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There was no answer to the dragon’ swhisper. The crystalline draconalay broken at hisfeet, but atingle
in the dragon’s mind told him she was not gone, not yet.

“Skytouch,” he hissed again, venting smoke from his massive nogtrils. Those who had knocked her from
the sky lay torn in pieces, just beyond the ridge. He had answered her cry in time to avenge her, but not
intimeto save her.

“Highwing,” whispered avoiceto hisleft. “ Stay your grief! Y ou must listen!”
He swung hismassive head in anger. “Iffling! Areyou hereto view the dead? Leave usin peace!”
“Highwing,” answered the shimmering being, “your quarrel is not with me. Will you not accept my help?’

Highwing blew fire over theiffling’ s head. The creature floated out of the way, unperturbed. “If you want
to help, then show me who encouraged those ... ungarkkondoh ... to do this”

“They werefollowers of one whom we do not name,” whispered theiffling. “ They meant to indtill fear.
Y ou must not |et them succeed. Y ou must listen.”

Highwing ignored the meddlesome being. What did itswords matter? His mate lay dying, victim of a
sensdless, savage attack. She had come from the Dream Mountain to sing the memories of the realm; but
some, it seemed, no longer gpproved of such stories, though the telling of them was an dmost sacred
function of the draconae. Those un-garkkondoh had deserved far worse than the death he had given
them in punishment. But it was he who would suffer now. Skytouch, why did | not stay with you?

“Ligento her!” urged theiffling. “Listen while you can!”

Highwing did not answer. As he gazed down at her broken crystal wings, beautiful evenin thefading
twilight, his eyesfilled with memories of Skytouch under anoonday sun: wings of gossamer crystd riding
the wind, eyes ablaze, her flight-song gladdening the air. Now her eyeswere nearly extinguished. Listen
to her? He reached out in thought. Skytouch?

Her left eye glimmered faintly. Hetilted his head, narrowed his gaze to peer into theinterior or her eye.
Deep within itsfacets afire fill burned, though faintly. Skytouch, he whispered with hismind.Can you
hear me?

There was agolden flash in the center of hisvison, and an image danced in his eye: the two of them on
wing, riding midday thermals. He sensed |aughter, through the pain. But he could not return her laughter,
not now.l wish | could take you back there, hethought.Or to the Dream Mountain. To the draconae,
to the other females.

L-i-st-en...
He was astonished to hear her voice in hismind. Skytouch —
L-i-st-e-n ... t-0 ... t-h-e ... W-0-r-d-s.

His gaze penetrated deeper into the dying coas of her eyes, into the pain, sharing it. Listen to the Words?
Now?

Her mind-voice strained to be heard. Y-0-u ... Y-O-U ...mru-st ... r-eme-m-b-e-r ... And before he
could do more than quiver in surprise, another memory grew bright in histhoughts.

* * *



It was abowl-shaped dell. The fledglings crouched, listening to the elder dracona sing of events past, and
of eventsyet to unfold. The fledglings stirred impatiently asthe elder’ s shining eyesturned to atiny,
jeweled glass dracona named Skytouch. “ Daughter, speak the Words of the future.”

The young femaerose, tinkling. Gazing into the sky, she sang in acrystaline voice:
From beyond life

will come one

From beyond hope

will come one

Without friend

will come one

And the realm shall tremble.
Innocent of our ways

will come one

Challenging darkness

will come one

Soeaking her name

will come one

And the realm shall tremble.

From that one

comes a beginning

From that one

comes an ending

From that one

all paths diverge

And surely the realm shall tremble.
The vision darkened, Skytouch’s strength ebbing.

Highwing rumbled in wonder. He remembered the time. It was hisfirst Sght, asayoungling, of Skytouch.
There had been more words than that, words of warning, of admonition. Prophecies of demons entering
the realm, of innocence challenging darkness. Of deeds that might come to pass. Of the need for wisdom,
the need to discern what is or is not garkkondoh. Words of little meaning to him then, or now.

He blinked dowly, so as not to break the weakening bond with his mate. There waslittle light left in her



now. Why had Skytouch wanted him to see that memory? He was no dracona

She seemed, even in the growing darkness of her thoughts, to be aware of hisquestion.Y-c-u ...

Skytouch?

... MU-st ... r-ememb-er ...
He breathed smoke. Yes. For you. But why?

Her fireswerefailing rapidly. But aspark flickered in her eye and one moreimage appeared in his
thoughts. He recognized himsdlf, flying high in anight sky. There was danger in theimage: someonethere,
someone not of the relm. Heimagined that he felt the mountains trembling. Speek not of this, but hold it
closeto your heart, he seemed to hear her say.

What isit?hewhispered. But the image was fading. Skytouch? Wait!
Bewise, son of Srongwing. Bewise ...

He seemed to hear her last words chiming on the air. The connection was cold. Her eyeswere dark
now, the last spark gone. She had fled to the Final Dream Mountain. The glass shards of the vessel that
hed held her in life were now empty. Skytouch, he whispered,call to me and | shall hear you wherever
| may be, though all of the mountains lie between us.

There was no answer.
Heraised hishead. Even theiffling was gone.

Highwing tipped back hishead and roared into the night sky. He lit the sky with athundering flame. What
had she been trying to convey? What duty? He would not learn it here, not now.

Wings unfurled, helegped into the air in fury and grief. Her death would be repaid — not now, perhaps,
but one day. He would keep her thoughtsin his heart, though he didn’t understand them. He would
ponder them and learn. One day he would understand.

For now, bewildered and aone, he could only beat hisway into the cold stinging wind, high into the
deepening night sky.

Part One
Rigger

... Inthose early days, long before the founding of the RiggerGuild, starship riggers lived with constant
insecurity. Often enough, they found themselves controlled by shrewd masters— sometimes sultly,
sometimes not — but controlled nonetheless; and in those days, riggers were rardly successful in
supporting one ancther againgt abusive masters. But if they suffered oppression in the norma world, they
found freedom in the net, in the dreams by which they steered their ships, which their masters, however
powerful, could never share. The lucky rigger found away to carry that freedom out of the net, to the
other sdef life....

