him don't you?"

Jani didn't reply, even when Niall's glare threatened to drill a hole in the
side of her face. Instead she |lay her head back, and counted the mnutes to

t ouchdown.

The noise in the Service concourse reached sport stadi um proportions, despite
the best efforts of the soundshiel ding. Younger people in civvies nmade up the
bul k of the crowd that filled the glass and nmetal expanse, along with a
smal | er
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proportion of seeming children in dark blue fatigues, duffels |large enough to
hol d bodi es slung across their backs.

"Recruits comng in," Niall nuttered as he and Jani fled for the quieter
reaches of the security wing. "Freshly mnted Spacers shipping out. Wl conme to
Anthill Central." He keyed themthrough a pair of doors, the silence

envel opi ng them as they passed into a | ow ceilinged hallway.

"First and only time | flewin here, I was under arrest." Jani spoke |oud
enough to draw interested | ooks fromthe brace of MPs wal king in the opposite
direction. "I came in at an off-tine—ae pretty nuch had the place to

our sel ves. "

"They try to work it that way." N all glanced at her over his shoul der
"You've cone a long way in a year, ny gel." He turned away before Jani could
answer, busying hinmself with the working of another set of doors. "This exit

| eads outside," he said as he pressed his hand to the touchpad. "Pull should
be waiting for us—+ got hold of himjust before we left Luna." The doormech
whi ned and the panel slid, revealing a short flight of metal-clad stairs that
led down to sunlit tarnac.

They cl attered down, then stepped out into the face of a cool breeze redol ent
wi th machi ne odors to find Pull man standi ng besi de a dark blue four-door. He
| ooked at Jani, and his sonber expression |lightened nmonmentarily. "Good to see
you, ma'am"

"You, too." Jani thought back to that night nonths before. Blood in the snow,
and a body boosted onto a gurney. "How are you feeling?"

"Everything's been refitted.” Pullnman patted the spot over his left hip.
"Can't conplain." He then focused on Niall, nodding toward the silver
sportster that floated nearby. "W've got conpany, sir." He frowned. "Port
Security's not happy, but friends in high places made calls, apparently.”

Jani set out toward the familiar vehicle just as the gull-w ngs swept upward.
Val emerged fromthe driver's side, natty in a pale blue daysuit. "God, you're
a sight for sore
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eyes, Jan!" He slammed down the door and circled around the front of the
vehi cl e.

The passenger's side door opened nore slowy, the passenger emerging with the
characteristic stiffness of someone who'd pushed his body further than nornal
in the very recent past. Dressed in civvies, brown trousers and a | ong-sl eeve
creamshirt, Lucien wal ked toward her, taking care to step in front of Val at
just the right time to break the other man's stride and knock him off course.
"Hell o." Jani stopped and watched Lucien's careful approach. "Dathim been
pushi ng you, has he?"

"You could say that, yes." He eased to a halt, gazing at her with a fixedness
he normally reserved for their times alone. "You | ook Iike sumer."

Jani felt her face heat. She wore trousers and wapshirt in pale nelon, an
acquisition froma Felix Station shop that she had nmeant to save for John
until N all's mutterings convinced her that she needed to give her coverall a
rest. "Thank you."

"Quite a trip, fromwhat |'ve gathered fromVval."

"Yes. You've had quite a time here, too, | believe."
Luci en had the sense to | ook unconfortable. For a few seconds, at any rate.
"We'| | have to bring one another up to speed later,"” he said with a faint

sml e.



Before Jani could respond, Val cut between them and threw his arms around her.

"Don't. Ask." He spoke in her ear as he hugged her hard enough to hurt. "I've
managed to keep body and soul together, but so help me he doesn't nake it
easy." He backed away, but still held her as though afraid to let go. He

| ooked ol der, worn by worry that he didn't bother to hide. "You do |ook Iike
sumer. Like a lifeline." He glanced at Niall. "Hello, Col onel —ael cone hone."
"Parini." N all nodded. "I was going to take Jani back to her town house. Is

there any reason for me to anend that plan?"
"No." Val shook his head in that vague way that could
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have altered to a nod at any time. "l just wanted to ... prepare you." He
squeezed Jani's shoulders, then let his hands drop. "You have conpany." He
exhaled with a rush. "It's been a tine."

Late spring had worked its nagic on the town house yard. Bl oom heavy shrubs in
rai nbow hues lined the front wal kway and rear wall, while leafy trees cast

shade over the drive. The rest of the street |ooked nuch the sane, oases of
greenery separated by stone walls and wought mnetal gates.

Jani remmined seated after Pullman switched the skimer into standby, | ooking
for sone exterior hint of the trouble Val had warned her of even as she knew
she wouldn't find it. After a few monents, his sportster drifted to a stop
al ongsi de—tuci en di senbarked first, then wal ked around to Jani's side of the
sedan and popped open her gul |l w ng.

"Let's get going. Faint of heart never won the ganme," he said as he held his
armout to her.

"They don't get chall enged by bornsect security officers, either." Jan

shoul dered her duffel and clinmbed out of the skimer. She caught the

di sconfort on Lucien's face when she | eaned on hi mtoo heavil y—Bat hi m nust
have been knocking the hell out of himduring their training sessions. "l've
read all the 'sheets. |Is what they say reliable?"

"Pretty much." Lucien linked his armthrough hers and |l ed her toward the
house. "Ghos took exception to ny presence at the enbassy. He thought 1'd cone
there to spy for the Service. Wen | tried to explain that | wanted to find
out about sone hit-and-run raids that had taken place there, he refused to
bel i eve ne."

"Hit-and-run raids?" Jani tried to extract her armfrom Lucien's grip, since
Val eyed her strangely, and even N all arched an eyebrow. Lucien, however,
simply placed his hand over hers, encircling her wist and hol ding her fast.
"A variation on the attacks that had been occurring at the enclave. Raiders
punchi ng through the defenses and | eaving tokens of their esteemfood, in

t hese cases—all over the
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conpound. " Lucien led Jani up the short flight of steps, then keyed them

t hrough the back door. "That's not the biggest problemthey' re facing,

t hough. "

"What is the biggest problemthey' re facing?" N all asked as he closed in from
behi nd.

"Can we get inside first?" Jani let Lucien steer her into the entry, noting
the care he took to position her between hinmself and Niall. "I'd like to see
what |'m supposed to have prepared for." Then she | ooked down the narrow hal
that led fromthe back entry to the main roons of the ground floor, saw a

tall, thin formcut through the darkness toward her, and knew.
"Ni al" Tsecha, a badly dressed vision in clay yellow and green, clapped his
hands in an uneven beat. "I feared Dafhi mwuld need to return me to the

encl ave before |I could see you!" He took her face between his hands. " See,
Dathim if | place ny fingers beneath her jaw just so, she cannot talk."

Jani shook herself |oose from Lucien's hold. Then she gripped Tsecha's wrists
and yanked down, breaking his hold as well. "Wat are you doi ng here?" She

| ooked around himto Dathim "Does Shai know he's here?"

"You do not think I can answer such, nia? You |look at Dathimto speak for ne?"
Tsecha sidestepped until he bl ocked her view of his suborn. "Shai does not



know I am here."

"She believes himat the enclave. | have doubl e-set the security array—+ nust
return himin two hours or all will know he has gone." Dathimfolded his arns.
One sleeve slid up, allowing a view of a nasty contusion that had the |ong,
thin look of a strike with a practice blade. "He is to stay there until the
chal | enge tonorrow. Then he is to prepare to return to Shera."

"My ass." Jani grabbed Tsecha by the collar of his shirt and shook him

"First, | must tell you this. | understand your feelings. | conprehend how al
you have | earned here has affected your thought. But why are you so deternined
to make ny life a living hell!™
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Tsecha grabbed the collar of Jani's wapshirt and shook her in return. "Feres
shoul d have been allowed to live!" He stopped abruptly, his auric eyes

wi deni ng when he realized what he did. He rel eased her, snpothing the folds of
cloth around her neck before backing away. "They would not listen. They woul d
not think. They are anathena."

Jani reached out and took her old teacher's bony hand in hers. "You will not
return to the worldskien. I will talk to Shai and Cao after the chall enge
tomorrow. After they hear what | have to say, they will allow ne to take you
to Elyas." She |l eaned close. "You will see Thal assa, and you will marvel."

"It is warm So na Feyo has always said." Tsecha bared his teeth. "She has
told me much. You negated the chall enge agai nst her, and repaired her standing
anong the Quter Circle Haarin." He started down the hall, pulling Jani after
him 'Tell me of Thal assa. Feyo has finally adnmitted to facts. Ea-non
DeVries's invol venent— He shot a |ook at Val, who flinched in alarm "—and
the life that is lived there. | confess that Feyd' s reluctance to deal frankly
with nme disappointed. | fear she and her suborns require instruction in howto
behave in manners not quite so humanish."

"Do not be too angry." Jani tossed her duffel to the floor inside the entry,
then pulled Tsecha after her to the couch, drawi ng hi m down beside her. "You
will enjoy Thalassa so. It is hone. They await your arrival. You are their
prophet."

"Prophets are all well." Dathimtook a seat on Jani's other side, the
ergowor ks whining as they struggled to support him "But we rmust first live

t hrough this challenge." He pointed to Lucien, who had dragged a chair into
the shaft of sun that streamed through the skylight. 'Tell them what you have
told us."

Lucien positioned his chair in the natural spotlight, then sat and waited
while Niall and Val staked out seats. "Before Jani left for Elyas, she asked
me to pull whatever strings necessary to attach nyself to the enclave nine

i nvestigation." He sat straight, his back barely touching the chair. H's
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white-blond hair shimered. "I did so, and as | becanme nore involved, | grew
aware of a certain |lance corporal naned M cah Faber, a tech in Suprene Comand
ConBys. He was present at the enclave the night of the explosion."

"He was the nervy git in our bunker.” N all nodded toward Jani as he patted
his tunic above the place where he usually stashed his nicstick case, then |et
his hand fall with a sigh

"Yes, sir." Lucien |ooked to Jani. "Notice anything about hinP"

Jani shrugged. "He didn't like ne a bit."

"No, he didn't." Lucien paused to lick his lips. In contrast to his usual air
of easy conpetence, he seened agitated, off-balance. "For the past few nonths
M cah Faber has been undergoing simulation training in some of our nost
advanced weapons systens, including the V-790 prototype exoskel e-ton. He has
been taking this training in conjunction with others who share his beliefs,
nanely that the idomeni should be driven fromall places of human habitation

They form an organi zation called the Goup. | believe this Goup's nenbers may
be found at all levels of the Service, and that Faber and his confederates
receive their instructions from superiors who are privy to all inner

di pl omati c and security workings." He glanced at Jani, and shifted in his



seat. "l've obtained evidence that | believe shows that Faber and others
intend to nount an assault against the idoneni enbassy tonorrow norning,
during ny challenge with ni Rau Ghos, in the hope that this will serve to drive
the i domeni from Chicago." He | eaned forward slightly, one armbraced on his
chair arm the other resting in a not so rel axed manner on his thigh

Niall sat with his arns crossed in front of his chest, his hand over his chin.
"Where is Faber now?"

Luci en drummed his fingers against his chair arm "I have hi munder
surveil l ance. "

"So why haven't you | ocked himup so you can sweat names and details out of
himand nip this assault at the bud?"

358 Kristine Smith

"Because it wouldn 't do any good. Sir." Lucien's face darkened. He didn't
often | ose control, and he had come close. "In the sinulation | saw, Faber is
referred to as Tiebold.' The faces of the other participants change from scene
to scene. | believe the trainees are assigned si mnanes and faces so that no
one knows the true identities of the others with whomthey're training unti
the tine of the assault."

Jani cl osed her eyes. / wonder what John is doing now? Arguing wth Eanon?

Di scussing nusic with the hybrid second violin? "How did you find out al
this?"

Lucien hesitated again. "During an interrogation of Faber, early last week."
"He spoke freely?"

"No." Lucien hung his head. "Coworkers had commented that Faber had grown

nmoody over the |last few weeks. Erratic. | determ ned that he was buckling
under the stress of his training and m ght prove ready to talk if...
per suaded." A shadow of anger flickered across his face. "I lured himon a

pretext and began to question him | felt that if | could convince himto

thi nk of ne as soneone he could talk to, he would open up."

Jani gl anced at Val and found himstaring back, read the same thought in his
eyes that she nursed herself. Lucien as brother-confessor. Lucien as friend.
The prospect boggl ed.

If Lucien noticed their silent dismay, he kept it to himself. "Unfortunately,
the officer with whom| was working took a nore direct approach. Unbeknownst
to ne, Faber had been teetering in the edge of a simpsychotic break and the
added pressure pushed himover the edge. | was forced to administer Sera—t
functions as a tranquilizer as well as a truth drug. Since he was out anyway,
| decided to nake the best of a bad business and take what | could fromhim"
Ni al | rubbed his chin. Patted his pocket again. "And the nane of your partner
is ... ?"

Luci en sighed. "Egon Vel es—=

' That bastard should be | ocked up for life!™ Niall opened his hand, then
closed it in a fist, over and over. "Sera is
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dammed unreliabl e when used on those prone to sim psychosis, you know that ?"
Luci en nodded sharply. "Yes, sir. Simpsychotics |ose track of the difference
between reality and the sins. Wat happens to themin the sinms is as nuch
truth as anything they experience in real life. However, need | renind you,
sir, that both the enbassy and the encl ave have been infiltrated over these
past several nonths by people with Service-level equipnent, and judgi ng by
their actions, Service training as well. These groups apparently exist. Is it
unreasonable to entertain the possibility that some of themmay be training to
carry out nore deadly assaults?"

"Let me get this straight."” N all sat forward, el bows on knees, his hands
hangi ng between. "You've arrived at the conclusion that a group of
anti-idomeni radicals named, vaguely enough, the Group, will attack the
enbassy tonorrow during your challenge. You' ve reached this conclusion based
on some suspici ous behavi or evidenced by a nerve-addl ed desk jockey, along
with a few coincidences thrown in for good neasure. You haven't shared your
findings with your superiors or anyone el se's because you' re convinced the



Group's strings are pulled by some of them and you don't know who you can
trust."”

Luci en touched his forehead, where nature's spotlight had caused sweat to
bead. "There's nore, sir."

Ni al |l covered his face with his hands. "By all neans."

"The ones who engaged in the hit-and-runs were the well-trai ned assault forces
havi ng fun. They know how to get in, and nore inportantly, they know how to
get out." Lucien fingered the edge of his collar. "M cah Faber and his cohorts
are anot her story. These people are not trained conbat soldiers. They're
receiving repetitive training on one exercise only—the attack on the enbassy.
They' re not being taught basic skills or even how to maintain their equipnent,
and they're too ignorant to know what they're not |earning. They're one-offs.
' mconvinced they're not nmeant to survive the assault."
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Silence settled. Jani felt Tsecha's and Dathim s presence |ike weights beside
her, pressing.

"I nmost believed, and truly,
way. "

Ni al | glanced at Tsecha, then away. "I have heard some crazy things in ny
life, Pascal, but you just won the prize."

Jani shot a warning | ook at Lucien, who had opened his nmobuth to snap back
"Niall, even if you accept only the fact that some anti-idomeni service
personnel are self-training for the Great Soneday, is it out of line to

consi der that one or nore of themmght try sonmething tonorrow, given the
significance of the event, and that hei ghtened security measures are therefore
called for?" She shivered, and craved heat. "Soneone needs to carry the word
to the enmbassy."

Dat hi m | aughed, a hard, |ow staccato burst. "Elon will trust nothing you say,
n<i Kiershia. Nothing ni Tsecha tells her. Nothing I tell her."

"WIl she believe what | tell her?" N all stood and paced. "Or does it need to
conme from Adm ral - General Mako?"

"Mako, | nost believe, Colonel, since he is not seen as a friend of ny Jani."
Tsecha | ooked to her and gestured hel pl essness. "Elon is nost blind in that
regard. "

Ni al | thumped his fist against the wall. "I probably need to go through
Burkett. His ears are still ringing fromthat nine debacl e—he's going to |ove
hearing fromnme."

"Do you want me to talk to hinP" Jani recalled CallumBurkett. A long face and
an abrupt manner, but a man who |istened eventually.

Tsecha said, "that humanish liked us, in their

Ni al | shook his head. "I can handle Cal, but keep your conlines open just in
case." He leaned against the wall, then thunped his head against it. "I wasn't
pl anni ng on sl eeping tonight anyway." He glared at Lucien. "I want that sim

waf er of yours, and the transcript of your interrogation.”
Lucien reached into his shirt pocket and renoved a small wafer folder. R sing

stiffly, he wal ked across the roomand handed it to Niall, then paced the room
i nstead of returning to his seat.
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"Right." N all tucked the folder inside his tunic, then pointed to Jani

"You're going to be watched tonight. You will not l[eave this house. 1 will

send Pullman to collect you in the nmorning. You're to ride with no one else.”
Jani barely restrained the urge to salute. "Yes, Nall."

"Yes, N all—-soneone make a note of that." N all turned to Dathim "You shoul d
head back across the lake now. | w Il provide an escort. Pullnman went through
OCS with the men I'mthinking of+f any of themare with this G oup— He
pushed a hand over his Service burr, confusion aging him The thought mnust

have occurred that he had known Thomas Hamil, too. "If any—= He stared down at
the floor. "Damm."

Val raised his hand. "I think Neoclona security should watch this house,
Colonel, if it's all the same to you. In fact, if you require Lieutenant

Pul l man for other duties, | will see that Jani gets to the idoneni enbassy



nmysel f."

Lucien quit his pacing. "I can provide escort for nf Dathimand nf Tsecha."
Dat hi m shook his head. "You must rest. Prepare.”

"Nf Dathims right, Pascal," N all agreed grudgingly. "You ve got enough on
your plate. Lieutenant Pullman will escort you across the |ake hinself, nf
Tsecha. I'mgoing to head back to the base." He eyed Jani, who took the hint
and rose to join him

Niall [owered his voice as they left the library. "If this assault turns out
to be a wet fizzle ..."