Jona Jon’

—Gazing into Yesteryear:



A Brief History of Sarflight

One

Gaston’sLanding

Jeel paused at the edge of the spaceport lobby, heart pounding. She was late for the afternoon spacing
cal, and she could see from where she stood that today her name would go to the bottom of avery long
list. The spaceport was crowded, noisy, clotted with people competing for space, for time, for service—
shippers, stewards, unrated crew, normal-space pilots, riggers. Loud voices echoed across the room,
voices of the stlewards caling riggersfor possble assgnment. The calls seemed to float over thelounge
areawhere the riggers congregated — riggersfor hire, too many of them — all hoping that the stewards
would come to them, match them with ship masters, ask themto fly.

Jeel drew abreath, and dmost turned away, but forced herself to remain. She was ready — more than
ready — for an assgnment. She had the schooling and the space-tria credentia's, and she looked
presentable: adender, dark-haired young woman, not beautiful maybe, but nestly groomed, in atunic
auit, grey edged with scarlet. Did she have the ssomach for the disappointment that was almost sureto
come? She surveyed the lobby, considering. Her eyes widened as she glimpsed ayoung rigger of her
acquaintance, Toni Gilen, threading her way across the lobby toward a steward. Jagl shook her head and
strodein. Toni was one of the shyest riggers Jael knew; if Toni could be assertive, surely Jadl could be.

Shefelt no particular hope; she felt only the need that drew her here. It was the same fedling that drove
al riggers theadmogt irresstible need to shape, to explore, to live the fantastic redities of arealm that
nonriggers could never touch or master, but could only dream of. And she sensed the ubiquitous
conflicting emotion, dmost papableintheair. It wasfear: fear of falure, fear of the shipperswhom the
riggers hoped to serve. Shefdt the need and fear combine like athrill in her gut, her groin, her spine; but
beneath it all, somewhere, remained the hope that today might be the day she would contract to fly.

She walked past the waiting area, toward the registry window, her feet moving quickly on thetilefloor.

“Hi there, Jaelie!” she heard, and despite hersdlf, sheturned. A hawk-nosed young man was laughing
from within therailing that set off the rigger lounge. “Gonna show us how to cheset the odds today?’ Jeel
opened her mouth to reply, but the young man was aready strutting away, grinning.

Burning with anger, Jadl stalked on. Riggers, she thought bitterly. They were such misfits, most of them.
Sdlf-centered, insecure, socia incompetents. Walking raw nerves, in aworld none of them was suited
for. Was she like them? She hoped not. And yet, these were the people who navigated spaceships
through the dippery mists of the Flux; it wastheir unique gifts of vison that made travel among the stars
possible. Jael was proud to be arigger. But she was not always proud of the company she had to keep.

She approached the registration window nervoudy. She was dways aware of her youth and her rdlative
inexperience, but among the spaceport officials and shipowners, shefelt eventinier and more vulnerable
than shereally was. A raggedly bearded unrated crewman brushed by her and winked, grinning lewdly.
Sheignored the gesture, or tried to. She hated this place and those who worked here, aways ready to
prey on the weak and the uncertain. But if she wanted to return to space, she had to do it from here. And
more than anything in the world, she wanted to return to space. To the net. To thevison. Tothe
freedom.

A young man was ahead of her at the registration window, talking in a.croak, arasping whisper. Joel
waited, fidgeting, until he left and it was her turn at the window. A middle-aged woman with bluish hair



spoke without looking up. “ID?
Jael touched her bracelet to the dull-surfaced eye of the reader. “ Jael LeBrae.”

“Didn’'t ask your name, honey. It' sright herein front of me.” The woman turned, touched something on
her console. “Jael LeBrag,” she said, reading the output. “ Available for sngle Class Three or multiple
ClassFive. Isthat correct?’

“ YS”

The woman looked up, pursing her lips. “Y ou the daughter of Willie LeBrae?’ Her eyes bored into
Jodl’s,

“Yes” Thefamiliar tightnesstook hold in her throat. Was the woman going to ask about her father? She
didn’t want to talk about it, about him.

“I see. Well, nothing right now. Do you want to wait?’

Jadl hesitated, struggling not to resent the indifference in the woman’ svoice. “ Are you expecting
anything?’ sheasked findly.

Thewoman looked at her in surprise. “Why, how would | know, honey? We hear about them when they
comein. If you want to wait, you can wait. Isthat what you want to do?’

Jeel stared at her without answering. Could she stand it? It was the one way, the only way. “Yes,” she
whispered.

“Fine. Now, make way for others, won't you?’

Jeel walked away from the window and joined the other riggersin the lounge. As she glanced back, she
saw that there was no onein line behind her.

There were no empty seatsin the quiet area, so she stood near the wall watching some of theriggers
playing board and tank games, until a bench space opened up. As she did into the empty sest, the young
man to her right moved afew inches farther away. Jael tried not to let her resentment show. Shewas
tired of being blamed for her father, for people and events over which she had no contral.

But there were ways of dedling with emotional discomfort, and Jael used one of them now. She sat
perfectly ill, her back and neck erect, balanced. Closing her eyes hafway, she dowly erased the visua
input from her consciousness. Shelet her inner mind see, without her eyes.

Shewas aware, with her inner eye, of the expressions borne on the faces of the riggerswaiting in this
place. Boredom. Nervous tension. Desire. Inward-turned senses. Outward eagerness that belied the
darker fedingsroiling within. She smelled the aura of hot fear and desire that marked aroomful of
riggers, the way musky body scents marked the dens of animals. These riggers came from dens al over
the continent to this spaceport: to wait in thislounge, to hope, to need and dread the chance to teke a
garship into space.

But Jael didn’t want to think about them now, didn’t want to think about the competition. She had better
thingsto dwell upon: memoriesthat gave her ashiver as her thoughts fled from the here and now. Asthey
fled into the past, to thetime of her first flight, not so very long ago — atraining flight, the first of four ...

She had been working with other riggers, but it had been different then — not the bitter competition she
faced now. Riggers depended upon one another in guiding their shipsthrough the currents, through the



reefs and shods of flight. It was by navigating the Hux — an other-dimensiona reallm of mystery and
imagination — that starships physicaly passed among the stars. And in steering their ships, riggers had to
work together, not just cooperatively aswould the crew of any ship, but as artists meshed in psychic
union. Joined by shared intuition and inner vison, melded in working unity, they steered their vessdls. In
the schoolsit was difficult and chdlenging, flying smulationsfrom thelibraries, navigating any of a
thousand actual and imagined courses. In gpace it was doubly challenging, because it wasred, and life
was a sake— and in the conquest of the challenge, it wasinfinitely more rewarding than any smulation.

Onthat firgt flight and those that followed, Jagl had I€eft it dl behind: the fears and needs, the problems of
life back on the world, the family, the business, the reputation. All that disappeared when she entered the
rigger’ s net and wove together the threads of real space, of the Flux, of her imagination ... and crafted of
it aworld so cunningly red that the spaceship dipped through it as surely asit passed through the vacuum
and weightlessness of normal-space. On that firg flight, she and her crewmates had carried the ship
through amagica underseaream of tropica waters, warm and crystdline blue. And where were those
crewmeates, her fellow students, now? All gone, off among thegtars ...

“Listen up, people, | have some new openings here!”

For an ingtant, she wasn't sure whether the voice had come from her memory or from the outside. She
widened her eyes, brought them into focus. A shop steward was standing in the center of the lobby, job
datein hand. Hewas cdling out postionsto befilled.

Jael shook hersdf to dertness and listened.

“ ... atwo-rigger crew to make afast run up through AeregiaMinor, with cals at Parvis 1l and
Chaening’' s Outpost. We need afour-rigger crew for assignment with a passenger-carrying line; you'll
have to go through the compl ete screening and testing on that one. And we have two segts for
sngle-rigger jobs, onefreight and one courier.” The steward paused and looked around at the attentive,
brooding faces. “Don’t crowd, and don’t gpply if you' re not qualified,” he concluded, then turned and
disappeared into the office.

Jadl rose, dong with at least half the riggersin the room. There was some crowding and jockeying for
position at the half dozen ID readers, then shewasin line. The woman ahead of her glanced back
skepticdly, but shrugged and said nothing. Frowning, Jael remained intentionally obliviousto any other
glances, until her turn cameto dide her 1D bracelet into the reader niche. She drummed her fingers,
waiting.

The screen blinked and displayed:
We'resorry. We cannot consider your application for any presently available position.

Joel stared a the words. For three months now, since her last flight, she had received nothing but
rgjections. It would have been one thing to lose out on positionsif she’ d been unqudified, but she was
congstently being denied even the chance to prove herself.

“Hey, are you going to stand there dl day?’ complained a voice behind her. Turning, Jagl focused her
frown upon the voice' s owner. “What' d you expect, anyway?’ the complaining woman muttered
sarcadticaly. “Why don't you try the other side? That’ swhere you belong, isn't it?’

| don't know — whatdid | expect? Jadl thought, turning away. Fair treatment? | don’t know why. She
returned to her seat with as much dignity as she could muster. A young man she recognized from rigger
school kept looking in her direction; she did not return the gaze. But the anger kept bubbling back up.
Why don’'t you try the other side? The thought made her tremble. The other Sde of the spaceport



lobby was where the unregulated shippers hired riggers— riggers so untamable or unfit for society, or so
desperate, that they would fly with virtually no lega protection, not even the minimal restrictionsimposed
on the registered shippers. It wasthere that her father had hired his crews. It was there that the family
name had been turned from aname of pride to aname of derison.Never , she vowed.

But other words echoed in her mind, words she had heard someone mutter behind her back more than
once“ Who the hell wants to hire a daughter of Willie LeBrae?” She hadn’t responded to the
comment; she never did. But that didn’t stop it from hurting.

And that wastheworgt of it, really. Her fellow riggers, if anyone, ought to understand, ought to
sympathize. Most of them knew the pain of rgection well enough. But it was as though they only knew
how to cut deeper, how to make awound hurt even more. There were those, of course, who just sat
there, logt in their own worlds, neither harming nor helping. They barely stirred even to answer the cdlls;
they were hardly going to rise to anyone' s defense. And then there were her schoolmates— those
whose trust she had gained anyway — but they were scattered like dust now, among the stars.

Jadwas going to fly again, and join her friends out there; of that she was determined. Sooner or later they
would haveto give her aberth.

If she had to wait hereforever.

The next few hours felt like forever. There was only one other call, and that for asingle passenger-rated
rigger, for which she was unquaified. She got up and went to the lunch counter and bought a cup of leek
chowder, the only thing they sold that was any good; and she stood at the edge of the lounge, spooning
chowder into her mouth, tasting the thick pasty sauce and the chunks of spud-vine and leek. By thetime
she' d scraped thelittle bowl clean and licked off the spoon, she' d decided that enough was enough for
one day.

With alast tentative gaze over the lounge— as though one more call might come, as though waiting just a
few moments more might make the difference — she trudged toward the door. And with afina dark
glance across the lobby toward the unregulated area, she strode out into the late afternoon sun. A
tremendous oppression seemed to lift from her shoulders as she | eft the spaceport building — not the
weight of her unfulfilled dream, because that never lifted, but the weight of the enduring and the silent
frugtration. It was a burden she was willing to bear, because she had to for the sake of her dream; but it
felt good to put it down for awhile.