"Considering the nood of the city, are the precautions unreasonabl e?" Jan

foll owed himback down the hall to the rear door. "I don't think so."
"d ad you cane back?" N all tossed her a sad snile
Jani shrugged. "All 1'd be doing in Thalassa is standing on the beach feeding

the crab-things." Talking to John. Laughing with John. Making love with John
"Doesn't compare, does it?"

"I"ll be glad when tonmorrow s over." Niall squinched his eyes shut, then
opened them a sign that a headache had
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cone to call. "If | had one of those Kilian-special wistbands, | think I'd
tie it on about now. "

Jani knew it cruel to push the point, given the circunstances, but she did
anyway. "Do you want one?" she asked, rolling up her right sleeve.

Niall started. "I—+'11 take the thought and call us even." He touched the
doorpad, then pulled his hand away. "I appreciate it, really. | know what it
signifies, it's just..."

"I't's just not your way." Jani opened the door herself, then held it aside for
him "Be careful." She remai ned there as Tsecha and Dat hi m passed, their
expressions grimand then-steps heavy, then waited until they followed Ni al
into the Service skimer before closing the door and setting the |ock

"Not much of a homecom ng."

Jani turned to find Val standing in the hallway, a dispo of soft drink in
hand.

"I felt so sorry for you and Niall. You both | ooked like you wanted to flee
back to O Hare and grab the first flight to anywhere." Val noved to Jani's
side and slipped his armaround her. "I hate to be selfish at a tinme |ike

this, but how s John? |I've received a few nmessages. Lots of reassurances, but
little information, which isn't like him"

Jani settled in for the first round of what prom sed to be sone pointed
guestioning. John, it's up to you to tell him dam it—he's your best friend.
"Anything | atel y?"

"Not for two weeks." Val steered her into the kitchen, maneuvering her into a
chair, then taking a seat across fromher. "What's going on? You're back
together." His face lit, shaving years. "Wnderful. He |ikes Karistos—al
right, what does that nmean? Is he com ng back to Chicago in the near future?

I s he com ng back everV

Jani watched Val tap the comers of the dispo against the tabletop, and w shed
she had something to worry. "He'll be staying on Elyas, at least for a while."
She settled for the spice dispenser, opening and closing the slotted I|ids.
"How are he and Eanon getting al ong?" Val forced a
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[ augh. "1've been waiting for the legal knives to start slicing and

di cing—€hrist, sorry. | haven't been able to get knives out of ny mnd for
weeks." He begged the ceiling for mercy, then, slowy, his steady gaze noved
down until it locked with Jani's. "You were always a good liar. One could
never tell fromyour face or your manner whether you'd just told the truth or
t he whopper of a lifetine. Gve nme a break, Jan. Please.”

Dam it, John! Jani breathed in once. Twice. "Do you have any nessages waiting
for you back at your flat?"

"Not that |I'maware of." Val set the drink dispo aside. "Something' s happened,
and you think | need to hear it fromJohn." He laced his fingers together and



tapped his chin, as though he wanted to pray but needed to work up the nerve.
"He didn't kill Eanon, did he?"

The i mage of John standi ng over Eamon's | unpen body brought a | augh from Jani
whi ch told her how bl eak her nmood. 'W. Not to worry."

"Not to worry, she says." Val stood and wal ked around the table. "Easy for
her." H s eyes held much the sane tenderness they always did, but somnething

el se had hitched along for the ride. Resignation, an awareness that one of the
peopl e he cared about could hold back fromhim "Get some rest—you'll need
it." He kissed the top of her head, then slipped out the door

Jani concentrated on the sound of his receding footsteps, then waited. One

still left unaccounted/or. One nore colony left to be heard from

Then she heard movenent behind her, so soft it mght not have been sound at
all. Felt the grip around her arm dragging her to her feet and spinning her
around.

Lucien pulled her close, his grasp tight enough to bruise. "Like sumrer." He
buried his face in her neck. "A warm warm place." He nmoved to the holl ow of
her throat, his lips tracing |lines that burned, that |left a grow ng ache
behi nd.

Jani fought every building sensation even as her back arched and her knees
went weak. Then she pushed her hands
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t hrough Lucien's hair, felt the shock of his short stubble instead of John's
| onger, finger-burying silk, and stopped.

Lucien kept on until it dawned on himthat Jani had stopped helping. He lifted
hi s head; clouded eyes nmet hers. "You're with John now, aren't you?" He
shrugged. "Does it nmake a di fference?" Wen she didn't respond, his gaze

slow y sharpened. "I suppose it would with you." He rel eased her gradually, as
t hough she'd change her mind if he lingered. Then he sighed and turned away.
"I"ve been staying here, like a live-in caretaker. | hope you don't mnd."
"Not at all." Jani |eaned against the table and slowy recovered her bearings.
"Thank you again."

" "Not at all.' 'Thank you.' You're so polite. Makes ne wonder what | did

wrong. " Lucien opened cupboard doors one after the other, then closed them a
m ndl ess circuit of novenent.
Jani watched him sensed his growi ng agitation, and dammed hersel f for needi ng

to add to it. "I think Ghos mght try to kill you."

Luci en wheeled. "You're too late." Hs voice came too harsh. "Dathi minfornmed
me of that right after the bastard challenged nme. I'mthe focus. The synbol .
Al'l idomeni hatred for humanity, done up in one blue and grey bundle. Lucky

me, huh?" He | aughed as he opened and cl osed nore doors, his novements grow ng
nore jerky, the slans |ouder.

"You' re—= Jani thought of her duffel, tossed aside in the library, and of her
shooter, nestled in its usual hiding place. "You' re welcone to stay, if you

don't want to be al one tonight."

"So you'll hold nmy hand?" Lucien rooted through a drawer, lifting out a bread
slicer. "lce ny bruises? Tell ne bedtine stories?" He tilted the crinped bl ade
one way, then the other, then tossed it back in its place. "I need sonething
nore than that, I'mafraid." He exhaled with a shudder, then turned on his

heel and bl ew through the door into the hallway.

"Luci en?" Jani hurried after him torn between wanting
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himto stay and hoping that he'd | eave. "Were are you goi ng?"

"None of your business." He pulled a battered field coat out of the entry

cl oset and dragged it on. "Veles mght be able to give you a few
possibilities, if you need to get hold of nme." He keyed open the door and
wal ked out si de.

"Don't— Jani reached the open door to find he had already neared the end of
t he wal kway. "Lucien."

He stopped, then slowy turned back to her. Late afternoon had come—the sky
had lost its crystal brightness and the first wisp of cloud had fornmed in the



east. He watched her as dogs barked and children ran past, a variation of life
t hat had never touched him Then he turned away and resumed wal ki ng, through
the front gate and down the sidewal k, hands in pockets and shoul ders hunched,
finally disappearing in other houses' shadows.

Jani stood in the open doorway for a time. Then she cl osed the door and | ocked
it. She worked for a few hours, sorting the paper mail that Lucien had
collected, then culling her conport nessages. Tried to contact both Prine

M ni ster Cao and Ambassador Shai, and found herself relegated to the sane
second deputy assistants who dealt with the interview requests from prep
school newssheets. Wandered fromroomto roomlike a haunt, wondering whet her
she should toss Niall's caution to the wind and search the city darkside for
Lucien, bring himback to this enpty house, and neet her grow ng edge wth

hi s.

"Wl come back to Chicago." She stood in front of her bedroom w ndow until the
sky darkened and the night took hold.

CHAPTER 28

El on sat at her worktable and nonitored the enbassy security array from her

di splay. The function of utilities had al ways been of little interest to her
but the Iines that ferried pink throughout the buildings were closely aligned
with those systens, and she needed to acquire Dathims skill in little tine if
she was to shut them down prior to the beginning of the chall enge.

Her mind felt nost godly. Her soul. She had thought they nmight wait seasons,
she and CGhos, to join their paths along the Way. But Adniral - General Mako had
schedul ed an energency conclave with the Interior Mnister, the Exterior
Deputy, and Anbassador Shai, and to Elon's surprise had confirned all that
Pascal had told them weeks before. Elenents in the Service... radical..
intentions to attack... He had requested that the chall enge be postponed, and
Shai refused to consider such because the humani sh Service had al ready del ayed
enough, and decl arati on needed to be made so that one and all could, as she
said, get on with matters.

"What ever such neant." Elon's shoulders curved in the first stages of anger
Shai's speech and gestures had grown nore humani sh since she had come to this
dammed col d pl ace, though she nost strongly deni ed such when con-
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fronted. "It is fitting that she should die here.
hurmani sh, so let her die with them

El on continued to scroll through the screens. Wen she heard her door open
she did not turn to see who visited, for there was only one who it could be at
this late tine.

"Did you believe hinP" Ghos dragged a chair to the side of Elon's table and
sat. "Mako. The small one. Do you believe his tales of upcom ng attack?"

"Hi s suborn is the scarred col onel, who knows n& Kier-shia." Elon reached out
and plucked a dried grass blade from Ghos's brai ds—he had spent the day
exam ni ng border systens, and no matter how well he |aved, he never renoved
all that attached to him "But Mako hinmsel f despi ses her. He would not act for

As she had cone to think as

her." She gestured inconsequence. "Such does not matter. Wether what he says
is truth or lie, our systens will still be disabled. The newform pink will
not flowin the lines. And whoever will cone, will cone."

"So." Chos's breathing grew heavy as he nmoved in his chair. He had | abored
much in recent days to increase his blade skill, and his body ached fromthe
exertion. "But the scarred colonel hinmself will attend tonorrow. He will

demand to know of our preparations.”

"Then we lie." Elon | ooked himin the eye and bared her teeth. Such
famliarity was not as seemy since their pairing had acconplished its godly
purpose, but the glory of their deaths would surely override such. "Then we
lie." She felt a surge of kinship unlike any other she had experienced when
Ghos bared his teeth in reply, and she felt the warnth of Rauta Sheraa in her
bones as she resunmed her disabling of the security array.

The call had come that nmorning, in Mcah's |latest wafer. The time, the place,



what to bring, what to wear.

Now, twelve hours later, he sat on the floor in the cargo bay of a truck
parked in the mddl e of sone unknown woods, cradling his left arm studying
the faces around him
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as best he could through a haze of pain. They all look like they did in the
sims. Even though their faces had changed, he'd have known t hem anywhere.
Bevan with his perpetual sneer. O Shae with her arched eyebrows and startled
expression. Manda with her coltish walk, all knees and el bows like a

twel ve-year-ol d boy.

Except that now they'd left their sneers and starts and gangly wal ks behi nd
and sat with himon the floor, their positions mmcking his as the bone-deep
pain of blitzed ID chips made them partners in msery.

M cah heard a thud and | ooked up to find Foley sprawl ed across the table that
centered the bare room He barely stifled his cry as Chrivet pressed the

| Dscan to the place on his inside lower armand activated it. Hs left arm
spasned just as theirs had. He pressed the side of his face against the coo
poly wood just as they had, clenching the edge with his free hand, biting his
lower lip until the blood came. Chrivet, for her part, displayed a renarkable
| ack of enotion as she bore down on the device charge-through, delivering that
little extra burst of energy that would ensure that Foley's Service |ID chip,
like the rest, had been rendered untraceable in every way.

Shared agony. One way to bond those for whomthe simexercises hadn't been
enough. M cah caught the | ooks that passed between Manda and Bevan, the way

O Shae scooted along the floor to nake roomfor Foley as he slid down the
wal I, arns fol ded, eyes clanped shut. The way she stroked his right armwith
her fingertips, synpathy softening the rough planes of her face. O Shae, who
how ed for idomeni blood and sl aughtered with glee in every scenario.

They all | ooked up to watch as Patel, the last of their crew to be zapped,

wal ked to the table. Even Foley pried open his lids so that the barest glitter
of eyes shown. Fear set Patel's face |ike stone, but Fol ey caught her eye and
held up a clenched fist. The left one, hand trenoring fromthe pain. That drew
asmle fromthe stone, a raised fist in return. Then
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Patel lowered to the tabletop and held out her arm Got the jolt. Muved to the
fl oor.

M cah studied his conmpatriots. They all dressed alike, in blue and grey
springwei ghts stripped of all designators and badges, anything that identified
the clothing as Service. After entering the room they'd all disrobed to their
underwear and submitted to scanning by the focused Chrivet, nodesty discarded
in the interest of self-preservation, another huniliation designed to bond.
Can't be too careful, boys and girls, Chrivet had said as she waved the
scanni ng wands over their bodies. There are a | ot of people out there who
woul d I'ike to know who you are. She had seened to stare at M cah for an unduly
long tinme when she said it, but she didn't Iike him after all. She probably
wi shed someone had found hi m before he showed up at the truck.

M cah stretched out his arm slowy worked it back and forth. The pain had
eased, but when he tried to pick up a wadded di spo on the floor beside him he
couldn't close his fingers to grip.

"It will take you until morning to regain your strength.”

M cah | ooked up to find Chrivet |oom ng strai ght above him her breasts like a
| edge she peeked over. "Yes, ma'am" He tried not to stare at her for too

| ong—fust as she did on the sims, she unnerved him As it turned out, she nost
closely resenbl ed her simimge—the razored hair and downturned face, the
muscul ar build and barking voice. "Looking forward to it."

"Are you?" Chrivet smled. As always, when she smiled she | ooked as though she
was the only one who got the joke, and it was being played on soneone el se.
"Cet sone sleep, Tiebold. You're going to need it." Then she wal ked to the bay
controls and | owered the lights.

CHAPTER 29



"Did you get any sleep last night?" Val steered the sedan through the early
morning traffic. "I sure as hell didn't."

Jani stifled a yawn. "Neither did |I." She caught sight of the Trib-Tines
headl i ne in a ki osk wi ndow+today's the day! —and decided she didn't need to
read any further. "Not that it's any of ny business, but did Lucien stop by
your place |ast night?"

"W). " Val graced her with a fish-eyed stare as he turned onto the Boul artery
that would take themto the enbassy. "Not that he didn't show up at the
occasi onal odd hour over the course of your absence—that young nan doesn't
take 'Go to hell' for an answer, does he—but after the challenge, his focus
changed. He spent nobst of his time at the enclave, training. Wy?"

Jani fol ded her arms and hugged herself, shivering despite her |ong-sleeve
tunic and coat. It was a hard sun that shone, highlighting the pedestrians,
t he ot her skimers, the occasional no bl oodsport sign that hung in a store
wi ndow. "He seened tense yesterday, is all. Destructive."

"My guess is that he wanted to break John over the head." Val frowned as
anot her No Bl oodsport sign came into view. "You were his ticket, Jan. Now
you' ve noved on, and he's
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angry. Gven all the other things that have been going on in his life, I'd say
"destructive' mght describe his feelings pretty well." He veered off onto the
enbassy access road, which was already lined with news vans and buses. "lsn't

that how he should feel, considering the circunstances?"

"No. Counterintuitive as it sounds, you really need to go into a chal |l enge
with a cool head. Hel ps prevent accidents." Jani watched as a group of
humani sh carrying anti-chall enge signs trudged up the road. "I'm surprised
Niall's letting all these people get this close."

"l doubt he has much choice." Val slowed as he reached the end of the vehicle
check-in line. "Face it, Jan, Lucien's story is pretty farfetched. Al he has
is his gut feeling, some odd wafer recordings, and one nane. For all we know,
M cah Faber is a one-man fighting force, getting his rocks off killing

simul ated i domeni on nights and weekends." He let his hands drop to his |lap
as, up ahead, VWynsharau and Interior security searched and checked vehicl es
one by one. "I think we have enough to worry about w thout throwi ng a

hypot hetical attack into the mx."

"Yeah." Jani watched the protestors wave signs, the lettering showing in
reverse in her side mrror, "tropsdoolb on." She lay her head back, thought of
a bl ack and brown stone nestled in the bottom of her duffel, which she'd left
behind at Val's, and nuttered a prayer to her Lord Ganesh, as she had so often
t hat morni ng.

The challenge roomwas filling by the time Jani and Val entered. A sprawing
space, it was furnished at opposing ends with banked rows of seats to
acconmmodat e spectators of both species. Wile some humani sh and i donmeni stil
wandered the floor, they stuck with their own for the nost part, with little
m xi ng. Jani spotted Tsecha on the idonmeni side, gesturing roughly at
somet hi ng Anbassador Shai said while Elon | ooked on. She caught his eye and
raised a hand in greeting; he nodded in return, his expression grim Va
tugged at his shirtfront. Experience in Rauta Sheraa
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had taught himthe value of cool clothes—-he wore a short-sleeve shirt and
trousers in white desertweave. "CGod, this brings back nenories, and not all of
t hem happy ones." He took a pale yellow scarf fromhis pocket and tied it
around his forehead to catch the sweat. "My heart's poundi ng."

"Yours and mine both, Doctor."

Jani turned to find Niall standing behind them kitted out in desertweights,
shoot er hol ster uncapped, an earbug w th nout hpi ece huggi ng one side of his
head. "What's w ong?"

"No one can find Mcah Faber, that's what's wong." N all |eaned cl ose and

| owered his voice. "As soon as | wal ked out your door yesterday, | called



ahead to Sheridan and sent soneone to back up Veles. She gets to Faber's
bui | di ng, no Veles, and Faber is nowhere to be found."

Jani surveyed the crowd, which eyed the entry doors in anticipation. "Has

Vel es shown up?"

"No." Niall brushed his hand over his danp brow. "He was either in on it with
Faber, which doesn't make sense, or he's noved on to nore interesting

pastures, as he has done in the past. O ..." He hesitated. "Or he's dead." He
paced a tight circle, his eyes on the attendees. "V-790 detection specs have
been programred into everyone's systens. |'ve got Exterior security on the

north border, Interior nonitoring the south, with ny folks mxed in for good
nmeasure. The Vynsharau are handling the | ake and the air—they were pretty

i nsistent, and Burkett couldn't sway them" His eyes were bl oodshot, his
remark about not getting any sleep the night before seemingly fulfilled. "I
didn't like this before, but | really don't like it now "

"The perineter of the enbassy compound is nost closely nonitored, and truly."
El on straightened in respect before Shai, then gestured to one of the nmany
humani sh mni sters who had cone to attend the chall enge. "Admral-Cenera
Mako' s suborns have been npbst precise with their information. W do not
anticipate assault, but we are nost prepared for it." She hesitated when she
noti ced the Kiershia, who
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stood beside Colonel Pierce in a far corner of the room speaking to another
humani sh mal e she did not recognize.