The road home to the multidorm wound up through the hills. It was afine, crisp day — agood day for
walking, for shouting at the wind, for Sghing under the consoling caress of the sun.

“Jael!” The voice was behind her.
She paused and turned, blinking, only half-focusing. Her mind was till in the sky.

A figurewas gtriding up the hill toward her. “ Jeel, how areyou?” It was adark-haired young man with
griking silver eyebrows, waving ahand, trying to get her attention. “Ho, Jael! Areyou in there? Anybody
home?’

Sowly her inner concentration melted away. “Dap — hi!” she said, smiling dowly. “1 didn’t expect to see
you. When did you get in?’ Dap was her cousin, so arigger — and one of the few people still based
here on Gaston’ s Landing whaose presence could bring asmileto her lips. Last she' d heard, he'd been
out onalong flight.

“I just got in afew daysago,” Dap said, fdling in dongside her. *Y ou waking up to therigger hal?” He



pointed up the road.
Jael nodded, resuming her stride. “ A few days? | haven't seen you.”

Dap shrugged. “I’ ve been lying low since | got back. Wanted to be by mysdlf for awhile.” Asthey
walked together, he broke into agrin. “How have you been? It wasredly someflight, Jael. | didn’t want
to wreck the memory by coming in hereright away and facing dl that.” He waved back toward the

spaceport.

“That'sgreat,” Jadl said softly, and fet atwinge of guilt. Thiswas her cousin, and she wanted to share his
excitement, but just now it was rather hard.

“Y ou look alittle down in the mouth there,” Dap said. “What' s the matter?’
“What isn't?” she growled, and instantly regretted her tone.

Dap chuckled. If anyone else had laughed, she would have wanted to murder him. With Dap, shewas
willing toforgive. “You think it' sfunny?’ shesadfindly.

He nudged her with an elbow. “Naw. Y ou know | don't think that. But are things redlly so bad?’
She shrugged and kept walking. “I can't get work. That's pretty bad, isn't it?’

“I know what you mean,” Dap said. “But we al have trouble with that a some time or other. When you
only have afew quaifying flights under your belt, it’ stough to bresk in.”

“It'snot that. I’ ve had two paying flights. It'snot just bregking in.”

Her cousin looked puzzled. “ Then what —”

“It’ sthat they won't giveit to me. They don’twant me. They’ re keeping me out.”
Dap frowned. “Y ou mean, because of your father' s—7"

“Of course! What am | supposed to do? Change my name? Move to another planet? How can | do that
if they won't et mefly?’ She blinked back atear, and had to stedl hersdlf to keep from crying. She
couldn’t help what people thought, but she didn’'t haveto let hersalf be affected by it. And shedidn’t
mean to wreck Dap’ s day too.

Dap grunted. They walked up the road, their feet crunching on theloose gravel. After awhile, the
movement began to dispel her gloom, and she asked, “ So how wasit? Y our flight, | mean?’

A smiletugged suddenly at the corner of Dap’s mouth. “Beautiful. Just beautiful.” He turned suddenly.
“Would you like to share it with me?’

She was gartled. “What do you mean?’

“Dreamlink, Jagl. Thereé samachine a my dad’ sfriend’ s cottage. We could go there right now, and
instead of my telling you about it ...” Dap grinned and caught her hand. “1t might lift you alittle, Jadl, to
reliveit with me. Testeit, fed it, smdl it, seeit. Jad, it was wonderful!”

Jeel tensed with desire and fear. Shefelt Dap’s hand release hers as shelooked at him, looked into his
intense, earnest eyes, dark under those slvery brows. “Wdll, I ... | don’t know,”

“Jeel, have you ever been in the dreamlink? It' s as close to rigging as you can come without being —”



“Yes, | know.” Sheblinked her gaze away, embarrassed. “But it sawfully ... persona, Dap, | mean, it's
not likewe're ... | mean, we're cousins. We're not — “ She’ d heard how some riggers used the
dreamlink during their off time. It made avery interesting enhancement for lovers. Or o she had been
told.

“Hey —hey! Jadl, it'snot like that.” Dap laughed gently and touched her arm, “Jael, don’t worry — it’'s
not sexud, if that’ swhat you' re thinking of.” Now he looked embarrassed. “Or anything like that. |
mean, sure it can be, but it doesn’t haveto be. It' sjust away of sharing thoughts and memories and
fedingsand ...” He hesitated, and shrugged.

Shetrembled, avoiding his eyes. Thiswas Dap she wastaking to, her cousin, her friend. What was she
afraid of ? Didn’t she want the chance of feding what he' d felt as he took wing between the stars?“1 — *
Shefet her mind churning, her fedingsturning over and over. Perhgps she should; at least it would give
her ataste of what she' d been yearning for. At least it would be with afriend.

“Jeel,” hesad, “well belooking right into one another, and our soulswill link —"

“Okay,” she sghed, interrupting him. She nodded and murmured huskily, “Okay, let'sgo.”

Two

The Dreamlink

They drovein agroundcar from therigger hal, gliding dong the roadway. They passed around the far
sde of the hills, into agorgeous pink sunset — with two of Gascon’s Landing' s three moonsjust hanging
there, dim crescents shining in the reddish glowing sky. They droveto Dap’ sfather’ sfriend’ s cottage,
where the dreamlink machine was located.

Jeel felt arush of nervousness asthey got out to walk up a short path to the retreat. It was area house,
not amulti-dorm. Dap touched her arm, smiling reassuringly. The gesture helped her to overcome her
doubts; she drew a breath and accompanied him to the front door. Dap fumbled in his pocket and fished
out adim meta wafer and did it into adot in the edge of the door. “ The Donovons don’t believein ID
bracelets— you haveto use akey,” he murmured. The door clicked and swung inward on hinges. Jeel
followed himin.

She peered around the front room as Dap secured the door. The house was small but elegantly designed,
with a curving wooden staircase and soft-textured beige and white walls. Jael strolled around, touching
the wall surfaces and banisterswith a certain fascination. Perhaps it was a consequence of living in the
rigger halstoo long; it sartled her to encounter luxury.

“Back here, Jadl.”

Shefollowed Dap into asmal dtting room, in the center of which was asilver-hemisphered device
standing waist high. Dap passed his hand over the device, and it came on, producing agolden light.

She' d never actudly seen adreamlink machine before, but she knew what it was. a gpecidized type of
synaptic augmentor. It should be no big deal, compared to arigger-net. As she approached it, shefdt a
soft inner glow pass through her. 1t seemed to match the light that the hemisphere produced. Thefeding
stayed with her as she crossed the room to where Dap was moving apair of seatsinto the fringe of the
glowing field. “We'll et it coalesce for afew minutes. Would you like something to drink?” he asked.
“Some sparkly?”’

Jael nodded. She sat and tried to relax while Dap disappeared into the kitchen; she smiled, drumming her



fingers, and murmured thanks when he returned with two dender glasses of carbonated water. She
inhaled afaint scent of juniper and lime; it tickled her nose and throat as she sipped it. Dap took the other
Sest and clinked glasseswith her.

“What do we do now? What' s going to happen?’ she asked, thinking, thisisyour cousin, good old
Dap — why are you worried? — he knowswhat he' sdoing.

Dap leaned forward and winked teasingly. She wondered if he was amused by her naivete, or perhaps
being just the dightest bit flirtatious. She blushed and took another sip of sparkly. “Y ou' |l know what to
do,” Dap sad. “If you can handle the net, you' || have no trouble with this.” He settled back into his seat
looking relaxed and eager, and Jadl thought, I’ m worrying about nothing after al. Nothing. Thefied was
growing in intengty, very dowly, apleasant glow surrounding her mind.

Dap began to talk, just idle conversation about this and thet, riggers and family — his, fortunately, not
hers (they were actudly second cousins, and she knew his parents and sister only dightly) — and al the
while, shefdt the glow sinking deeper into her mind, warming her, most a physica sensation that tingled
at the edges of theicinessthat lingered inside her. She shivered as Dap suddenly shifted tracks and
described hislagt flight — athree star-system hop, fast and exciting — played in the net as
skipping-stone idands across a broad, sun-spanked sea. His eyes sought hers as he spoke, laughing.
“Jedl, it was just the two of us, Deiraand me. The owner was going to come, but canceled out at the last
minute. No owner, just the two of us, captaining ourselves, and crafting thisvison!”

As he spoke, Jadl began to see aglimmer of the vison Dap had held during theflight — just aglimpse at
the edge of her own vision, dancing like spots before her eyes as his memorieswere spun out ina
tapestry of words and expression. Hiswords tugged at her as he spoke of theintimacy he had
experienced in the teamwork with Deira, asthey’ d piloted their star freighter through the FHlux. “ Jadl, that
was the best part about thetrip,” he said, his eyes ill seeking hers, holding them just alittle longer than
shewished them held, histhoughts reaching out to hers. “But it wasflegting.” And hisvoiceturned alittle
wistful. “ She saready gone out on another flight, thistime on along haul with three others. | missher
aready.” Did hisvoice catch, just alittle? He kept talking. “But the experience ...” And sparks of
excitement seemed to radiate from his voice as he spoke again of the flight itself. “Imagine an absolutely
clear, deep seaand an enormous, beautiful sky and aseriesof idandslaid out likejewelsonthesea...”

Something in Jael knotted up as he went on, causing her to choke silently. Shetried to containit; she
didn’'t want to let her envy show. But as the warmth of the field worked its way dowly through the
remaining icinessingde her, shefdt certain fedings of resstance giving way, and she redized that there
was no need to hide her fedings from her friend. That was what the dreamlink was al about — wasn't
it?— tugging loose fedings, sharing them. As shelooked a Dap, she felt agentle release of something
within, and she no longer only heard hiswords ...

Dap’'svision of space ... the spacehe had flown ... blossomed open directly in her mind. The glowing
blue sea, and the space freighter leaping over and through that image of a sealike amagnificent dolphin,
plunging through the clear waters and the air dike, plunging through — or rather,around — the
light-years of normal-space distance as a dol phin plunged through the sea. And she glimpsed the woman
Dap had rigged with, Deira, and his attraction and growing intimacy with her. Shefdt hisexultation, the
feding of release and freedom that came from steering a ship through the Flux. She' d felt that hersdlf,
those few times she' d flown, but never with the kind of intimacy that Dap was showing her inthis

memary.

Jael shivered with envy, and with nervousness, because she sensed in Dap ady querying interest toward
her now. But he had assured her that hisinterest was only friendly, that he would never push her into
anything she didn’t want. She could trust him, she had to trust at least someonein thisworld, and what



was she so afraid of, anyway?
Deiraand | ... we shared thisvision, and more. Can you see, Jael? Can you fedl it?

As she sensed Dap’ s thoughts, fedlings stirred in her heart that she could no longer contral. Yes, shefelt
it, and she did not want to know such envy, but she couldn’t help it. Before she knew what was
happening, thoughts and images began to gush up out of her own mind like water from afountain. They
spilled out into the image of space, into the dreamlink ...

First came memories of her own training flights, dancing down the lanes of nearby space, among some of
the cluster-mate stars of the sun of Gaston’s Landing. It was sheer joy, like swvimming for thefirst time,
stroking and panting and dancing acrossthe sea of stars. It was demanding to find the way and keep the
vision steady — oh yes! But every light-year passed was a triumph, and she and Mara and Joizee-Bob
(wherever they were now — how she missed them!) had threaded the passage so well on their last flight
that they’ d arrived ahead of schedule, wishing that they could turn around and fly it again. Such arelease
of fedings she had in the net! Such cooperation!