"You are not assisting Ghos in his preparations, Elon?" Shai's words cane
rough, so nuch |ike VWnsharau Haarin even when it was English she spoke. "You
have | eft himto pray al one?"

"It is his right to ready hinself in his own way, niRauta." Elon felt a surge
of anger that Shai would question her in front of the humani sh. So much she
spoke of the "united front" they were to project at all tinmes, yet when it
suited her, she ignored her own dictummnost readily. "He requested | depart so
that he could contenplate the bl ade Captain Pascal chose with which to fight."
"The knight marking vigil over his sword." The m nister, Abascal, noved his
head up and down. The humani sh nod, which could nean nothing or everything.
"Chos is not contenplative." Shai jerked her left hand in a gesture of
dismissal. "It is a wonder to me that on this day he divines the neaning of
calm | regret he did not do so on the day he offered chall enge to Pascal ."
Elon felt her shoulders curve, and fought them straight. Beneath her overrobe,
t he wei ght of three blades provided her the sane cal mthat CGhos sought with
his prayers. "It has always been Pascal's desire to |learn of our ways. Did you
not say yourself, niaRanta, that it is thus our place to instruct hinP" She

of fered, a gesture of parting, then wal ked away before Shai gave voice to the
anger that bowed her own back

El on rel axed as she wal ked from one side of the neeting roomto the other then
back, her bl ades bunping softly against her thigh with every step. According
to the perineter guard, the norning sun offered its usual cold Iight. She knew
that if she wal ked outside, the wind off the |ake would flay her as a hundred
knives. / will never feel that wi nd again. The thought filled her with such
joy that she wanted to step into the circle and offer thanks to the gods,
unsheath one of her blades and bl eed herself in their honor. She con-
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sidered such, striding to the center of the roomand stepping up to the
pai nt ed edge that would soon encl ose Ghos and Pascal in conbat, ignoring the
guestioni ng postures of the Vnsharau who wondered at her seenliness—

"El on?"

—but stopping at the sound of the voice. She felt Caith's hand on her heart,
as chill as the wind. "Tsecha."

"Such an oddness here. A sense of tension. One would think that neither we nor
t he humani sh understood the concept of fighting." Tsecha's shirt and trousers
pai ned the eye with their colors, the blue of indicator illumns and a yell ow
seen only if one shone ultraviolet light on certain types of seaweed. "The



outer perineter scan sonetimes nmal functi oned here. Sonething to do with the
acidity of the soil."

"The soil has been dredged and repl aced since you left, nf Tsecha."

"The guardposts near the border with Exterior—the trees inpair their ability
to sight—=

"Those trees have been cut, ni Tsecha. Exterior Mnister U anova proved quite
acconmodating to our request, and truly."

"You are so confident, Elon, and truly." Tsecha positioned the toes of his
boots as close to the red-ring edge of the circle as he could w thout
touching. No one expressed surprise at this action, but then, he was Tsecha,
was he not, and thus expected to behave as he would, even as the justice of
Tenpl e awaited him "Do you possess such faith in the order of Shiou, or in
the quality of your security?"

El on turned away fromthe circle and | ooked her ol d teacher, her esteened
eneny, in the face. "Security is a nost sound thing, and truly. But order is
all, niRau." She gloried in his anger at her use of his former title. It would
prove a fitting end to their conflict as the time for their journey to the
Star grew cl oser.

She |l eft Tsecha by the circle and found a qui et corner where she could nonitor
her scanset in private. She entered the codes for various points about the
conpound, and re-
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ceived only nmachi ne responses. No guards renmained in the perimnmeter—Ghos had
ordered themto one of the nmeeting roons to watch the challenge via

hol orenpte. He had al so reduced the settings of the field arrays to standby

st at us—ho aut oweaponry woul d di scharge, even if one of the humani sh invaders
fired at it first. Structural systems announced the sane quiet state. The
doors of the enmbassy woul d open to all who wished to enter

"Thus and so." Elon deactivated the scanset and returned it to her beltpouch
and offered a prayer to Shiou that the humani sh woul d arrive soon

"They'l|l be starting any minute,"” Jani said as the doors to the chall enge room
opened and Vnsharau attendants entered bearing the weapons of choice. "W
shoul d choose our seats." She watched Tsecha speak with Elon, the security
domi nant. Elon ended their conversation abruptly, |eaving Tsecha to cut

t hrough the crowd on the opposite side of the roomand nake his way to Shai
whose back bowed as soon as she saw him "That's ny old teacher—sow ng

di sorder wherever he goes."

"Like | said, the nenories." Val inhaled deeply as he fell in behind Jani

"The heat. The nerves. The underlying sense of panic."

"They didn't get this fancy when you fought Hantia |ast sumrer." Cenera

Cal l um Burkett, head of Service D plomatic, followed themto the second row of
seats on the humani sh side of the room "If | recall correctly, it was pretty
much a case of throwing the blades at you and getting out of the way." He had
dressed in the | atest Service weapon agai nst Vynsharau room t enperat ures,
desertwei ghts equi pped with cooling cells. His tan shirt still appeared crisp
and dry. Sweat already sheened his horsey face, though, and he cast an envious
gl ance at Val's headband as he took his seat.

"The level of formality can vary. Anything fromthe equival ent of a corner
brawl to a three-day event." Jani sat,
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m ndful of the stares, not all of themfriendly, that greeted her arrival. "I
thi nk the VWynsharau realize how unconfortable nost of the Service brass fee
about this, so they're doing their best to play it up."

As if on cue, the door mechani sms humred and the panel s opened w de. "Renove
all obstacles in Lucien's path, my Lord Ganesh, | pray," Jani whispered once,
t hen agai n.

To an overwhel mi ng press of silence, Dathimand Elon entered. In contrast to
his usual attire, Dathims brown trousers and tan w apshirt appeared staid-his
appear ance conpl enented that of Elon, who wore the dull brown over-shirt and
trousers favored by diplomatic suborns, topped with an off-white overrobe.



Jani watched as Dathim s anber gaze searched the human side of the room before
settling on her. He's been prowling about his old territory, | bet. She sensed
the question in his stare, noted the tension in his bearing, and felt the

| ong, slow clench of her stomach. He's found sonething. Her |egs tensed—she

al nost stood up, but forced herself still. He "Il tell ne when he can. The
chal | enge had begun—any disruption at this point would be considered unseemy
in the extrene.

After a slow ten-count, Lucien and Ghos entered side by side. Lucien |ooked at
hone in grey base casual trousers and steel-blue T-shirt; the harsh |ight
thrown by the chandeliers reflected off his nuscled arns, accentuating the
rough bl end of fresh and healing contusions that hashed his skin. He nade a
qui ck scan of the crowd as he strode to the place outside the circle that
Dat hi m had chosen, a nonmentary pause as his eyes net Jani's his only

acknow edgnent of her presence.

Ghos, for his part, carried with himthe odd cal mthat nost idoneni did as
they prepared for violence. He noved as though he wal ked t hrough a garden

eyes fixed straight ahead, snake face in repose. He wore a sl eevel ess tunic
and trousers in off-white, and had bound his fringed braids in a | oose
napeknot, tying themwth a strip of cloth.
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Then Dat hi m bent to Lucien's ear and spoke. Lucien |ooked to Jani again, then
slowy nodded once. Dathimleft his side and headed in Jani's direction

"Na Ki ershia?" The occupants of the front row scooted in either direction to
all ow hi mroom "You nmust act in ny place.”

Jani heard the gasps and nutters around her. Everyone had read the 'sheets and

| earned the challenge drill, and knew what rul e Dat hi mwas about to break
"\Why 2"

"Yes," N all echoed. "Wy?"

Dat hi m bent close. "l initiated ny check of systenms, and they did not respond
properly." He spoke wi thout gesture, his hands clenched by his sides. "I wll

go to primary control and evaluate. Wien | do this, na Kiershia nmust take ny
pl ace as Pascal's second."

"I"'msending one of mne with him" N all started nuttering into his earbug
nmout hpi ece, but before he could get out one sentence, Jani silenced himwth a
tug on his arm

"You can't send a humanish into the secure heart of the enbassy, N all—you'l
stop the chal | enge—=

"That's not a bad idea."

"—and initiate an incident that will make the Night of the Mne |ook Iike a
bel ch at a garden party by conparison.” Jani placed a hand on his arm "Only
an idomeni can enter that space, all right?" She waited for N all's brusque
nod before she stood and followed Dathimto the circle. "The neighbors will
wonder what happened. "

"I do not understand you, Kiershia."

"Everyone will ask what is going on." The air seemed to press around Jani as
the tension in the roomranped. She foll owed Dat hi maround the edge of the
ring to join Lucien by the weapons rack

Dat hi m positi oned hinself on one side of Lucien and notioned for Jani to stand
on the other. "He will attenpt to kill you, Pascal. Before | only believed.
Now, | know. "

Luci en's bl and expression never altered. Sone of his sangfroid could be
expl ai ned by his augnmentation, but what-
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ever he had indulged in the previous night to ease his tension, it seenmed to
have worked. "Wat do | do?"

"Watch his hands. If he strikes at your body, strike at his to |l et himknow
that you are aware of what he does. If he cuts you, cut himharder. If the
physician-priests protest, let themend it. Otherwi se, do as you must to
protect your life." The three of themregarded their bornsect opponents on the
other side of the circle as Sanal an uttered an invocation. CGhos, who seened so



serene as to be drugged. Elon, who stood beside him watching themlike a cat
sensi ng novenent in the weeds.

"If it goes to hell, 1'll be right behind you." Jani picked up one of the
short bl ades fromthe rack and exam ned it before returning it to its place.
Her tenper had risen, spurred by the heat and the shine of netal. The
self-inflicted gash on her arm long healed, tingled. This is ny place—+ know
ny way here.

Lucien jerked his chin in Elon's direction. "She has a shooter."

"What makes you think | don't?" Jani patted the fam liar heft, conceal ed by
her tunic. "I'm Tsecha's suborn—they don't scan ne anynore."

"I must go." Agitation surrounded Dathimlike an aura—Jani expected himto
crackl e when he wal ked.

"Take Fa with you." She | ooked to the high seats on the idomeni side of the
room where the enclave Ha&in had gathered to watch the chall enge. "He was
your suborn when you worked enbassy utilities. He can help you."

"He nust stay here and watch. So | have told him Mre to worry of here, with
so many humani sh." Dathi m gestured to Lucien. "Fight well, Pascal. Muybe for
your next challenge, | will be able to act as | pledged.” He straightened and
gestured regret to Shai, but before she could beckon himto come and i nform
her exactly what the hell was going on, he had slipped out the door.

Lucien eyed the silent gathering. "Do we need to announce you as the
under st udy?"

"Not if no one asks." Jani gestured their readiness to Elon
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who responded slowy. "I'd suggest keeping to this side of the circle, and not
exposi ng your back to Elon."

The first crack formed in Lucien's blase facade, a slight w dening of the eyes
t hat spoke of rising tenmper. "That's going to limt ny ability to defend
nysel f agai nst Ghos."

"Not as much as a knife under the ribs."” Jani |ooked to Shai, who gestured
wary perm ssion. To Tsecha, who cl enched his hand and shook it once. Then
finally, to Sa-nal an, who conpl eted her prayer and gestured toward the circle.
"It's tine."

Lucjen wal ked to the weapons rack and renmoved his bl ade of choice, a

m d-length curved sword. He entered the circle, back straight, weapon held out

to the side. "W will begin now," he said, his H gh VWynsharau snoboth and free
of accent.
"Yes." Ghos collected his blade and entered the circle. "W will begin now, "

he responded as he lowered into hain, the Stance of Wl cone.

Luci en bent his knees and started to spread his arns wide in mrror of Ghos,
but before he could fully attain the position, Ghos darted forward, sweeping
his blade in a wide arc before him Lucien |eapt back, but not before the
Wn-sharau's bl ade raked him slicing his T-shirt. Blood welled froma gash
the width of his torso.

"Chos!" Tsecha struggled to his feet while Shai tried to drag hi mback down to
his |l ow seat. "Fight as the gods demand, or | wll strike you myself!"

Ghos ignored him following his blade in. But Lucien foll owed Dathims orders
i ke a physical law, catching Ghos' weapon with the side of his own, pushing
it aside, then drawing his sword in and striking the VWynsharau in the stomach
with the point. Ghos gasped and doubl ed over, his hand pressed to the front of
his tunic. He stilled, |ooking dowmn as he eased his hand away fromthe wound.
Then he bared his teeth and w ped his hand over his tunicfront, snearing the
welling red across the off-white cloth in a wide slash. "Only skin, Pascal."
Then he raised his sword over his head and strode in.
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Lucien's strike should have slowed Ghos, but it didn't. He brought his bl ade
down, his greater height forcing Lucien to hold his blade up higher to bl ock
him force his armstraighter to maintain the distance between them Lucien's
arm shook fromthe strain, sweat already coursing down his face, his arns. He
br oke contact and | eapt back, dodgi ng Ghos's downward stroke by a



handsbr eadt h.

Jani checked the tenperature of the human side of the room Everyone, civvie
and Service alike, sat forward, hands on their knees or the edges of their
seats, ready to push to their feet and stormthe circle. She caught Mall's eye
and held up one hand in a "back down" gesture. N all nodded, then slowy sat
back-sone of the Service personnel took his |lead, but not all-—they watched the
battle as if hypnotized by the ring of the blades and the flash of Iight off
pol i shed netal .

Jani felt the same pull, but forced herself to | ook outside the circle in tine
to see Elon slip out of the room / should follow But the challenge already
teetered on the brink of collapse, and she had pl edged Luci en she'd remain at
hi s back.

Shit. She | ooked to the idoneni side of the roomonce nore, and notioned to nf
Fa once, then again, cursing under her breath when he hesitated.

Then he finally stepped down fromhis seat, head forward and shoul ders rounded
in the slunp he enpl oyed whether angry or not. "Na Kiershia?"

Jani backed as far away fromthe edge of the circle as she dared. "Nf Dathim
isinprimary control. Go to him"

Fa gestured in the negative. "He said | amto remain here."

"Co to Dathim" Jani |owered her voice when Lucien half turned toward the
sound and barely dodged a bl ow from Ghos. "Now." She waited until the door
closed after him Then she reached beneath her tunic and activated her

shoot er.

"Li ke Jesus Christ hinmself, boys and girls!" Chrivet led themin the now

fam liar charge, |ake spray hosing around her with every imnpact of her exo
boots on the water's surface.
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M cah declined to rebuke the sergeant this time. Four minutes to landfall. He
checked his readouts, comnparing the heat-enitting rai nbow bl obs that filled
his display with the occasional soft shinmer in the air that nmarked the

| ocation of a sheathed exo. "Wal king in Jesus' footsteps." He quickened his
pace, his physical parans—heartbeat, respirati on—edging into orange or red
for all categories.

"SIl ow down, Tiebold." Chrivet's tinny grow rilled his head. 'Time enough to
top out when we hit 'em™

"Mp'am" M cah eased off, trying to shake the wonder that gripped himas he
conpared the sins to the real thing. The sane water beaded on his faceplate in
t he sane perfect spheres, then ran down like weird rain, |eaving the sane dry
surface behind. The sane shoreline spanned before him The sanme Exterior
Mnistry lights marked their progress.

Soneone shoul d have seen us disenmbark. But no one had been wal ki ng on the
private stretch of beach five kees north of the enmbassy when the truck parked
and di sgorged themonto the rocky sand. No one spotted them from shore. No one
mar ked them from overhead. They passed through the npst heavily patrolled
stretch of |akefront bordering the nost popul ous urbanscape on Earth, and no
one detected their presence.

The shielding is that good. M cah swallowed a nervous |augh. Al of Chicago
bel ongs to the G oup—they know we 're here but they 're pretending they don't
see, pretending they don't realize what we 're doing. He heard the click of
his exo intercom Chrivet's voice again.

"Target at el even, distance zero point two four two kilometers."

One and a half mnutes to landfall. Mcah swallowed hard as the first

out bui I di ngs of the idoneni enbassy came into view.

Elon crept to the entry of the primary utility chase, then paused. She heard
nothing for some tinme, and nmade ready to turn away and search el sewhere.
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Then she heard the scrape of boots on bare concrete, the slow, neasured step
of someone nonitoring the readouts of the embassy systens.

"Nf Dat hi n?" She stepped inside the chase. "You have no right to work here.
You are an Haarin of the enclave now. " She squinted into the half-light, and



felt the press of systems array structures on either side like a closing in of
wal I's. Saw the blink and flutter of blue and green indicators, the air and

wat er and heat of the enbassy.

A motion in front of her, a shadow from behind an array. A head. Dathim

| ooki ng around the corner to see who interrupted him "The enbassy defenses
have been inactivated." He vani shed behind the array once nore. "You know your
scanset codes, Elon? Enter them and save ne tine."

"Why are you not at the chall enge?" El on reached beneath her overrobe, felt

t he knives, then released themreluctantly and probed for her shooter holster
"Why are you not assisting your Pascal to defend hinsel f?"

Dat hi m | ooked around the corner once nore. He may have even | ooked her in the
face, but thanks to the gods for the dimess of the light, that she did not
need to suffer the know edge of his unseeniiness.

He did not nove for a long time. Then he stirred. "Wy did you inactivate the
def enses?"

"This ungodly place nust be cleansed with bl ood." El on took one step farther
down the chase. Another. "Humani sh. Bornsect. Haarin. One godly event. The end
of this unclean place."

Dat hi m st epped away fromthe array that sheltered him Then he reached to his
belt and slipped a blade fromits sheath.

El on's shoul ders curved. "No bl ood here, Dathim" She unhol stered her shooter
and di sengaged the safety in a single snboth notion. "You do not merit a godly
deat h. "

CHAPTER 30

Bl ood streaned fromthe wounds on Lucien's arnms and dripped to the coated
floor, smearing and streaki ng beneath his trainers. He panted as though he'd
run kil ometers. Sweat soaked his T-shirt and the upper portion of his
trousers, flattened his hair, darkening it to yellow He stood by the edge of
the circle now, grabbing a few seconds' respite as he waited for Ghos to
initiate the next round.

Ghos didn't | ook any better. He had settled down since the initial exchange,
concentrating on the proper d Urine form confining his cuts to Lucien's arns
only. But the need to rein hinself in hadn't tenpered the fight in him He
nmoved |i ke the snake he resenbled, with no wasted notion, striking after one
or two parries before backing away. Lucien had sl owed himdown by inflicting a
deep gash to the outside of his right el bow that hanmpered his ability to grip
his blade. It forced Ghos to switch the weapon to his left hand, but even in
that circunmstance, his skill and experience showed. For every cut Lucien had
managed to inflict on him he repaid with three.

Lucien's going to sport an inpressive set of scars. Jani |ooked to the human
side of the room / wonder how Appearances & Standards will fit that into the
Oficer's @uide. The officers thensel ves had been swept up in the tensi on—
383
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they stood, fists clenched, punching the air in silent applause each tine
Lucien landed a hit. Only Niall stood quietly, muttering occasi onal conmments
into his earbug nout hpi ece as he nmonitored the proceedings.

A moment of stasis. Neither chall enger breathed. Then Ghos hurtled forward,

bl ade at wai st level. Lucien struck it aside, then stepped in with a
counterstrike of his own. But he'd had to reach across his body to parry
Ghos's attack, and his bl ow had been weak—the Vynsharau was able to bring his
bl ade back in, delivering a gash to Lucien's upper thigh

"Enough!" Jani wal ked the rimof the circle and consi dered breaki ng the pl ane
even though it neant the chall enge woul d end w t hout decl arati on bei ng nade.
"This isn't conbat. There are no winners and | osers. Declaration is made, and
the fight ends. You have traded enough bl ows to declare."

"I have seen challenges that |asted day into night," Shai called out. "So have
you, Kiershia."

"Not when one of the conbatants had something else on his nind." Jani pointed
at CGhos, goading himby | ooking himin the eye. "/ know that which you are



t hi nking," she said in H gh VWnsharau

Ghos' s shoul ders rounded as he cocked his head to the side. "Do you,

Ki ershi al "

Jani | ooked at Lucien, who eyed her uncertainly. "The purpose of this exercise
is to declare your hatred for one another. You've both made your point. Lay
down your weapons. Declaration is—

A sound echoed through the cavernous room |ike a distant roll of thunder
Then canme a shorter, sharper burst.

Jani | ooked across the roomto N all—the expression on his face mirrored her
t hought. Ch hel |l —

"Secure the doors!"™ N all pulled out his shooter and jamed hone the

power pack. "No one enters or |eaves until further orders.” He drove the point
hone by advanci ng on a gaggle of deputy nministers who tried to push toward the
en-
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try. It was anyone's guess what compelled themto return to their seats, the
| ook on his face or the weapon in his hand.

"Chos?" Shai struggled to her feet, the rest of the idoneni in her row
followi ng her |ead. "Wiat | hear now—these are our defenses?"

"No." Chos bared his teeth and held up his sword. "These are our defenses,

ni aRauta. Qur godly blades. No other are required. Choose one, and fight the
humani sh as the gods intended."

Anot her bl ast. The Siah chandeliers rattled. Screanms and cries sounded.

"We nust get to the arnmory." Tsecha bounded from his seat and across the room
skirting the edge of the circle before stopping at Niall's side. "It is three
corridors over." He hesitated as he worked out the translation of directions.
"Toward the | ake, then left. There is arnmor there, short and | ong-range
weaponr y—

"Tsecha!" Shai rose and started toward him two of the security suborns
falling in behind. "Silence!"

"W have no choice, Shai!" Tsecha's bowed shoul ders stopped the security
contingent in its tracks. "The attack Mako warned you of —+t has started.™
"This challenge is over." N all stalked across the roomto the blade rack
"Everyone with a weapon—a shooter, not a bl ade—ever here. Burkett!" He pointed
to the general, who stood and beckoned to a couple of subordinates. "You're
handl i ng the home team Station them by the doors. Keep everyone back." He
gestured toward the group of agitated civilians braced against the far wall.
"After the away teampulls out, no one gets in wi thout a password." He pointed
to two Wnsharau security and a Service major. "Make it 'crinson —=

"Not a good word, Niall-—the accents.” Jani gestured to the three guards.
"'Hana'! The password is 'Hana'V she said once in English, then again in High
Wnsharau. "It's the Pat hen dom nant city—+ doubt any of the G oup knows it,
and it's easy for everyone to say."
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"Hana." N all nodded. "All right, away team..."

VWhile Niall culled the chosen fewto stormthe arnory and hanmered out the
hal | way | ayouts with Tsecha, Jani kept her eye on Ghos. He had | owered his
sword, but he stood on the balls of his feet, ready to nove in any direction
the tension radiating fromhimlike scent.

"What have you done, Ghos?" Shai gestured for a pair of Haarin to guard him
"Where is El on?"

"Dat hi m knew of the assault Mako told you of. He initiated his own check of
enbassy systems as a precaution, and did not receive the responses he
expected.” Jam nonitored CGhos's reaction to her words, but saw only the
tension. "He's down in the primary control chase evaluating the systems. | do
not know if Elon has gone to him but | sent Fa to check."

"He believes systens are conprom sed?" Shai's shoul ders rounded. "Wy did not
he tell ne this hinsel f?"

"You must ask him such yourself, niaRauta." Jani still watched Ghos. Their
eyes | ocked once nore, and the Vyn-sharau's grip on his sword tightened.



"Pierce!" Burkett stepped away fromhis huddle with the ministers. "Service
codes are blocked." He held up an ear-bug and shook it. "Are Vynsharau

conmuni cati ons bl ocked as wel | ?" The gestures he received fromsone of Elon's
suborns gave himthe answer he needed. "W can't call out. So far, no one's
called in."

"Al'l right!" Niall backed away from Tsecha, who wal ked to the weapons rack and
renoved a knife and short sword to add to his shooter. "Away team" He waved
for the mxed group of Service, VWnsharau, and Haarin to foll ow as he headed
for the door. "Let's go!"

As Jani headed for the door, she caught novement fromthe corner of her eye
and turned to the circle. "Lucien!"

Ghos shook off the two Haarin as they grabbed for hi m—Lucien turned just as
he closed in, blade raised. He brought up his own bl ade and pushed the
VWnshar au back, then noved in as Ghos swept his blade in a wi de, backhand arc
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that left his body open. Lucien stepped in and plunged his blade into Ghos's
abdonen, then tilted it up. Under the rib cage to the heart. Ghos slunped and
fell into his arms as bl ood poured fromhis nouth, spread across his tunic.
Luci en shook himoff and let himfall to the floor

Jani entered the circle and noved to Lucien's side.

"Instinct took over." He stepped closer to her, out of the path of Ghos's

st ream ng bl ood

"I know." Jani |ooked fromthe gore-drenched front of his T-shirt to his
spattered face. "G ven the shape you're in, you better stay here.”

"How nuch trouble am 1 in?"

"I don't think that's our biggest problemright now " Jani took her shooter
from beneath her tunic, then grabbed a short blade fromthe rack and rushed
for the door.

Ni al | noved to bl ock her before she could break through to the hall. "G ve
someone your shooter and stay put.”

"I speak every | anguage you've got here—you need nme." Jani pushed past himto
t he Vynsharau-Haarin contingent charged with |leading themto the arnory.
Tsecha moved at the head of the group, coding into doors, then covering as his
peopl e secured the roons.

"The old bird has teeth,” N all rasped as he shoved a serrated-edge blade into
his belt. "Elon and Ghos | owered the building defenses, didn't they?" He swore

under his breath when Jani nodded. "I hope hunmans can use whatever the hel
they've got in that arnory."” A runble sounded from behind, and he exhaled wth
a grow. "That's one exterior wall gone."

M cah bl ew through the gap in the outer wall that O Shae had punched. \Were
are the fuckin' screamers? The boundary al arns, notifying the idoneni of the
breach in their defenses. "Breach?" He | aughed, acid searing his throat.
"Fucki n' canyon!" He pounded up the hallway behind O Shae as he had so many
times, swnging his md-range
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into place as she blew the first door. Pulled back on his charge-through
braced for the kick, and spun back on one heel as it smacked him "Ha-hah!"
The chatter sounded in his ears, whoops and shouts of |aughter fromthe rest
of the Group as the reality of the nonment drove hone, backed by the incessant
batter and runble of disintegrating structure.

"Who's out there! Who's out there!™ Alilting female voice, breathless with
gl ee.

M cah slipstreanmed behind O Shae as she bl ew anot her door. "Patel!"
"Tiebold, is that you? This is for real! This is—=

A crazed flash shot across M cah's display. He unl oaded into another room
then fell in behind O Shae again. "Patel ?" Not her signals going down,
couldn't have been. The noise fromthe m d-range nust have drowned her out.
Must have. "Patel!" Mist have. "Patel!"

O Shae bl ew another door. M cah unloaded. Felt the recoil, but not as nuch.
Stride nade a difference. Stride, and how he set. He hadn't noticed that as



much in the sins.

Pat el ?

They neared an open area—the first of the large meeting roons.

"Let's go!" O Shae bl ew through the doubl e-wi de panels |ike paper, then—

M cah's display blitzed as the floor shook. The walls. Plaster rained down as
blue flame Iicked through the gap O Shae had punched in the doors.

M cah braked, slamm ng against the wall in his effort to stop. Hi s display
cane up—suit sensors, snelling ... what did they snell? Burned—bur ned—
Stronger than in the sins. Did they realize? It was all stronger—the recoils,
the enotions.

The di splay histogram of the stink of charred flesh

"O Shae?" No response, only a distant runble, which grew | ouder

Patel's words. Her |ast words.
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This is for real

"Where is everybody?" He raised his display, |ooking for signals.

Instead he got flashes. Mire than one. A dozen. Mre. Different signals. Live
bodi es, but not the Goup's.

M cah upped his sensor. Heard the sound. The steady whoosh whoosh of exo | egs
punpi ng. Coni ng from behi nd.

He turned and | ooked down the hall

El on rai sed her shooter just as Dathi mducked back behind the array—

—and staggered forward as a bl ow shook the back of her head. Bl ack fog cl osed
in. She dropped to her knees, fell to her side, and turned behind her in tine
to see Fa, Dathim s suborn, lurch toward her, a length of sheathing in his
hand.

"Fa! She is armed!" Dathim s voice. Hated English

El on propped her el bow against the floor, felt the cold through her overrobe,
the black fog ebb and fl ow. Squeezed her hand. Fell back as the force of the
shot shook through her

"Fa!" Dathimls voice as an echo in a cave. The caves of Rauta Sheraa, that
opened onto the sea. The sound of booted footsteps. First distant, then near
her head.

El on forced open her eyes. Saw an orb of gold am d the black that sharpened to
a face. Dathim daring to | ook her in the eye.

"Fa is dead," he said.

Engli sh. That hated sound. "Speak your own | anguage, Dathim" She heard her
voi ce, her beloved H gh Vnsharau, rise and fall within the chanber of her
skul I'.

"I am Elon," Dathimreplied in English as he placed a hand over her face.

Tsecha stood still as the arnory array scanned his biometrics. Mechanics
hi ssed and clicked, then the door opened.
Ni al | stood against the wall, nonitoring the runbles as he tried to raise a

signal on his earbug. "Funny they didn't wi pe himfromthe system when he nmade
outcast."

390 Kristine Smith

"They did." Jani checked the view down the hall, then fell in line to enter
the arnory. "Dathimkept reloading him"

"I thought they w ped Dathimfromthe system"”

"They tried."

"Good old Dathim" N all tapped his nouthpiece with his thunb, then frowned.
"The occasional hiss or part of a word, then nothing."

The arnory contained all the equi pment necessary to outfit enbassy security
and then some—Isecha took charge of rooting through all the shel ves and

cabi nets and doling out the m nimumrequired gear. Arnor. Hel mets. Short-range
shoot ers.

"There's a whole line of exos here," soneone called out fromthe back

"You cannot use them+they are not typed to humanish."

"Keep it sinple, folks—body arnor and snmall arns."” N all had already kitted
out in upper body arnor and |l eg shields. "If Dathimgets the pink flow ng, al



these pretty toys are so nuch ballast."

"I thought the idoneni had fine-tuned their latest pink so it didn't attack
their systens." That came from another of the Service officers. "W won't
mention that they shouldn't have it here in the first place.”

"And we will not discuss the fact that humani sh are expl oding holes in ny
enbassy!" Tsecha shoved a hel met under the man's nose. As if in counterpoint,
nore bursts and runbl es sounded in the distance.

Jani fastened her arnor, then added anot her shooter to her weapon belt. She
felt as she did when her augnentation functioned—dry hands, sl ow heartbeat.
Only the undercurrent of anger seened as different. A desire to break and
shatter that she had never known before. Control yourself, Kilian

"Wirk in teans of three." Niall donned his helnet, faceplate up. "Cl ear roons,
keep pushing out. You run into something you can't handle, fall back fast.
Keep your conli nes
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open—when t he works conme back on, | want to know where you are." He | owered
his faceplate. "Let's go."

"Ch boy, we're having fun now," soneone said as they streaned back into the
hal I .

Pinlights through the dust and snoke. Red needl e eyes. Grow ng bigger. Bigger.
Wioosh whoosh.

M cah | ooked ahead of him toward the hol e O Shae di sappeared through. Noise
cane fromthere as well. Thuds. Crackles.

"Whi ch way?" He didn't realize he'd spoken until his display fired up
Hal | ways, marked and mapped. The one he stood in now, capped at both ends by
nmovi ng bl obs convergi ng on him

Wioosh whoosh.

"Shit!" Mcah pushed off the wall. Headed for O Shae's last hole. "There's an
of fshoot hallway here." Didn't know where it I ed. Not a dead end-all he cared
about. Mwve.1l He swung down his md-range and barrel ed ahead. Fired.

Snoke. A waist-level cloud. Sense display—chenical fire. Toxic. Filters
wor Ki ng.

M cah held to the wall, edged forward, hit something with the tip of his boot.
Waved snmoke away. Looked down.

O Shae. Part of her, anyway.

"What the hell hit her?" Mcah kept noving. Not |ike the sinms—Ao Vynsharau

pi eces of bodies out of nowhere and whoosh whoosh getting | ouder and | ouder
from behi nd—

—wal I's shook. Floor. Blast. Blitzed display.

M cah ran, bouncing off walls as the exo took himfarther than the hallway
allowed. His md-range swng like a crazy third arm jerking up then down,
bangi ng the walls, whacking the side of his hel net.

He broke around a corner. Fresh hallway. No snoke, no shatter, no bodies.
"Display." He pulled up the hallway, saw the blinking close fromall around.
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M cah ran as new sounds converged fromall directions. H gh-pitched whines.
The unm stakabl e static crack of shooters.

He ran faster, careened around a corner, bounced off walls like a bead in a
box, pushing straight on as a hiss filled his ears and a—

—sea of pink flooded around him Found openi ngs he shouldn't have had and
poured into his exo, like feathered silk against his skin. Shot down his arns
and legs, rattling themuntil they shook |ike seizure.

"What the fu— Ragged chirps stung Mcah's ears as his sensors went mad,
flashes of red and blue zinging before his eyes. The

pi nk—ni st —gas—what ! | owed around his face. He inhaled, tasted it sweet in the
back of his throat—

" Aghhhh!"
—then dragged hinself into the shelter of a doorway as sonethi ng huge and dark
spun like a dervish down the center of the hall. The sleek lines of the V-790,

encasi ng a thing gone mad, |oose m d-range sw ngi ng back and forth, flashes of



white light bursting through the joints of the exo.

Then came ... the scream Low at first, then thinning and rising in pitch |ike
a siren as the flares grew brighter and brighter and thick strands of grey
snoke enmerged fromthe exo and intertwined with the pink

M cah held his breath and watched as the jerking and tw sting slowed, the wail
ceased. Then the exo turned, a graceful heel-toe spin, arms floating away from
its sides, weaving like a dancer's, shreds of pink nmist stream ng fromgaps in
t he exo and dancing around its hands.

The mid-range ceased its yardarmswi ng, its standby humramping in pitch

"Ch shit.” Mcah bolted down the hall in the direction opposite the singing
exo. Cooked like a spud in its skin. Woever they were. He choked back a | augh
that veered to a sob and kept running, |egs punping in an exo that didn't want
to go where he told it, its joints stiffening, whiffs of that fucking weird

m st puffing out of the gaps with every stride.
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Dove around a corner into another hall as the heavy whine hit its peak

Tri pped over his boots. Somersaulted and spun to a stop against a wall and
prayed he'd run far enough—

—and buried his face in his arns just as the explosion ripped. Saw the flash

t hrough the pink-eaten gaps in his exo sleeves. Felt the runble through the
floor, the walls, heard the crash of the ceiling as it coll apsed.

He | ooked up as the sound died away, in tinme to see the |ast whispers of pink
mst flame to blue and vani sh. Fragments of ceiling fell atop him Cracked,
buckl ed wal | bowed over him

M cah stared out at the clear quiet. Then he scooted to his knees and tore at
his exo, battling jamed fasteners and trenoring |inbs. Unlatched his hel nmet
and flung it away. Tore at the coverall, the boots. Safety joints cane apart
in his hands—he tossed piece after piece of his suit after the helnet, as far
as he could, trying to decoy the |last w sps of pink fog that dogged every nove
of his hands and flurried before his eyes |ike dust devils.

He checked every flap and fold of his T-shirt, his pull-on trousers. Wrked to
his feet, testing his every nove. "Not gonna take ne over—Aot—-A0—RO0—0— He
danced in place, kicked out, did a junping jack, his overhand clap ringing
through the still air.

"All me." He ran down the hall, turned and headed in the direction opposite
the dervish's scant remains. Found hinself in a hallway still flooded with

pi nk, held his breath as he cut through it, thought Hell with it and breathed,
t hen hugged the wall as another runbling blast sounded.