And those memories mingled with hopes of flights to come, flights that would vault the distances of much
greater space, with new crewmates or maybe some of the old, flightsthat so far were nothing but
hopes ... hopes, and frustration, and pain ...

She quickly tried to divert her thoughts from that, but the direction was inevitable; she could not control
it. Before she could even catch her breath, she was showering Dap with other visons. Visions of the

Vidonsof pan.

Glimpses of her frightened haf-brother Levin, steding himsdf againg the abuse of their uncaring father,
so frightened that he was unable to reach out even to his sster, rgjecting even her sympathy. Glimpses of
Levin griding out of the house and out of Sght down the road in dwindling daylight; of Jadl herself gazing
at her father' s closed door, unable to gain his attention, suffering and wanting and needing ... but her
father was too busy with the machinations of his business, too busy with his consorts ...

Jael, what is this?Dap whispered.

Images of Jael, yearslater, thisyear, aming herself with a self-esteem shedidn’t fed, and reporting to the
rigger hall. But it wasn't like the rigger school, where she d known classmates she liked and trusted,
where at least some people hadn’'t known yet of her father. Instead, the images were of her rigging on the
only two paying flights she’ d gotten in the year since her graduation, before word of who she was had
spread findly to the last corners of the shipping community. They were solitary flights, because shewas
fearful of seeking out companions, ashamed to let her fellow riggers know of her deep loneliness and
need ...

Jadl, | had noideal It ... it doesn’t have to be that way!

Theanguishwelled upin her.Doesn’t it? What was | supposed to do? Can’t you see that no one
would fly with me? Noone, no one ...

But Jael, you have to assert your rights. You can't just ... | don't know ... hide fromit!

Oh no? How about this? She couldn’t prevent it from spilling out now in agreat rush: dl the years of
londiness and failed hope, glimpses of her inner seif that she had never meant to let anyone see. It was dll
pouring into the dreamlink now, thundering onto Dap like awaterfdl: her anger toward her father for



ruining her dreams— not by forbidding them, but by failing to care, failing to make her dreamshis
own — by destroying the honor of the name L eBrae through his greed and dishonesty in the spacing
business. And there was anger not just toward her father, but toward her brother aswell — for his
unwillingnessto stand, and tolive. And anger toward herself — for not cutting them both loose and
making her own way in the world — for being afailure, not just asarigger, but asaperson.

In the dizzying energy of the dreamlink, she could sense that the link between Dap and herself was
graining, like afabric being pulled, stretched, torn. What was she doing? The openness of mind and soul
was the dreamlink’ s strength, and its danger. Leaking back to her through the link was Dap’ s surprise,
and dismay, his astonishment that anyone could fed, or could release such staggering need.

Just fantasies, shelied to him, but the lie crumpled in aningant.l can’t helpit, | didn’t want you to —
and her coherent thoughts broke off as her embarrassment became atrembling glow, reddening the
images of thelink.

Jael,hewhispered,| didn’t expect — how could | know! How could you be keeping all of this
insde?

And Dap’ sthoughts blurred into a hiss of static as he struggled to absorb what she’ d shown him. For a
few moments, no words came back to her through the dreamlink, no comprehensible thoughts. Dap
seemed S0 appaled by her need. He seemed to want to pull away. She sensed his ... what? Revulsion?

Jael, | knew it was hard for you, but ... howcanyou ... how could anyone ... live with this? And his
thoughtslog al darity and spun away.

Dap' Y ou promised me understanding! Wait — please don't —!

But it was too late; the bond was severed, torn by Dap’ s horror. What else could he possibly fed ?Dap!
But he was dready doing what any sane person would do. Without asound he closed himself off from
the dreamlink. Without physically moving, he faded like aghost from the glow that had become the world
around Jedl, the glow that was now only asuffocating shield around her, protecting only her own hurt and
sdf-loathing. She sensed that Dap could no longer even look at her; she sensed him rising from his seat
and turning away, leaving the room. And she cried mutely in pain.

She made hersdlf her own last audience; shelet her pain dancein thefield like threads of fire, tightening
around her like anoose, choking her. There was no one here to help her escape from her pain — there
never had been, not in Dap, nor in her father before — they forgot their promises and closed the door on
her, one just like the other. She wanted to kill someone, she wanted to kill them both, she would kill
hersdf with thishatred if shedidn’t do somethingto —

— control it —
— bottleit —

— which shedid, gathering it in from the burning glow of the dreamlink and wrapping it tightly around her
finger and corking it back inside where it belonged. And then, when she knew she was safe and till sane,
she rose and turned off the dreamlink augmentor. The glow died, leaving the room cold and silent and
derile. There was nothing here that could hurt her now.

Except what lived within her.

Unwilling to cry, unable to answer Dap’ s croaking harshness— “Wait, Jadl! I'll take you home!” —
from the hallway, she strode out of the room and out of the house and began the long trek on foot back



to her room, through the gathering evening darkness.
Three

Contract to Fly

When she arrived the next morning at the spaceport |obby where the riggers mobbed and brooded, she
saw, to her relief, no sign of Dap. He d caught up with her last night, followed her in the car to make sure
she got home safely; but she’ d been too angry to get in or speak with him. She' d been embarrassed,
humiliated, shamed. She couldn’t believe that his concern was sincere, not after theway he' d lft her like
that in the dreamlink.

She would put Dap behind her, as she had put dl of the others behind her. Regardless of what anyone
here at the spaceport thought, she meant to rig on a starship. She would not be kept from it by Dap or by
her fellow riggers or by what anyone thought of her father. They could discriminateif they wanted to, but
they couldn’t stop her.