"Ch—cod." Who had cooked in their suit this time? Wo? "Manda?" He ran, the

| ayout of the enmbassy unfurling in his head.

CHAPTER 31

"Hey hey!" N all gave Jani a thumbs-up sign. "Pull, talk to ne!"

Jani smled as Pullman's dry tones filled her hel net.

"—enbassy systens coming up in fits and starts." A pause. Thunps and whines in
t he background. "Still piecing together what happened. Dammed Exterior nissed
‘emcomng in, apparently, and then they blew right through the enbassy
shields."

"That's because the enbassy shields weren't up."” Nall's helnet nmoved in a

sl ow headshake.

"Well, that explains that." Mre thunps. "We're pulling out bodies. Fifteen in
V-790s, so far. Gve or take. Hartman's crew is clearing out the south w ng
Sonme of VWynsharau security were holed up in a neeting roomthere—bunch of them
took it when the roof cane down."

Jani gl anced to her right, where the third nenber of their team a Vynsharau
security suborn named Pashe, stood straight as a statue against the wall.
"Bessard's gang has the west and the outbuildings,” Pullmn conti nued.
"They're reporting all clear. Jam|'s crew has north and east. | don't hear a
thing but she's not happy and they're going through again to make sure. She
doesn' t

394
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like that we don't know how many of these people we're dealing with. Any

i deas?"

"No." Niall sighed. "Burkett's hol ding down the chall enge room+'ve got a team
pushing out fromthere right now Nothing so far but enpty roons."

A pause. "Jam | just called in, sir. They're at the challenge room Sone
Haarin won't let themin w thout the password.”

"I'"ll go." Jani headed back down the hall. "The sooner we get them out of
there, the better.”
"We'll all go back." Niall fell in behind Jani. "Pull, I"mcalling nmy team

back to the chall enge room+ want Jaml's crew to take over."

"Yes, sir. We've got a few VWynsharau out here nowthey said that once they get
their systens back up, we'll be able to run a heat scan and nail down the
stragglers.” Mre thunps, then a nuttered "dam." "Sir, the PMs holed up in
the Exterior Annex. She wants a report.”

"Tell her to put on a goddammed headset!" Niall quickened his pace. "This

pl ace is not yet nailed down."

"No, sir."

"Damm it." N all noved ahead of Jani and around the corner. "Mnisters ..."
Jani sl owed, then | ooked back to find Pashe still standing in place.

"N aRaut a?" She noved back toward her. "W are going back," she said in High
Wnsharau. "Qthers will take over."

"Speak your own | anguage," Pashe replied in English. Then she turned and
started wal king in the direction opposite, vanishing around a corner in a few
| ong strides.

"Shit!" Jani took one last look in the direction Niall had gone, then hurried
after the Vynsharau. "Can't have gone far— She rounded the corner and found
the female getting ready to boost over a pile of rubble that blocked an entry
to another wing. "N aRauta! W are goi ng back!"

"You go back! Humani sh!" Pashe flipped up her facepl ate—she shared Ghos's
stark, snakelike features, and radi ated the sanme tension he had. "Not even
hurmani sh. Wr se
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You go back. Back, and farther back. This is a Vynsharau place!" She raised
her shooter over her head, then set her free hand on the pile of rubble and

cl anbered over the top

"N aRauta!" Jani sprinted down the hall toward the bl ocked entry. "Hate ne

| ater—we have to nove now " She boosted atop the rubble and tried to see into
t he sem dark-ness beyond. Cracked and buckl ed walls. Shattered col ums. The
flow fromruptured plunbing dripped fromceilings, pooled in corners. She
strained to discern any novenent, but saw only hal f-dark and shadows, heard
only the drip and trickle of running water.

Then a sound reached her. A sharp intake of breath on the cusp of a cry.

She strained to hear nore, heard nothing but water, and with a swallowed curse
cl anbered over the rubble pile to the other side.

The air on the closed side of the barrier already felt chilled conpared to
that on the side that had been secured, its fornmer warmh victimto disrupted
air handling and the initial inmpacts that had broken through fromthe outside.
"Pashe?" Jani reached the end of the hallway and debated her next nove.
"Right? Left?" She | ooked down the quiet, broken passages, back over her

shoul der to the conparative confort of the rubble boundary, then started down
the corridor. Shooter in hand, creeping with her back to the wall.

First room The safety illumins in the walls had lighted, revealing a sparse
arrangenent of soaked furniture and nothing else. Second room Across the
corridor. A tricky L-shaped entry with shadows in all the wong pl aces.

"Hell with this." Jani backed away to return to the safe side, and caught
sight of the nmound of darkness in the corner of the room She ducked inside,
shooter at the ready, and found Pashe.

Jani knelt beside the Vynsharau. Cracked the facepl ate of her helnet, and
caught a whiff of the choking stench of burned flesh. Turned her over, and saw



what was |eft of her face.
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The hissing started then, frompoints along the ceiling. The slow bill ow of

pi nk. The candy cloud, tunbling through the room

"Ch, hell!" Jani straightened, turned, pushed through the thickening rose fog
toward the door. Lifted her head in tine to see a darker form appear in the
doorway, bl ocking her.

An ol der worman. Broad-shoul dered and nmuscular with a Service burr. Burned face
and arms, charred to black in places. One ear was gone. She strode forward,
shooter at the ready. She didn't speak—her eyes said it all.

Jani raised her shooter, made to fire, then felt the roomshift as her left
knee buckl ed, ani mandroi d nuscl es cranpi ng. The woman fired at where she had
been, the shot grazing her helmet. The display flared in multicolor chaos,

t hen bl anked.

Jani tried to boost to her feet, to see what had tripped her even as she kept
her eyes on the woman. / don't see anything ... The pink continued its

sl ownotion tunbl e throughout the room She inhaled through her nmouth and felt
its sweet taste on her lips. She tried once nore to rise, alnost straightened,
tried to sight down once nore through the fog—

—and fell again, left leg cranping, the pain like fire, left armtrenoring.
Tried to sight down once nore. Fired. Saw her shot go wide as both left siders
spasned at once

"Havi ng a probl en?" The wonman | owered her shooter and stepped cl oser

"\What ever you are." She kicked out, caught Jani's shooter wi th her booted
foot, sent it flying.

Dam! Jani tried to tuck and roll as she reached for the blade in her weapon
belt, but her left side fought her every nove.

The wonman tossed her shooter aside and fell on Jani, |eft hand gripping her
right wist and hol di ng her bl ade back as she pushed up the faceplate of her
hel et .

"Do ny eyes deceive ne?" She crinped Jani's right wist until the pain sang,
pl ucked the knife from her grasp.

Jani snelled the woman's scorched flesh as a blistered snmile filled her field

of vision.
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"Cat eyes." The woman held her knife so the point dangl ed above Jani's |eft

eye. "Miutant eyes." Her voice came thick, snoke-danaged and raw. "d ass
eyes—wat ch them shatter."

Jani tried to will her left Iinbs steady. Felt themtwitch instead, refuse to
respond. "You have the | ook of a sergeant about you. I'll bet you were
involved in the training." She watched the wonan's smile freeze. "They told
you they'd get you out, didn't they? They lied."

The smile vani shed. The knife dangl ed.

M cah edged out of the blasted room strained for any sound. He thought he'd
heard the whoosh whoosh of exos again, but the noise had cone fromreactivated
airflow pushing its way through a crunpled outlet grating.

"Wal kin' in Jesus' footsteps." This part of the enmbassy had been hit the

har dest —-M cah stepped over rubble, fallen sections of wall, pieces of
furniture. Splashed through the flooding caused by damaged pipes. He'd found
an idomeni clock in one of the blown roons and tried to figure out how | ong
he' d been inside the enbassy, but he couldn't make heads or tails of the

di splay and smashed it as the anger took him

Walkin'... one, twd, three.... Counting his steps.

"Fifteen mnutes? Twenty?" Had it been that |ong since he'd sent the | akespray
flying? Felt that first gorgeous recoil of his md-range?

He turned the corner, pausing first to | ook around and check if anyone was in
the hall. He hadn't seen anyone for a time, but that didn't nean they weren't
there. He heard themthrough the walls, with their whines, hisses, trenors.
They'd find himeventually, since no one had taught himhow to get out. It was
i ke Pascal said, damm him



Walkin'.... Four ... five ... six...
He wal ked past one enpty, blasted room Another. Then he heard voices as he
neared the third, and his step sl owed.

"They prom sed they'd take care of you." Jani tried to will her linbs calm
The pink had di ssipated, and she sensed that
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the twitching had | essened. The spasns. "Train these nonessentials, give them
just enough skill to be dangerous, but not enough to do the job right. W
don't want to make it look |like the real Service wants the idomeni out, after
all. But an offshoot? A subnerged couple of percent? We can explain that away
to Cabinet Row. Not our fault. Nothing we could control."

The knife shook. "Filth. You should have died years ago."

/ did, in theory. Jani tried to bend her leg, jamher right knee into the
worman' s side. But she couldn't find the | everage, and the woman's body

wei ghted her |ike stone. "You may as well talk, because they aren't going to
hel p you. They'll probably kill you, in fact, when they find out you lived

t hrough the assault."

The wonman's eyes were small, mud brown, bright as if with fever. They cl ouded
monentarily, as though she actually heard what Jani told her. But it didn't

| ast. She hadn't cone to the enbassy to talKk.

She raised the knife and her upper body at the same time. Pushed off Jani's
hel met, then grabbed a fistful of hair and forced her head still.

"'Night, kitty." The wonan's smile w dened as she brought her bl ade up

Jani felt her left armstill for just |long enough. Curled her fingers and
brought up the heel of her hand, jamming it agai nst the woman's chin, pushing
her head back, pushing, pushing. The woman struck, the bl ade came down—ence—
twice—hitting Jani's left wist, slipping between skin and the edge of arnor.
Pink carrier spattered—the nore that flowed, the nore the arm steadi ed.

Jani kept pushing up, until she felt the weight atop her ease. Brought up her
right |leg, then kicked out, pushing the woman off. "N all!" She tried to rol
over to her hands and knees, tried to stand, but her animandroid |inbs stil
betrayed. They trenbl ed as she put weight on them Buckled. She fell back to
the floor, made slick with rose-pink carrier

The wonman careened backwards, then rolled into a
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crouch like a cat. She still held the blade. "No one can hear you." She tensed
as she nade to spring.

"Wal kin' in Jesus' footsteps.”

They both stilled, and | ooked to the entry.

"That's what you said." A young man wal ked into the room He wore base
casual s, sweat-stained and torn, and held the wonan's di scarded shooter in a

| oose grip.

Jani fixed on the pointed, pale face. |'ve seen himbefore. The lance fromthe
bunker, whose coat she'd worn. Faber

"That's what you said, Sergeant." Faber's voice cane quiet, |like he spoke to a
child. "You trained us and drilled us and told us how special we were, and
every time we storned the enbassy in the sinms, you said the sane thing.
Walkin'." Hs eyes, in contrast to his voice, |ooked stone-carved. There was a
di sconnect between how he | ooked and sounded, what he said and the way he said
it. "Well, where is he?"

The wonman's breat hi ng had gone shaky, as though she tried to hoist a weight
that was too heavy for her. She held out a hand to Faber. "At ease, Ti ebold.
Stand down. "

"That's not ny nane," Faber responded, "just like Chrivet isn't yours." He

rai sed the shooter, and sighted down. "Were is heT

"I said— The woman's voice stopped in her throat as the shooter crack
sounded. The inpact knocked her backwards, sending her sprawling, her |inbs
jerking as the pul se packet dissipated throughout her body.

"Lance Corporal." Jani had worked into a sitting position, left linbs stil

twi tching. "Stand down."



Faber paused to | ook at her. Then he turned back to Chrivet, and sighted down
once nore.

"Drop the shooter, then raise your arnms. Above your head. Slowy." N al
entered, shooter fixed on Faber. "Nowl " The young nman slowy | owered the
weapon—Ni al | stepped forward and plucked it fromhis grasp. "Pull! Get the

hell in here!" He powered down the shooter and holstered it, then flipped up
his faceplate and | ooked to Jani. "You're bl eeding."

"It's just carrier—+'mall right." Jani watched Faber, who
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still stood in front of Chrivet's body, his eyes fixed on nothing.

Pul l man blew in, followed by a mxed bag of human and i doneni equi pped with
scanners and gurneys. N all stepped out of the way of a pair of humani sh
nedi cs who headed toward Chrivet, and cane to a halt next to Faber. "Pull

this is Lance Corporal M cah Faber. It was his | ate buddy made m nceneat out
your left kidney."

"I's that a fact, sir?" Pullman flipped up his faceplate. "I'lIl bear that in
mnd." He closed in behind Faber, yanking back his arns and binding his wists
with restraints he'd pulled fromhis weapons belt.

"Al'l right." Niall walked to Jani's side, and crouched down. "What happened?"
Jani raised her shaky left hand. "The pink blitzed nmy ani-mandroid |inmbs—=
"Before that!' N all reached down and detached the arnor plate that covered
her left forearm then exam ned her wound. "I order you back to the chall enge
room | ook around two seconds |later and find you gone."

Jani jerked her chin toward the place where two physician-priests adnini stered
to Pashe's corpse. "She was on our team Wen you ordered us to pull back, she
didn't want to go. She didn't want anything to do wi th humani sh.™"

"So you went after her?" N all dragged off his helnet, revealing

sweat-fl attened hair and a reddened groove across his forehead where the
stabilizer band had rested. "You want to play on ny team you follow ny rules.
Stick that in your docunents case for future reference.” He straightened, then
turned back to Pull. "Get himout of here," he said, pointing at Faber.
Pul | man t ook Faber by the el bow and steered himtoward the entry, only to stop
as they reached the door. "Sir."

Jani looked up in tinme to see Lucien walk in. He still wore the slashed and

bl oody casuals fromhis challenge, to which he'd added a stri pped- down
assortment of body arnor and a packed weapons hol ster. He | ooked around the
room gaze
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fixing first on the two teans of nedics before coning to rest on Jani. "You're
hurt ?"

Jani shook her head. "The pink took out nmy left side."

Niall grimaced. "I told you to report to Medical, Pascal."

"I"'mafraid you were superceded, sir." Lucien approached Faber, a change

com ng over himas he drew close to the young man. Hi s voice |ightened. He
even managed a smile. "Good norning, Lance Corporal."

"Good nmorning, sir." Faber drew up straight, his shoul ders working as though
he tried to salute. "You were right. You said they didn't show us how to get
out. You were right." He fell silent. "You said— H s expression |ightened
again. It did so only when he spoke, fading to bl ankness as he quieted. "You
said that anytime | wanted to talk, I'd be able to find you."

Lucien nmoved in front of him Soneone had wapped his a Uine wounds in |ight
gauze through which the bl ood had nanaged to seep. "Yes, Faber. You are
correct."

"You're not— Faber hesitated. "You're not the Jesus Sergeant Chrivet told us
about . "

Niall emitted a harsh | augh. "Not even cl ose, boyo."

Faber | ooked down at the floor. "Maybe ..." This tine when he spoke, his face
remai ned bl ank. "Maybe you're the only one |I get."

Lucien |l ooked to Niall—+he two nmen fought a stare-down until N all gave in
with a grunmble and a sharp nod. Lucien notioned for Pullman to back away, then



took his place at Faber's side. "Let's go, Mcah. Anything you want to talk
about, I"'mready to listen." He ushered the young nman into the hall way,

Pul  man bringing up the rear. Then the medi cs departed, gurneys in tow-first
t he humani sh, then the VWyn-sharau, |eaving Jani and Niall alone.

"Let's get you out of here." N all dragged a gurney over to Jani, shaking his
head as he stepped into a wet patch of carrier. "Now | know for a fact that
both John and Val have been after you for nmonths to trade in those

hal f - mechani cal |inbs of yours for full-tissue replacenments, but you al ways
put
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themoff." He glared down at her. "This is what you get for sticking with

out dat ed t echnol ogy. "

Jani felt the anger rise, then bit back her retort when she caught the Iight
flash in Niall's eyes. She snil ed—he grinned back. Then the | aughter took them
both, and wouldn't |et go.

"Ma//." Jani finally gasped, her stomach aching. "They're going to cone in
here and see the bl ood and us | aughing and | ock us both up."

Niall wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. "They tried that. Mre than
once. Never worked, did it? Never did, and never will." He straightened
slowy. "We're imune in that regard.”

Jani held her good hand out to him "Please get me out of here.”

"As ny Captain wishes." N all bent to her, positioning hinmself so she could
drape her right armaround his neck for balance, and lifted her up

"Bird bones." He lay her atop the guney like and infant, then escorted her out
of the room

CHAPTER 32

Jani sat silent as N all drove them past the shattered nidsec-tion of the
enbassy. He' d seconded a wheel ed scoot from one of the damage survey teans,

but could only approach within a few neters before the shrub-strewn rubble
that had been the wall ed garden made further exploration inpossible.

"They came in off the |ake, sheathed to the gills thanks to the | atest nasking
t echnol ogy, and punched through here." He pointed to the gaping hol e where
there'd once been a set of triple-width doors. "Exterior scan picked up

somet hing big coursing over the water's surface, but before they could analyze
the image, it vanished. They chalked it up to an artifact. Mrons." He shook
his head, then glanced at Jani. "You feeling better?"

"Fine." She forced a smle

"Fine." N all reversed the scoot, jerking it into a tight turn. They runbl ed
over the churned-up | awns and past the snoking outbuildings into the stretch
of wilderness that marked the boundary between the idomeni and Exterior |ands.
As soon as they passed through the eyescan and were cleared to cross the
border into humanish territory, Niall reached into his shirt pocket and pul | ed
out his nicstick case. He shook out a 'stick and with careful one-handed
nmaneu-
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vering bit the bulbed ignition tip, then turned it around, |eaning forward so
he could put it in his nouth.

He steered across the Exterior lawns and rinmred the edge of the main
charge-lot, on the | ookout for an enpty space anmid the triple-lengths of a
dozen ministries. "They're all inside," he said. "Cao, every other minister on
t he bl ock, Shai, Mko."

"Tsecha?" Jani had been on the | ookout for her old teacher since N all floated
her out of the blasted office, but she hadn't seen hi m anywhere.

"They dragged himover first of all,” N all said through a haze of snoke.
"Some of the mnisters would still rather deal with himthan Shai, especially
under the circunmstances, and don't think that didn't go over like a |ead
bal | oon. "

They trundl ed around the ministry building to the | akeside encl osed terrace,
whi ch, judging fromthe various nedbl anket-covered shapes that filled the



area, had been designated the temporary norgue. As they drew cl ose, Jan
caught sight of Val sitting on the terrace outer railing, head hangi ng, hands
braced in his knees. He glanced up when he heard their approach, but he didn't
smile.

"Doctor Parini." Noall braked to a stop. "So far ... ?"

"Forty-four dead. Ten VWnsharau, the rest humanish.” Val jerked his chin
toward Ni al Fs nicstick. "Can you spare one of those?" N all tossed himthe
case; he shook out a stick and ignited it, then drew on it as though it was
his | ast breath.

Jani watched her friend raise the "stick to his lips. Did his hand shake or
was it sinmply a trick of the breeze? "Wen was the last time you snmoked?"
"The last tine | saw sonething like this.” Val glanced at Niall. "Informyour
weapons desi gners, Colonel, that the V-790 | eaves something to be desired.
After we cracked the third charred corpse out of the remmins of their snoking
exo, we christened it the 'Lobster.'" He took another drag. "I'll be fine,
it's just been a while is all." He | ooked at Jani again, and something of the
ol d kindness returned to his face. "How are you?"

r

406 Kristine Smith

"The new gen pink took out ny left side." Jani raised her shaking Il eft hand.
"Walking is quite the adventure."

"New | i nbs com ng up. As soon as | see whether they need me anynore here." Va
stood. "Vehicles ... ?"

"You can't get into the enmbassy lot." N all struggled out of the scoot's tight

cabin. "Stake out a spot here, and I'Il find you sonething."
As he strode off, Val wal ked to the scoot and inserted hinself as repl acenment
driver. "I never imagined this." He took a last pull on the 'stick, then

tossed it. "Not in a hundred years could | have."

"Not even after that last night in Rauta Sheraa?" Jani watched two orderlies
bear anot her bl anketed formonto the terrace. "The N ght of the Bl ade?" She
studi ed her hands, then flexed her fingers, the steady and the trenbling. She
| ooked toward the | ake and i magined a |line of exo-clad forns coursing toward
her over the chop, a pale, pointed face anong them WAl king. Wal ki ng.

Jani and Val arrived at Neoclona Chicago to find the | evel of tension ranped
to warning levels. Jani sensed the |ooks that foll owed her as they navigated
the hospital halls. Sone held curiosity, others concern. But there were enough
hostile glares scattered about to drive the two of themto use the stairs
instead of lifts when possible, and to avoid telling anyone where they went.
They arrived at Orthopedics to find a pair of doctors standing by. Va

di sm ssed them and switched out Jani's animandroid |inbs himself, running

t hrough the post-installation exam nation in record time. They then departed
the hospital by a different, circuitous route.

"Think the lid will stay on for a week?" Val steered his Service | oaner out of
t he underground garage and bl ended into the evening traffic.

"I think "'mglad ny parents aren't here to see this." Jani saw a group of
peopl e standi ng around a storefront, watching a hol oVee display. As the

ski mer passed, she could see
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what they wat ched—+the sweep of the embassy grounds, the shattered main
bui | di ng, the gurneys |laden with bl anketed nmounds that it seened couldn't
possi bly be entire bodies but were.

"The idomeni are going to |eave." Val edged around a di sabl ed ski mer and
drove on. "My prediction. Their enbassy is a shanbles—they can't stay there.
The Haarin are no |longer safe at the enclave. Ceel wants them back in the

wor | dskein, so back in the worldskein they will go."

"Except for Tsecha," Jani said, "And the other Haarin. They're going to

El yas."

"How the hell are you going to swing that?" Val slowed as they approached his
apartment building, then floated down the ranp to the parking garage. "I
renenber Ceel + dealt with himoften enough. He was bad enough when he was



younger, and by all accounts he's gotten worse." As he approached his private
bay, he stiffened, then struck the steering mech with the flat of his hand.
“1"11 be—=

Jani followed his gaze and felt her own flavor of wonderment when she saw
Lucien sitting atop a skimrer charge station console, his duffel on the floor

beside him "I've been ordered to remai n under nedi cal supervision, so
thought... ?" He tried to shrug, but injury forced himto settle for a
borderline flinch. "I'll leave, if you want me to."

Jani felt Val's stare, willing her to look in his direction. "Of course you

can stay." She heard himsigh, and pretended she didn't.

"Sheridan's a war zone." Lucien broke eggs into a bow, then whisked in
various spices. "I had to get the hell out. Medical put ne on two weeks

| eave, so | thought, why not decanp to somepl ace sane?"

Val sat up and craned his neck as he tried to see what Lucien m xed. "Onelets
agai n?"

"Crepes." Lucien sniled. "There are plenty of fillers in your cool er—resh
fruit, whipping cream mushroons. Your kitchen's nuch better stocked than
Jani's."
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"You're too cruel." Jani took a lenpn slice froma garni plate and bit one
end. "You nentioned a war zone?"

Luci en nodded as he |l adled batter onto a flat pan. "The wafer Veles lifted
fromM cah Faber contained a |ot nore than the training scenarios. There was
some background codi ng that reveal ed where some of the scenarios were
constructed. The first round of arrests took place about three hours ago."
What timng. Jani chewed the lemon slice to the rind. "Wat happened to

Vel es?"

Lucien hesitated. "He's dead. They found his body in the garage of Faber's
buil di ng. A professional kill—-+aber wasn't capable. Someone sinmply wanted to
make sure that he got to his outfit."

Val sat back and crossed his arnms. "Now, |I'mno expert in these sorts of
assaults—+'ve only lived through a few. But the question that occurs is, why?
I"'mtrying to follow all the convolutions, and | just don't get it."

Jani cradled her chin in her hand and regarded himsolemly. "I'mnore cynica
than you are—orrect?" She waited until he shrugged agreenent. "Assune the
Service wants the idomeni out, even the factions that claimto want to get

al ong. Now | ook at what happened today." She held up her hand, index finger
ext ended, and earned a matching response fromVal. "One, the idomeni will be
off Earth within the nmonth, at the latest." Second ringer. "Two, the Service
| earned nore about Vynsharau weapons systens and buil di ng defenses in the
space of a couple of hours than they could have in nonths or years of hunt and
peck spying." She glanced at Lucien, who had the sense to keep his eyes on his
crepe pan, then extended her ring finger. "Three, they' ve tested a prototype
exo in the field against the enemy that they designed it for, and found it
wanting. |Is that enough, or do you need nore?"

Val exhaled with a shudder. "Quite a few people died, sonme horribly."

Jani studied the plate of mushroom crepes Lucien set be-
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fore her, and reached for the spice dispenser. "Quite a few of them hated
beings like me. They would have to a person cheerfully cut ny throat given
half a chance." Food aronmas filled her nose—she swal |l owed hard as her throat
tightened. "Any man's death dimnishes ne ... but be that as it may."

"M cah Faber didn't hurt you." Lucien reached across the table to set out
Val's plate—+the long sleeve of his pullover rode up his arm revealing a fresh
gauze dressing. "He had nmore than half a chance, too."

"I think he hated Chrivet nore than he hated nme. She lied to him" Jani picked
up a knife to slice her crepes, then set it dowmn with a clatter as the room
light flashed off the glinting point. "Where is he now?"

"Neuro Isolation."” Lucien sat down at the table. Up close, the strain of the
day showed in his drawn face and ashen skin. "Under guard. He's the only



survivor who could do sone tal king anytime soon."

Jani tried to pick up the knife again, then set it aside for good and settled
for slicing her food with the side of her fork. "Wat are they worried about
nore, suicide or murder?”

Bef ore Lucien could respond, the kitchen door swung aside. One of Val's admins
entered carrying a docunents pouch in Neoclona's trademark purple. Val took

t he packet with a shaky hand, taking a deep breath before opening the flap
"Msty." He pulled a small wafer folder out of the bag. "From John." He
flipped open the cover and renoved the silvery disc. "Clean up first. I'Il be
waiting in the view room

Jani showered and dressed in sonme of Val's castoffs, a sweater and pull-on
trousers in his favorite dark green. She net Lucien by the kitchen, and

toget her they adjourned to Val's viewing room a plush alcove furnished with

| ounge seats and a portable bar. Jani sat next to Val, while Lucien hedged his
bets by choosing a seat in the row behind theirs that was staggered directly
between them Val, she noted, had availed hinself of the bar's contents—a

hal f-filled tunmbler of something clear and frosty sat at his el bow
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"And so we begin." Val raised his glass to the display, then fingered the
control pad set in his chair arm

The room darkened, the display lightening in turn. The Neocl ona N unfurl ed
across the panel, followed by a security warning. Then an enptiness, followed
by a face.

"John." Val sank back in his seat. "Ch God."

Luci en just stared.

Jani felt her heart catch, and sm | ed.

John sat at a desk, nost likely his office at Neoclona Karistos, judging from
the security flags that continued to scroll along the bottom of the display.
He' d forsaken ned-whites for a dark blue shirt, to which he'd added a gold and
blue length of cloth | ooped and draped like a scarf.

Al most two nont hs had passed since he'd begun the hybridization process. H's
skin, once mlk tinged with blue, had darkened to the creamgold of the pal est
Ga. H s eyes, once pink, had changed to dull silver centered with clear grey.
"Hello, Val. |I'mguessing words are a waste at this point, aren't they?" His
voi ce runbl ed as ever, changes in inflection and phrasing not yet apparent.
"Before you fall on anyone here, the first they knew of it was when |I wal ked
through the entry ten mnutes ago. They seenmed ... shocked, but not altogether
surprised. This is Karistos, after all. They | ook at things differently here."
Jani savored the sight and sound of him and wondered at the touch. H's hair
was now t he sanme pal est wheat shade as his skin. Did it still feel like silk?
Wul d she have been able to feel it at all, considering that he had cut it
into a Service burr so sheared as to nake Niall's short back and sides appear
nussed?

"I know." John passed a hand over his scalp, as if he had predicted her
response. "Too damed short, and I'mtoo tall for it. So help me, froma

di stance, | look like a pin. But when it started growing out... the half-white
just | ooked too strange. So | let Brondt go at it with the clippers. | told
himthis wasn't the second day of Boot Canp, but as soon as
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the first few hairs hit the floor, he becanme a man possessed. O should | say
"hybrid possessed' ?" He tilted his head to the side. "Brondt. Right. You don't
know who he is." H s eyes softened, fromnetal to the underside of a cloud.
"I's Jani there? She can explain it to you. The short formis that he's her
suborn. He's managi ng the place while she's away." A smle teased a corner of
his mouth, brightened his argent eyes. "I'mthe staff physician of the

Thal assan encl ave. Physician-priest, really—+'ve been undergoi ng sone
training. It's a new universe, Val. Alife so different | could never have
imagined it. Part of ne thinks |I should have taken the plunge years ago. But
then again, perhaps it was better that | waited until now "

Jani glanced to the side to find that Val had drained his glass and now stared



at the display over the rim
"I"ll be staying here. For a while, at any rate." John continued to talk
easily, as though he sat across the desk fromtheminstead of five GateWays

distant. "I've gone over matters with our | egal team here—they're sending the
usual stuff and nonsense your way. |'ve also sent along another Msty that's
nmore official. I'"mafraid you re stuck on Earth as | ong as both Eanmon and

remai n here. Eanmon would Like to flee i mediately, frankly, but he's too
afraid of you to risk returning to Chicago even though he m sses the place.
He's still in, by the way. |'ve explained it in the other Msty." He rested
his el bow atop the desk and propped his chin atop his fist. "I don't mss
Earth at all—sn't that odd? |I thought Seattle m ght be calling ny name by
now, but 1 haven't heard a thing. Not even a whisper." He |ooked into the

di splay. "I mss you, though, old friend. The decent thing would have been to
tell you in person, but I couldn't leave, and ... | thought if you saw ne
before 1 was too far along, you mght try to talk me out of it." He hung his
head. "Perhaps that was a m stake."

Then his head came up. "lIs Jani there? Tell her that | nmiss her. In ways I
can't begin to express." Hi s | ook grew weighty. "And in ways | can express
quite well. Tell her
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| ove her." He sighed. "So long, Val. W will talk in person, as soon as we
can." The inmage stilled, then faded. The display darkened.

Val renmai ned notionless, even as the lights came up, fingers |aced around the
enpty glass. "He loves you," he said finally, setting the glass down with a
clatter, then boosting to his feet and | eaving the room

Jani found Val in a chair by the wi ndow, his head in his hands. He | ooked up
when he heard her approach. H's cheeks were flushed, either from al cohol or
because he fought back anger, or maybe a conbinati on of both.

"Way didn't you tell me?" Hi s voice emerged rough, as though his throat ached.
"You knew. You knew "

Jani wal ked to the window. "I believed that it should cone fromhim You two
have been friends for so long ... | thought he'd tell you in the way he felt
best." Qut of seemi ng nowhere, rain had cone. Drops spattered the w ndow, then
tracked downward |ike tears. "If it helps at all, he didn't tell ne, either

Not until after he'd started. He wanted to surprise nme. Boy, did he ever."

A trace of a snmle crossed Val's face. "How did Eanon take it?"

"Qutraged that John had | owered hinself to research subject. Scared, in case
someone decided to arrest him The usual Eanonesque self-interest."

"I hate to break this to you, but | can see his point." Val scrubbed a hand

t hrough his hair and sat up. "Once this news gets out, Neoclona is going to
gquake to its core."

"Don't you think you're exaggerating a little?"

"Do you think Earth's ready for a human-idonmeni hybrid headi ng up the | argest
singl e business entity in the Commonweal th? Especially after what happened

t oday?" Val stood and started to pace. "It's going to take every arm| can
twist to keep Li Cao and friends fromstripping John of everything he owns."
H s pace quickened. "He's already talked to the | awers, which means they're
working on it, |
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hope. Not that it will matter much when your anti-idoneni friends start
bonbi ng our facilities.”" He stopped in front of Jani, his face set with a
sternness that wasn't entirely an act. "You do like to conplicate a nman's
life, don't you?" He reached out and touched her arm "Then there's the
fact..." He raised his hand to the line of her jaw "Not to sound like a

whi ner, but do you have any idea how lonely | feel right now?"

Jani | ooked into Val's hazel eyes, glassy with pent-up anguish. She reached
for himand pulled himclose—-he held her as though she was the | ast person he
woul d ever enbrace, and released her reluctantly.

"When do you think you'll be |eaving?" he asked.

Jani shook her head. "Depending on when | get in to see Shai and Cao, sonetine



in the next few days. Assuming |'mnot arrested or shot in the street by
then. ™

Val turned away from her, staking out his own place at the wi ndow. "Back in
Raut a Sheraa, John used to refer to the two of you as Pygmalion and Gal at ea.
The scul ptor who carved a wonan so beautiful he begged the gods to give her
life. In the official story they answer his prayers. One day, she steps down
fromthe pedestal into his arnms." He turned to her. "You' ve given the story a
new ending. In this one, Galatea lifts up Pygnalion to join her." H s eyes

wi dened. "And how the gods will react, one cannot begin to imagine."

Jani left Val in the sitting roomand set out to find a spot in the vast

pent house where she could find refuge, at least for alittle while. After a
search, she cane upon a snall bedroom decorated in the sane blues and corals
as her roomin Tha-lassa. She hunted through drawers until she found a sheet
of parchment and a stylus. Then she sat at the narrow desk and conposed a
letter to Prine Mnister Cao. / amnot political... unless | have to be. She
af fi xed her signature to the bottom tucked the missive into a docunents
pouch, then summoned one of Val's admins and asked themto deliver it. That
task compl eted, she wal ked to the narrow w ndow, took
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in the view of the rainswept |ake, and tried to imagine bare rock cliffs, the
pal ms, and the sun

"You're really | eaving?"

Jani turned to find Lucien standing in the doorway, |ooked into a face drawn
wi th pain and exhaustion, eyes deadened by a devil's marriage of nature and
technol ogy. "I prefer to call it, 'going hone.""

"What about ne?" He stepped inside far enough for the door to sweep closed.
"I'f you | eave, what happens?"

"At the rate you're going, you may find yourself with a place here, if only as
a cook." Jani set her hand on the sill. The wood was coated white, a bl ued
shade that brought out the yellow in her skin by contrast. "W both knew it
woul d cone to this eventually. You're incapable of love, and |I'mincapabl e of

loving you. W .. . enjoyed one another. Took what the other offered. It's the
sort of thing that's nice while it lasts, but it never lasts. Not for |ong
enough. "

Luci en cocked his head to one side, as though he couldn't hear her, or didn't
under st and what he heard. He wal ked to her, let his hands slip down her arms
until he held her hands in his, and traced his fingers over hers.

Then he unfastened the cuff of her right sleeve and pushed it to her el bow,
reveal ing the |l ong, wealed scar she'd inflicted upon herself at Thal assa.
"Tsecha told me about this." He ran the edge of his thunb fromone end of the
scar to the other and back again. "He said you always inflict the worst wounds
upon yourself." He rolled up his right sleeve. "I could argue that." Slipping
his thunbnail beneath the edges of the gauze, he peeled it away, revealing the
fresh wounds that crisscrossed his forearm sone scabbed, sone glistening as

t hough fresh. "My first time. It's been a while since | could say that about
anyt hi ng. "

He took Jani's right armin his left hand, cradling it near the el bow Then he
took his right armand rested it atop hers so their scars overlaid.

Jani flinched as the warmh of his blood touched her skin, felt his grip
tighten to keep her close.
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"You lead, | follow You showthe way, | walk in your footsteps. That's the
way it is." He | ooked over her shoulder, his eyes | ocked on sone niddle

di stance. "Today, you acted as ny second. You backed nme up. You warned ne when
CGhos tried to strike. You were there." H's eyes nmet hers, unfocused. Then he

| ooked down at their arms. "I don't remenber ny dreans. Everyone dreans, you
dream or you go mad. Well, | don't remenber mne." He shook his head slowy,
then he stilled. "After takedowns, sonething disconnects for a while. | cone

the closest to feeling like I"'min an imagi ned place." H's voice had fallen to
a murmur. "When | arrived here this afternoon, | entered through the garage.