Her determination kept her going through that day. But the presence of the other riggersin the hallswasa
drain on her spirit — not so much any oneindividua as the sheer numbers, the weight of al theriggers
competing with her for work. She found hersdf glancing across the lobby from time to time, watching the
activities of the unregulated shippers. Oncein awhile, arigger drifted over that way from the lounge, but
most of the riggers who worked for the unregul ateds stayed away from their peers on thisside of the
lobby. Therewasaclear, if unofficid, class distinction between the two groups of riggers. Those who
worked for the unregul ateds were more poorly trained and paid, more exploited, more likely to fly
substandard equipment, more likely not to return from space. And in those riggers, there was often a
certainlook in the eyes, an gppearance of resignation, weariness, and defest.

Never will | do that, she had vowed. And as she watched, thinking of the riggers who had worked for,
and been worn out by her father, she silently renewed that vow. And yet ... she knew that for many
unfortunate riggers, it was the only way to makeit into space. On this planet, at least, there were too
many riggers and not enough registered ships. And when one had the dream ... when one was driven by
the need, by the compulsion ... it was a matter either of taking whatever meansthere wasto get into
gpace, or of withdrawing into a salf-absorption that made them unfit for any work at al — except maybe
the selling of their dreams and visions to the commercia dreamtapers, and what a squandering of talent
that was. But so too wasit awaste to be used up and discarded by shipperswho vaued one’ staents
only for abrief and inexpensive career. No, shewouldn’t givein to that temptation. Not yet, anyway.

She left the spaceport fedling discouraged, but not beaten. Not quite. She went to the rigger hall library
and spent a couple of hours aone, running smulations of loca star routes. For atime, she managed to

keep her spirits up.

By the next morning her courage seemed to have evaporated. She opened her eyes and stared up at the
blank ceiling, without the dightest trace of hope. She spent most of the day in her room — withdrawn,
trying to muster the will to return to the spaceport, but unable to find the determination. When she shook
hersdf out of her mood, findly, late that afternoon, she vowed that she would, she must return for the
gpacing cdlsthefollowing morning.

That smple declaration gave her the focus she needed to begin gathering her inner strength again. It took
just one day to get an assgnment, she reminded hersalf — oneright day, one right convergence of

events. It was ameatter of persisting until the stewards could no longer deny her without due cause. And
because she had the credentials and she had good performance reports on the flights she had made, there



was no due cause, no just reason for denying her work. There was only prejudice because of her
father — because more than one shipper here claimed that Willie LeBrae had cheated them out of
business. But prejudice could be overcome. Had to be overcome. With persistence. With strength.

Shewas reminded of just what kind of strength it would take when thefollowing day she arrived well in
advance of the morning call, and watched the stewards pass her over in favor of three riggers her own
grade who had comein after her. It took another hour, but eventually her anger reached the boiling point.
She approached one of the stewards. “I want to know why you won't give me achance,” shesaid, ina
voicethat to her, anyway, seemed loud.

The steward looked surprised by her question. He glanced around the rigger lounge, where severa
people had looked up. A thin smile cracked hisfeatures. “Well, now.” He rubbed hisfingernails across
the front of hisblue shirt. “Y ou must redly want to fly, | guess.”

“Yes. And you know it.” Jadl glared a him, until his smile became waxen and twisted by
self-consciousness. “I don't care what you think of my father’s company, either,” she said. “I had nothing
to do with it. Nothing.”

The steward looked down for amoment, his lips moving in sllent thought. His eyebrows went up. “ Y ou
think we' re not being fair — because of your father?’

Y ou know damn well, she thought bitterly. But she said nothing; she just kept the steward fixed in her
scowling gaze.

“What do you expect meto do?’ The steward cast a deliberate glance across the lobby, toward the
unregulated quarter, asif to suggest, Why don’t you go over there?

“Y ou can givemework!” Jael sngpped, ignoring hisintimation. She was suddenly aware of an increasing
number of peoplelooking in her direction, but she no longer cared. “Onthis side,” she said, alittle more
softly. “I'veearned it.”

The steward’ s eyes narrowed.

“My ratings are good enough.”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Y ou know they’ re good enough.” She was pushing her luck, she knew. But what did she have to |ose?
“I'll seewhat | can do,” he muttered, and turned away.

She gtarted to call after him. But the steward had aready dismissed her. She returned to the lounge and
took aseet in slence. AImost, she made the room go away by retreating to her inner mind, but something
told her not to let it go that easily; even as she called to mind happier images, she kept one eye on the
steward’ s corner. She would not let him think that she had quit, or forgotten.

The next three hours passed dowly indeed.
“LeBrae.” Poke.” Jadl.” Poke.

Her eyesflew open. She was being nudged awake in her chair by the young rigger she’ d seen the other
day, Toni Gilen. “What? What isit?’ she murmured.

“Over there.” Toni was pointing in the direction of the registration area. “ They asked me to come get



you.”

“Who did?’ Jael asked. But she dready saw who Toni was pointing at. Beyond the lounge area, the
steward she' d talked to was standing beside alarge, bearded man dressed in a black tunic-length vesta
robe over loose black pants. They were discussing something, and glancing in her direction. “They want
to seeme?’ she asked Toni.

The younger rigger’ s eyes widened, and she took a seat without saying anything more.

Very well, then, Jael thought. They want to see me. She straightened her clothes and strode toward the
two men.

“Isthisthe one?’ the large man asked the steward as she approached.
The steward'slips curled into a self-satisfied amile. “ThisisMissLeBrae.”

“LeBrae?’ said the other man. He nodded, as though in thought. “What’ syour first name, Miss?’ he
asked, inagravdly voice.

“Jodl. Joel LeBrag,” shesaid. “Qudified for Class Three single and Class Five multiple.” Her voice
trembled dightly, and she struggled to keep it steadl.

The shipper pursed hislips. “Would you be interested in flying a Class Three single, Jad ?’

Her heart thumped, and she dmost squawked, Y es! But caution made her swallow the urge, and she
stammered, “Could you tdl me ... please ... the particulars on your ship?’ She glanced at the Steward,
who was supposed to act asthe provider of such information.