It was dark. | walked to the foot of that short flight of stairs and | ooked up

into the darkness. My sight-line closed in—all | could see was a |long, enpty
tunnel of black. And | knew there was no one at the other end. | was
conpletely alone, and | knewit. | always would be, and | knew that, too." He

| ooked at her again, eyes no |onger dead but cl ouded by sonmething that for him
mar ked a pl ace worse than any he had ever been. "That's the way | feel now. "
Jani reached up with her free hand and touched Lucien's face. Liar. She
brushed her fingers over his |lips. Broken boy, who'll say anything to get what
he needs. Hers to see through to the end, because no one el se could. "You'l
never be alone as long as I'malive."

"And you're going to live a good, long tinme, right?" Lucien's face brightened
with a smle. You had to | ook hard to see that it didn't reach his eyes.

"Hybrids are supposed to live a long tine. That means | will, too." He rested
hi s head on her shoulder, his skin hot as fever. "Al though doing what, | have
no idea. | always assunmed |I'd make it to full colonel. Find some general who

needed a second right hand, put in ny twenty years—

"Then retire to the country and keep bees?" Jani tried to edge her arm away
from Lucien's, stopping when he raised his head to | ook at her
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"Retire with you." The deadness had |l eft his eyes, replaced by the usual cold,
jewel light.

This time, Jani couldn't hold back. "Liar."

"If it nakes you feel better to think that," Lucien said as he kissed her

Jani lay atop the bed as Lucien undressed her—ahen she reached for his shirt,
he pushed her hands away. This was his night to nanage, his to prove she
needed himas much as he needed her, no matter how she tried to deny it. She
could feel it in the way he held her, the way he concentrated on every part of
her as though no one el se had ever entered this strange | and before and only
he knew t he way. She sensed his desperation, tried to slow him and felt his
need over power them both. She realized then that he was trying to change her
mnd, trying to convince her to stay in the only way he could, and told
herself that if she was focused enough to think about it at a tine like this,
he had | ost whatever hold he had on her, and their only connection now was the
hol d she had on him

Then his hair caught the light, the pale washed gold of it, and she saw John's
sheared head and heard his laugh. Felt his wiry weight on top of her and the

i nsistent rhythminside her, and cl osed her eyes, and used that sweetest
menory to gui de her hone.

She sl ept. She dreaned. Unlike Lucien, she renenbered. The point of a blade. A
charred smle.

"Jani . Jani, wake up."

She opened her eyes to find Lucien |eaning over her, steamng cup of coffee in
hand.

"The PM s aide called. She's sending a skinmer. It will be here in thirty

m nutes. You need to get out of bed, shower, and dress. |'ve laid out clothes.
I"mgoing to the kitchen to make breakfast. Val says to tell you he's got his
fingers crossed.”
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Jani took the cup and struggled into a sitting position. "Do | |ook that
hel pl ess that | need step by step instructions?"

Luci en fol ded down the bedcl othes. "You | ook like I do. We need downtine, and
we won't get it." He headed for the door. "If you're not dressed and in the
kitchen in fifteen mnutes, I'msending in Val."

Jani watched himleave. It broke through the daze that he'd donned his dress
bl ue- greys.

She stunbl ed out of bed and nmade for the bathroom cup in hand.

CHAPTER 33

Prinme Mnister Li Cao's Family estate cut an envi abl e swath through the

Bl uffs. Bordered on one side by the | ake and on the other three sides by

ravi ne-sliced woodl and, it rolled for square kiloneter after square kil oneter



The house itself lacked the imensity of the land that surrounded it. A single
story built of stone and wood, flat expanses and arches in grey and brown. A
house built for the needs of those who lived there, not to inpress those who
didn't.

Jani followed Cao's aide down a long white hallway as stripped-down as a
VWnsharau corridor, capped at the end by a set of hinged double doors. The

ai de turned the knob on one side and pushed the panel open, revealing a |ong,
narrow sunroom franmed by gl ass and wood beans. Jani took a deep breath and

st epped i nsi de.

The Prime Mnister stood at the far end of the room wearing a floor-length
skirt and pullover in the signature creamcolor of her mnistry. "Good

nmorni ng." She held a cup by its underside like a bowl. "I trust you have
recovered fromyesterday's ... episode.” The contents of the cup steaned-she
held the vessel to her nose to sniff, but didn't drink

"I amquite well, Your Excellency. Thank you for inquir-
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ing." Jani paused just inside the doorway, shifting her weight fromreal |eg

to ani mandroi d. She hadn't yet adjusted to her new linmb's quirks, and she
didn't want to risk a stunble at such a delicate tine.

"I admt that | amnot sure what to call you." Cao smled. "Jani or Kilian or
Ki ershia. To which name are you answering today?"

Jani wal ked slowy to the mddle of the room Lucien had chosen a trouser suit
in dark green that he always said matched her eyes—she felt like a tree
conpared to the nore dimnutive Cao. "Jani or Kilian, Your Excellency, if you
don't mind. You' re mangling Kiershia."

Cao had been ferrying the cup-bow to her nose for another sniff—t stopped in
md-transit. "You never change. Even when you have no roomto maneuver, that
neck doesn't bend, does it? Kilian?" She wal ked toward the far w ndowed wall,
where a pair of chairs bracketed a |ow, round table. "However, in this
particul ar instance, you do have some room But you knew that, didn't you?"

She gestured for Jani to join her. "I decided it would be better if we

di scussed this matter in private." She sat, the cup still cradled in her hand.
"Shai becones too difficult to deal with when you' re present—you bring out her
st ubbornness. As for ni Tsecha ..." She shook her head. "I can only take so

much tornment with ny norning tea. Even without you, he's probl em enough. Many
t hought his outcast would elimnate his powerbase, and it did to a point. He
| ost the bornsect, but they don't count for rmuch anynore next to the Haarin,
do they, and he hasn't lost a one of them" She graced Jani with a | ook of
qui et accusation. "You nade sure of that." She sat back, and once nore held

the cup to her nose. "Jasmi ne. The scent remnds ne that sumer wll cone,
even though now it is still too cold to enjoy ny garden. Tell ne about
Thal assa. "

Read Niall's report. Jani swallowed that response and counted a | ong pause.
When the aide returned with a beverage tray, she asked for coffee, and

remai ned silent until the young wonman prepared her cup and departed. "Thal assa
is acom
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munity of fifty-seven hybrids." Fifty-nine, after John and | settle in. "The
nunber is fairly equally distributed between those who were Haarin originally
and those who were—=

"I know all that." Cao reached into a pocket in her skirt and renoved a data
wafer. "Courtesy of N all Pierce, whose ... regard for you tended to col or
some of his nore politically significant conclusions." She paused to drink
taking a | ong draught that betrayed how nmuch she needed the energy and the
confort the tea provided. "Let ne rephrase the question. Tell ne about

Thal assa' s influence."

"That's a nore difficult quantity to define at present." Jani | ooked through
the wi ndow to the garden beyond, arrangenents of stone set amid hybrid shrubs
bl oom ng yell ow and orange. If | make us appear too strong, she Il hold back



what ever she is offering out of fear, and if | make us appear too weak, she
"I'l hold back because there's no need to give anything up. "W are the

physi cal manifestation of ni Tsecha's beliefs. There is a fervor about the

pl ace you coul d describe as religious."” She flashed back to the day she net
Gsainthe circle, and the sight of cloths dipped in her blood. "Qur officia
status at the noment is as a subsidiary of fshoot of the Elyan Haarin, who

al ready possess a form dabl e power base in their own right. W are a
responsibility to themnore than an asset at this point."

"You say subsidiary, not suborn.”

You woul d catch that, wouldn't you? "Wen | |eft Tha-Ilassa, Your Excellency,
we were still laying down plunbing in the houses. W are still finding our
pl ace."

"Whi ch neans you are open to influence, suasion, |obbying, and all the other
sins that politics is heir to?" Cao concentrated on the garden view as well.
"Or that you are waiting to see which way the wind blows." She glanced at Jan
out of the corner of her eye. "You' ve |learned to keep your mouth shut at |east
part of the time, Kilian. Yet another thing for the rest of us to worry
about . "

Jani finished her coffee and set down the cup. "lI'msure | don't know what you
mean, Your Excellency."
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"OfF course you don't." Cao sighed. "The bornsect have once nore been shaken by
life outside their worldskein, and like an injured crab into its shell, they
will retreat. The word canme today, from Shai, the enbassy to be razed, and the
enclave as well. They could extract so nuch nore fromus if they cared to, but
they have lost their resolve. | doubt seriously that they will energe again
under the current regine."

"Ceel will have to if he wants to keep open any lines of comrunication with
the colonial Haarin."

"Ceel, for all his talk of nodernity, is still too much of an ideol ogue. He
will die before he changes. | expect another bornsect to ascend to ran before

too long, as |'msure you do." Cao ran a finger along the rimof her cup. "I
hear ot her nanes bandi ed about by ny idoneni-watchers. Doches, the Ga's Chief
Propitiator. The Pathen dom nant, Aolun. Do either of themstrike a responsive
chord?"

"I have heard both names nentioned, Your Excellency, but | don't know enough
about either to hazard a guess."

"I ndeed." Cao tapped an enanel ed fingernail against the armof her chair.
"John Shroud. Yet another unknown quantity. If | could toss both himand Eanon
DeVries into a Luna prison and | ose the code, | would do so and gladly." Her
tone hardened. "He's backing you financially. Shroud."

"The houses in which the hybrids live as well as the surrounding property are
part of Eanon DeVries's personal holdings. John didn't know what Eanobn had
done until he arrived on site alnbst two nonths ago."

"But he didn't respond by kicking DeVries out of Neo-clona, as their contract
demands, and evicting the hybrids, did he? DeVries is still a menber of

Neocl ona, and the hybrids live there still." Cao's voice held petul ance, as

t hough she considered his decision a personal affront. "Wy did he decide to
hybri di ze?"

Jani sm | ed—she couldn't help herself. "He loves ne." She | ooked up to find
Cao regarding her with narrow eyed annoyance, and felt the heat flood her

face.
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"Love is a marvelous thing, and in and of itself, not as conplicating an issue
as one mght think. Adjustnments can be nade regarding love." Cao set her cup
down, then stood and wal ked to the window. "It's the noney and power that one
or the other parties brings to the table that confound matters. John Shroud's
personal fortune dwarfs the Gross Domestic Product of any nunmber of col onies.
If he chooses to use it in support of the Thal assans, and through themthe

El yan Haarin, he will upset the bal ance of power for the entire Quter Crcle."



"The bal ance of power is already upset. The Quter Circle Haarin contro
transportation and shipping for the region. At this point, John's noney
doesn't make a great deal of difference.”

"At this point." Cao placed a hand on the wi ndow. "The nedical aspects of the
i ssue al so concern nme. The control of Neoclona—

"You need to discuss that with Val Parini."

"He has schedul ed an appoi ntnent for this afternoon.” The hand dropped. "I had
hoped it a social call, but | fear nowit will be a negotiating session." Cao
remai ned at the wi ndow, gaze fixed on a trio of yard workers diggi ng around

t he browned skel eton of a shrub

"The pressing issue at the noment is keeping the Quter Circle Haarin settled.
Jani felt her idoneni anger rise. She was hungry and tired. She missed John
with a physical ache, and the hal f-enmerged buds in the trees outside the

wi ndow woul d energe into full leaf by the time she saw hi magain. "The
acconpanyi ng i ssues are di stance, perceived reliability of the native

popul ation, and the military and financial clubs you can wield. At this point,
neither you nor Ceel have all those issues weighted in your favor. Therefore,
you have to deal ."

Cao' s shoul ders shook in soundless mirth. "The Kilian Tongue of Lead w ns out

after all." She stilled. "This aborted chall enge- cum nmurder invol ving Captain
Pascal and the security suborn, Ghos—t conplicates matters."
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"Chos and his domi nant El on | owered the enbassy defenses to permt attack

Humans died as a result.” Jani tried to project a calmshe didn't feel. "l1've
seen the 'Vee reports. Shai has no recourse where that's concerned.”

"Except ideology, which is the one great unknown." Cao tapped the w ndow one
last time, then returned to her seat. "If the Quter Circle Haarin are

pl acat ed, what can they offer in return?"

"I cannot speak for them The Thal assan hybrids are behol den to the Elyan
Haarin for protection; in turn, we owe them obedience to a point. | can speak
to themregarding matters of rmutual interest."” Jani |ooked out toward the

gar den—t he workers had hacked down the shrub with cutters in preparation for
di gging out the root renmains. "W have the right to protect ourselves—that is
paramount. But | can pledge that | will do ny utnopst to prevent the El yan
Haarin fromtaki ng aggressive actions agai nst the humani sh col oni sts."

Cao's voice perked. "Aggressive, mlitarily speaking? Politically?
Economi cal | y?"

"Mlitarily. Politically."

"I'n other words, you won't persuade the Elyan Haarin away from ny docks?"
"They are not your docks, Cao. Your representatives signed contracts in your
nane. We've dealt with the matter of Siah Haarin and contracts before—€o you
really want to revisit such?"

Cao' s brow arched-her expression turned thoughtful. "Your speech changes when
you becone enptional. It becomes harsher, nore idonmeni-like. | also hear
Shai's stubbornness. Is it a VWynsharau trait, | wonder?" She sat forward,

hands fol ded. The light fromthe w ndow hi ghlighted the fine lines that
grooved the corners of her eyes. \Wen she first took office, the power of the
Conmonweal t h seenmed bound to rise ever higher. Now, she seenmed to be
contenpl ati ng the opposite trajectory. "I will lend ny support to your request
that ni Tsecha Egri and the other Chicago Haarin be allowed to resettle on

El yas." She reached into a pocket hidden in the fol ds of
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her skirt, and renoved Jani's letter, setting it on the table in front of her
"l cannot guarantee that Shai will agree, but she has shown herself nore
willing to listen to the hard reahties than has Ceel." She regarded her hands,
heavy with rings. "You should | eave tomorrow, | think. That will nost likely

force Shai to acquiesce to the decision, then explain it to Ceel. She works
better under pressure.”

Jani waited for Cao to say nore, but the woman sinply poured hersel f another
cup of tea. That's it? She wondered at what they had di scussed, and what



little had been deci ded. So what was the point of the exercise? To feel her
out? I nmpress upon her the possibility of alliance? Roust her out of bed in the
early norning?

/ got what | wanted. Barring any exercise in stubbornness on Shai's part.
Maybe | shouldn't conplain too |oudly.

Then she realized the silence. Like suborns of every species, she knew a

di sm ssal when she didn't hear it. "Thank you, Your Excellency." She rose and
headed for the door.

Cao remai ned seated, her gaze fixed on the workers. "Farewell, Captain Jan
Moragh Kilian. Kiershia niaRauta Ha&in. Tsecha vo Kiershia. Tsecha's toxin
cone to life, to plague us forever." She paused to hold the cup to her nose.
"W will neet again, | am sure. Across one bargaining table or another.”

Jani left the roomto find a different aide waiting to escort her to the

ski mrer. The ride back to Val's seened shorter than had the drive to Cao's
house, as was usual with those sorts of visits. Wen the vehicle drifted to a
stop in front of Val's building, Lucien clipped down the steps to neet her

"W | eave tonorrow," she said as soon as they noved out of earshot of the
driver.

The barest shadow crossed his perfect face. "I'Il alert the enclave."

M cah lay still, listening for any sounds fromthe hallway outside. \Wen
anyone | ooked through the narrow wi ndow, he faked sleep, or talked to hinself
with intent, as though he ac-
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tually held a conversation with voices in his head. This isn't going to

wor kf orever. Eventually, they'd drag himout of bed and subject himto a

neur oscan. He knew t hey suspected trauma di sorder, along with a laundry Ii st
of other problens. He knew that if he told themthat he felt sure sonmeone
wanted to kill him they'd add that problemto the list.

"I"ve seen people in the hall, you understand. Men, nostly, although they sent
a wonan this nmorning who could have been Chrivet's twin." He w shed he'd had
the wit to demand Chrivet tell himher real name before he shot her. He would
have |iked to know, to conpare it with that of the wonan who had stood outside
his door, staring at himthrough the wi ndow until the day nurse spooked her

He woul d have liked to know Manda's real name as well, but he tried not to

t hi nk about that.

He fell asleep. Dreamed quiet dreans for a change. Awoke with a lighter heart,
and had his hopes dashed as soon as he opened his eyes.

"Hell o, Mcah." Pascal had dragged a visitor's chair to the bedsi de and sat.
He wore civvies, which was surprising, a blue shirt and tan trousers. An
outpatient |ID bracelet encircled one bandaged wist. "How are you feeling?" He
waited for an answer, then shrugged when one didn't prove forthcom ng. "I was
in the area— He raised his braceleted wist. "—+thought 1'd stop by to see how
you're doing." He smled. "Veles is dead—did you kill hinP"

M cah gripped a handful of sheet as the renmenbered voice rasped in his ear. He
tried to imagine the man's face, but the effort made his head swm "No."
"You're sure? Didn't have another one of your nmonments, |ike you did during our
| ast neeting?"

M cah cl osed his eyes, then opened them Unfortunately, Pascal didn't prove a
nmoment. "No. | didn't kill him"

Pascal studied himas though he was a not particularly interesting piece of
furniture. "You're the only one left—did they tell you that? They coul dn't
save Chrivet."

r

426 Kristine Smith

M cah replayed a curtain of brown hair. A coffee-flavored kiss. "No. They
didn't tell nme."

"And now t hey have you | ocked away. No press, no interviews, no | awers. My
as well have fallen down a hol e—=

"What do you want!" M cah pushed hinself into a sitting position hugging the
bed's guardrails as the roomtilted. "Wat the hell do you want?"



"To fix you in ny mnd." Pascal cocked his head. "In case soneone changes your
face, your build, your coloring. Mannerisns are the hardest thing to unlearn
and you have a few interesting ones. | won't tell you what they are, of
course, because ... well, then you'd know "

"My face?" Mcah | eaned forward slowy, and tried to stretch. H s nuscles felt
stiff frominactivity. Flabby. He knew that if he could only work out that
ache, his head would clear. He'd stop thinking about advocates and courts
martial and prison cells, what the Service wanted to do to himand how quickly
they planned to do it. Stop thinking about goddamed Pascal, sitting in his
room as though he owned it, all arrogance and alien scars.

He pressed his hands to his head. Wth all the watchers who had nonitored him
since his arrival, he'd have thought sonmeone woul d check on hi m now

Intervene. Ask Pascal to leave. "I don't know what you're talking about."
"No, | don't think you do." Pascal raised a hand to his forehead, revealing a
thin line of blood that marred his shirtsleeve. "If you consider cities as

beasts, Chicago qualifies as a predator of sorts. Dangerous, yes, but also
shrewd. Adaptable. It noves quickly when it senses the hunter close in." He
sat back, hands folded in his lap. "Change is the hunter, in this case. Fear
of what the future holds." He smled. "You are in for an interesting next few

mont hs, | expect. | advise you to relax and observe. Take good notes. Renenber
what is said and who says it. You will witness feats of denial, chicanery, and
outright crimnality the likes of which you'll never see again. 1'd | ook

forward to it if | were you."

"You're crazy." Mcah |eaned forward and hugged his

CONTACT | MM NENT 427

aching stomach. "Chrivet's dead. | killed her." He relived the scene at tines.
Dreamed it. Saw the fear in Chrivet's eyes as she faced her own shooter. Heard
Kilian call to himto stand down. Whndered if he should have |i stened.
"They're going to execute ne."

Pascal shook his head. "No. Not if they want to maintain the support of the

ul traconservative anti-idoneni factions, which | think they do. They're
scared, you see. They know she won't rest until they're nailed." He | ooked
down at his hands, then fingered his bl oodstained sl eeve.

"You'll be medicalled out, |I'mguessing. That's how the Service usually buries
their m stakes." He brushed sone imaginary blem sh fromhis trousers, then
stood. "I shall follow your career with interest, M cah, whatever it happens
to be. I"'mquite confident that we shall neet again." He left the room as

quietly as he'd entered, the door closing behind himw th a sigh

CHAPTER 34

It was possible to arrange the transport of an enclave's worth of Haarin from
a standing start in a day's time, Jani found, if one went w thout sleep and
had the entire Prine Mnistry at one's beck and call in the bargain.

And if one has Lucien. She tried not to notice that his labors to that end
contai ned the same undercurrents of desperation as had his | ovenmaki ng. See
what | can do, his every action whispered. You don't want to | eave ne behi nd.
"I'I'l handl e the cancellation of the town-house |ease." He sat beside her in
the isol ated corner of the idoneni shuttle-port that was open to humani sh.
"The office supply conmpany will pick up the conmboot h equi pnent and workstation
this afternoon.”

"Wpe the boards first." Jani pressed her pal ns agai nst the sides of her

t hr obbi ng head. "Erase all the inputs.”

"I did that this norning while you were in the shower, after | nade breakf ast
and packed your luggage, such as it was." Lucien stifled a yawmn. "It's good to
know that I'mstill officially on | eave and under orders to take it easy." He
I ay his head agai nst the seatback and cl osed his eyes.

Jani turned to study his resting profile, as she had so many tines that
nmor ni ng. "Thank you."

428
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One side of Lucien's mouth twitched. "I'm being conpletely self-serving, of



course. That's always the reason behind everything | do."

"I know." Jamlay her head back and cl osed her eyes as well. The old Service
rul e—sl eep whenever the opportunity presented itself, because you never knew
when you' d get the chance again.

She felt herself relax, heard Lucien enit a barely audi ble snore—

"N al"

—dntil that fanmiliar voice rattled around in her skull and jerked her upright.

Luci en groaned and struggled to his feet. "I knew the silence was too good to
last."

"Shai is mad, | have decided." Tsecha swept through the concourse behind
Dathim his coat flapping around his ankles. 'To agree to nmy |leaving with you.
Ceel will recall her, of this | have no doubt. Kill her, nost likely." He

stepped to the edge of the barrier that separated the concourse fromthe
humani sh section, then shrugged, hoisted his coat to his knees and stepped
over it. "We leave in less than an hour. Every Haarin finds that they now have
nore to pack than they ever brought with them Al is madness." He sl unped
into a seat.

Jani gl anced over at Dathim "You can arrange to have things shipped."

"Pascal and | have al ready done such. W are the only two sane ones left."
Dathi mturned to Lucien. "You will come to Elyas. Fromwhat | hear, there is
much to organi ze there as well."

Luci en opened his nmouth to speak, then closed it. He | ooked to each of themin
turn, his eyes finally coming to rest on the strapping Haarin. "Wen | can."
He wi ped a hand across his nouth. "Excuse nme." He hurried fromthe waiting
area, pushing through the entry door before it had a chance to open

conpl etely.

Tsecha wat ched Luci en depart. "Humanish | eave-taking. If you have never

experi enced such, Dathim you must pre-
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pare." He turned back to Jani. "All that will nmeet again, will nmeet again. Al

that will separate, will separate. Such is as it is." He gestured uncertainty.
"And yet, | understand ..." He turned back to | ook out through the wi ndows to

the rolling spring green outside. "Such dreans | had for this damed cold

pl ace."

Dat hi m wal ked to his side and placed a hand on his shoul der. "Then we shoul d
go outside, ni Tsecha, and bid this damed col d pl ace a proper good-bye."
"Yes." Tsecha rose and fol |l owed Dathi m out si de.

Jani | ooked around the enpty area. The other Haarin waited in a separate wing
of the port. The shuttles had all arrived, and were being | oaded even now.
"Nothing to do but wait." She sat down and wondered if she had tinme to grab a
nap.

"Jan?"

She turned.

Lucien stood in the entry. He pressed his thunmb and first two fingers together
and held themto his lips, as if he held a nicstick. "You have a visitor."
Jani cut across the front of the port and around to the charge lot reserved
for humani sh skimers, to find Niall standi ng beside a dark blue sedan. He
couldn't snoke on the prem ses, so he made do with tapping an irregul ar beat
on the skinmmer roof.

"Niall." Jani stopped short of the lot's edge.

Ni al | stopped in md-tap, then stepped back fromthe skimrer. "Hello." He

| ooked up at the sky. "Clear. Not nuch crosswind. PMkept the reporters away.
Good day to fly." He turned to her. "Wat time do you | eave?"

Jani checked her tinmepiece. "The shuttle dom nant wants us aboard in a half
hour . "

"Can't the idomeni even call their pilots "pilots'?" N all paused for a tine
over that bit of annoyance. "So, | understand the PM herself is providing the
shi ps. "

Jani nodded. "They've been in energency drydock at
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Luna Station getting retrofitted to transport idonmeni. Amazing how quickly

t hi ngs can get done when a Prine Mnister wants you out of the way." She

si ghed, which precipitated a yawmn. "It's all gotten very conplicated."

"Well, you're involved. Stands to reason.” N all grinned, then scuffed his
feet. "Faber's going to be nedicalled out. That's the | atest buzz, at any
rate. Soneone in Service Investigative started a death pool —pi ck the day we
find his body washed up on the | akeshore."

Jani recalled the slight figure Lucien | ed away. Lost. Broken. "I thought I
had no pity left, but I pity him He didn't belong in that sort of
operation—-he didn't have the m nd-set for it. Now all he has left are nmenories
of the dead and a shattered career.”

"There but for the grace of God... ?" N all shook his head. "I don't buy it,
sorry. It's very sinple—there are people who have what it takes and peopl e who
don't, and whether you're one or the other is determned at birth." He pushed
his hands into his pockets, then pulled them out inmrediately. "For exanple,
I'd trust you at mny back anytine, even when you don't follow orders. But then
you' re worth any nunber of M cah Fabers."

"Don't let any of your friends at Suprene Command hear you say that.'
smled. "Wat about Lucien?"

"You're worth any nunber of himas well. But I'mnot in Intelligence, so
have no say in the matter." N all shrugged. "Wat tinme is it?"

Jani gl anced at her tinmepiece. "Twenty mnutes.”

"Right." Niall cleared his throat. "I'm ... going to mss you, now the
hurly-burly's done."

Jani's eyes stung. She | ooked around to see if Tsecha and Dathimwere in
sight, then walked up to Niall. "I"'mgoing to mss you, too." She slipped her
arnms around his wai st and hugged him

Niall stiffened at first. Then he hugged back, his hands tentative on her
shoul ders, as if he never expected to touch her and didn't know what to do.

Jani
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"Farewel |, too little and too lately known, whom | began to think and call ny
own." His tunic felt rough against Jani's cheek, the cloth scented with fresh

air and the sharp undercurrent of snoke. ' For sure our souls were near

allied, and thine cast in the same poetic nould with nmne.'" He stopped,
i nhal ed shakily. " 'One conmmon note on either lyre did strike, and knaves and
fools we both abhorred alike—" Hi s voice cracked. He rel eased her abruptly

and stepped back, eyes fixed on the ground. "John Dryden. Poet. Critic.

Pl aywight. Restoration period, old England." He turned away, took a |ong,
slow step toward his skimer, then stopped. "He wote the poemfor a friend
who died. 'To the Menory of M. O dham' John O dham a satirist and poet..."
H s voice dwi ndl ed once nore. He reached into his trouser pocket and renoved a
fol ded sheet of parchnment. "I've witten the rest out, in case you want to
read it later. | know how nuch you | ove when | give you things to read." He
wal ked back to Jani and handed her the sheet, pale blue with charcoal trim
courtesy of Suprenme Command HQ " Speaking of men named John." He still didn't
raise his eyes to look her in the face. "You love him He |oves you. You're
happy. "

"Yes." Jani nodded carefully. A sudden nove on her part and the tears would
spill, and once they started, she doubted they'd stop

"Good. You deserve to be." N all nodded, then pointed to the sheet of
parchnent. "It's not that | believe this to be an epitaph or a eul ogy, or that
we' ve reached the end of our friendship. | know things have changed between
us, and will continue to change, and that... a time may come when we find
oursel ves on opposite sides. But whatever happens, whatever events transpire,
| just wanted you to know that... | consider you ny best and closest friend."
Jani cl osed her eyes and stood as still as she could. "I feel the sane way."
She breathed, concentrated on the air pulling in and pushing out. "I have to
go." She turned and hurried back to the term nal
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"I may be out your way in the autumm," N all called after her. "Possibly



earlier. Sorting out Fort Karistos."

Jani stopped and turned around. "Mko's sending the right man."

"Yeah." N all patted his pockets again, then stilled. "Think there's any
neutral ground where we can neet for dinner?"

"I"'msure sonething can be arranged."

"You can still eat in a restaurant?"

"I still eat in a restaurant." Jani regarded Niall for a time. Then she drew
to attention and snapped a salute. "Colonel."

Ni al | sal uted back. "Captain."

Jani turned and wal ked back into the termnal. The place was deserted now-her
foot steps echoed within the space, the dull rasp of boot sol es against rough
tile.

She returned to the humani sh side of the concourse and took a seat by the

wi ndow, waiting for the final call to board. Three shuttles had al ready
departed for Luna, |eaving the runways bare and her sightlines clear. She
could see Tsecha and Dathimstrolling toward the far end of the tarmac, as
wel | as the shuttle donmi nant who paced around the remaining craft that abutted
t he concourse's Haarin gangway, executing her preflight wal k-around.

Not shuttle dominant. Pilot. Jani replayed Niall's grunble, and sniled.

"And the tine dw ndles down."

Jani | ooked around to find Lucien standing at the end of the row of seats.
It's just the two of us. She'd had a feeling that when the tinme came for
good- byes, his would be the last. Unfortunately, that hadn't hel ped her
prepare. Forewarned and forearmed never did nmuch good when it cane to Lucien
Pascal . "l was just thinking of something Niall said." She stifled a cough.
She | oved John nore than her life, saw aspects of himin the sun-bright
surface of a cloud or the sweep of a shuttle's wing, had only to cl ose her
eyes to imagine his snile, his touch

And yet ..
"Dathimsays |I'mnot allowed on the tarmac." Lucien
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wal ked to the wi ndow and watched the pilot circle. "Anything we say needs to
be said here."

Jani's hand went to the neck of her coverall, which felt constricting despite
its usual baggy fit. "Such as?"

Luci en stood up strai ght and cl asped his hands behind his back. He wore
civvies, shirt and trousers in shades of blue that managed to |l ook like a

uniform "I've put in for a spot on Pierce's Karistos audit team He doesn't
know it yet, of course. | can't wait to hear the how s of agony."
Jani grinned. "I'll just bet you can't." She tugged at her cuffs. Checked her

ti mepi ece. Then she | ooked up to find Lucien had turned his back to the
wi ndow, and watched her

"You'll miss me, won't you?" He smiled his brilliant snile
Jani nodded. "Yes, | think I will."
"You think." Lucien stood still for a tine. Then he started toward her

wal ki ng so slowy, as though he knew she'd wait forever
Jani's heart pounded as he pulled her to her feet, his hands roamnmi ng over her
body before | ocking around her waist. He drew her in slowy, his lips tracing
heat over her face, her neck and throat before finally settling over hers. She
savored his taste for what she told herself would be the |ast tinme. Pepper
with a hint of bitter orange, flavors he knew she enjoyed.

He rel eased her just as gradually, hands drifting al ong her neck, her
shoul ders, over her breasts before finally falling away. He backed off,

fingers curled as though he held onto her still, his eyes | ocked with hers.
Then he turned on his heel and wal ked to the entry, through the doors and
away.

Jani wat ched the space where Lucien had been as the | ast sense of himfaded.
Then she detected notion out of the corner of her eye, and | ooked out the

wi ndow in time to see Dathimand Tsecha hurrying toward the term nal

"It istinme, nia," Tsecha called as he bustled through the entry, his step



slowing as he drew close. "Time to |l eave this damed col d place." He stopped
and | ooked around the ter-
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m nal as though lost. "So strange. | thought, and truly, that | would die
here.”

"You m ght have." Dathimcut in front of Tsecha, then waved hi mand Jani both
toward the gangway. "As we all mght have. Now we shall go sonepl ace el se, and
l[ive." He | ooked to the wi ndow, then away. In his way, he had wanted to |ive
on Earth as nuch as had Tsecha, but if he felt any regret at |eaving, he kept
it to hinself. "Now we shall go," he said again.

They boarded the shuttle. Jani strapped herself into her seat, then sat back
Studi ed the other Haarin who had al ready boarded. Wndered at how far she had

cone in a year and a half, and where she still needed to go.
Then came the runbl e of the engines. The acceleration. The lift and bank of
flight.

"Ni a?" Tsecha | oosened his seat brake and spun around to face her. "What is
that on the water?"

Jani | oosened her safety harness and edged closer to the porthole until she
coul d see the | ake bel ow

The skimrers flitted side by side over the water like |lowflying seabirds,
their rings of emergency lights blazing yellowwhite. At first they darted to
the left, then to the right, |ike gl ow ng waterbugs. Then their paths

strai ghtened as they sped up to race the shuttle, their lights flashing on
then off in flickering patterns.

"Humani sh | eave-taking, niRau." Jani |eaned close to the w ndow and wat ched
the display until the shuttle banked and the skimers di sappeared from vi ew.
EPI LOGUE

"Who is that youngish, nia?" Tsecha | eaned forward so he could | ook around
Jani, but not so far that he couldn't pretend he | ooked somewhere el se in case
someone caught him

Jani gl anced back toward the enclave road, saw the famliar figure sitting
atop a nearby rock, and hid a smle. "You did meet him inshah. Torin

Cl ase—he's the historian.”

"Ah." Tsecha nodded as he drew up straight. "He appears npst as different when
he wites."

"He does get a rather pointed | ook, yes."

"He is everywhere, nia."

"He believes that recording the history of Thalassa is his born duty. He
believes it nmust be done at the tine things happen so that the facts don't get
nmudd| ed. "

"So." Tsecha sniffed. "Can he hear us if we whisper?"

"No." Jani fought to stifle a laugh. "But then he'll try to get you to commit
to once-a-week interviews."

"He has done such al ready, nia—everywhere | turn— Tsecha shook his head. "The

price | nmust pay, | nost suppose, for this blessed sun."

Jani closed her eyes and felt the heat on her face. Wnter was al nost upon
them and she could still wal k about w thout a coat in the afternoons. Yet
still, at tines, she thought
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about what had been. "I amsorry that Chicago didn't work out. |I know how nuch
it meant to you." She hesitated. "It neant a lot to nme as well."

"The gods did not nean for me to die in such a cold place." Tsecha bared his
teeth. "They nmeant for us to | abor where we were wanted in the first place,
where we did not have to spend so rmuch energy asserting our right to be!' He
gl anced at Jani, then away. "l speak as one of you. | amnot, however—this I
know and truly. | do not presune.”

Since when? "If you wanted to hybridize, all you'd have to do is go to John
and say the word."

"He would enjoy it too nuch, | believe."



"There woul d be sonething rather circular about it, yes." Jani watched a

sailracer's rai nbow hued craft swoop in the distance. "It is a good place."

"It is." Tsecha nodded. "It is warm which is a wonder. | did not believe that
I would ever enjoy such again." He started down the beach. "Cone, nia. W rnust
speak of na G sa again. | fear and truly that she will drive me nost as nmad."

"In a minute, inshah." Jani stretched her arms over her head, as though she
could reach the few wi sps of cloud that coursed the sky if she tried hard
enough. After a few nonents she let themfall to her sides. Rocked back and
forth, heel to toe to heel, inhaling the sea air and listening to the birds
screech. Then ..

she reached into her pocket and rempved a stone, one of the banded
triangles that are so numerous here. She | ooked out over the water, as she has
done so often since her return. Bending | ow, she tossed the stone atop the
curved mass of themthat had washed up over the years past. Then she started
down the beach after ni Tsecha, running until she caught up to him and they
tal ked until sunset.