The steward’ s gaze was guarded, but his voice was needle-sharp. “| thought you were anxiousto fly.”

“I'll tell you everything you want to know,” the shipper boomed, interrupting. “My nameis Captain
Deuteronomous Mogurn, and I'm flying afreighter,Cassandra. She's out in docking bay 27 right now,
ready to go as soon as she's crewed.”

“And your cargo?’ the seward intoned, fulfilling hisrole sarcagtically.

“Artifact goods of substantia value,” Mogurn said with awink. It wasn't clear whether the wink was
meant for Jael or for the steward. But the cargo description was as much as he was required to give, and
no more. No specifics were required to be given the rigger, though there was no reason to expect
secrecy, dther.

Jedl blinked, consdering hisanswer. “And ... your registry information?’

The two men exchanged glances. Then Mogurn dowly smiled. “Perhaps we should step over hereto
discussthat,” he said, gesturing away from the rigger area.

Jeel froze, and for the space of perhaps three seconds, she was aware of nothing except the pounding of
her heart. What did that mean? Unregistered? Registry stewards were not supposed to engagein
solicitation for unregistered shipping. Was someone being paid off here?What are you doing to me?

The two stood waiting for her response, their expressions betraying nothing. Shetried to find her voice,
and at last managed, “Why can’'t wetak about it here?’

For an ingtant, the two men seemed taken aback. Then the steward’ s smile widened dightly, and he
answered, “Well, Miss LeBrae, what we re offering you is something alittle different. And you haveto



discussit over there— if you want to go to space, that is.”

| told you, she whispered to herself, then realized that she hadn’t spoken the words doud. She cleared
her throat. “1 don’t want to fly unregulated. | said that before.”

“Thisisn't, perhaps, what you think it is,” Captain Mogurn said in adry voice. “Won't you even hear us
out?’

As shelooked back at him, she couldn’t tell whether she should dismiss him out of hand or not. Perhaps
it wouldn't hurt to hear what he was offering; after dl, no one could force her to fly. “Okay,” she
mumbled reluctantly, and followed the shipper ashort distance away from the rigger lounge. The steward
bowed, and somewhat to her relief, left them.

Mogurn led her to aquiet corner, then turned, and for amoment seemed to examine her criticaly,
looking her up and down. Jadl felt her face growing warm under the scrutiny; she was aware, more than
ever, of her dight stature, of her youth. After amoment he said, “Do you mind telling me, Jael, why you
wish to go into space?’

The question took her by surprise. She' d expected to be asked about her record, her skills— but not
this, not so bluntly. How could she explain a burning desperation to fly — to see space again, to witness
the landscapes of the Flux? Her voice caught alittle, as shetried to answer. “| supposeit'sredly ... the
only thing that interestsme.”

“The chanceto see dl those worlds?’
“Yes... | guess But mogily it'stheflying. It swhat I'm good at. | don't ...” She hesitated.
“Don’'t what, Jad 7’

She groped for words. “I ... don’'t know what I’'d do if | couldn’t rig.” And at once she regretted her
forthrightness. She didn’t even know this man!

Mogurn chuckled softly. “Y ou wouldn't turn inward like a vegetable, would you, like some of your
peers?’ Histhick eyebrows quivered, and she couldn't tdll if hewas laughing at her, or a al riggerswho
couldn’t live without their chosen work.

She dhrugged indignantly.

“Well,” Mogurn said, histone changing to one of accommodation, “would it surprise you to know thét |
understand how you fed? That | know what it’ slike to want, even toneed to do something? That
something like that got me into spacein thefirst place?’ He stroked the front of his vestarobe, scowling.
A dight twitch had appeared in the corner of hisleft eye, and he rubbed at it for amoment with his
fingertips. “Thisisdl along-winded way of saying, maybe you shouldn’t lump dl shippersin the same
category. There are some unregistereds who are better than some of your fully registered shippers.”

“Well —”

“There are shippers here, | imagine, that someone like you should never come near. Registered shippers.
People who would use you and throw you out like an old dog when you were no longer useful to them.”
Mogurn’s eyes, which were blue-grey and more than alittle bloodshot, squinted at her. “ Stay away from
those people, Jael! No good can come of dedling with them!”

She blinked, unable to answer. Of course there were shippers like that. Her own father had been one of
them. Was Mogurn claming to be different?



“But don’t throw the good out with the bad,” Mogurn continued, gazing across the lobby. He stood
beside her now, as though standingwith her. He glanced back over toward the rigger area. “It’ snot
always so great over on that Sde, either.”

“What do you mean?’

His breath hissed out heavily; hewas avery solidly built man, but he seemed dightly asthmeatic. She
wondered how old he was. Fifty, maybe? Sixty?“Don’t you know?’ he asked. “| think you do.” And he
paused, as though to make the point, “ Regulated, unregulated — there’ s no guarantee you' Il be treated
farly either way. Wouldn't you agree?’

Jadl flushed and nodded ever so dightly. “| guessthat’s sometimestrue.”

“Of course. We both know it. Andthe regulators know it. And yet they maintain thisfiction that the only
safeway for arigger to work iswithin their cozy little syslem — where they have control!” Mogurn
seemed to redlize that he was speaking too loudly; he cleared his throat and readjusted the shoulders of
hisvesa

Jael could not answer. She' d been thrown off balance by his assertion, but how could she deny it? The
registry made a pretense of fairly apportioning jobs, but it was only a pretense, and no one resented it
more than she.

“May | ask you something?’

Startled, shetried to focus on Mogurn’ s words; she kept drifting off into her thoughts. “What?’
He rubbed his cheek. “How old are you, Jael ?’

“Why?What does that matter? I’ m sixteen, local. That’s about eighteen, standard.”

“Yes. Wdll, | just wanted to point out that you cannot expect to fly al of your life. Most riggers have to
stop by the time they’ re twenty-four or twenty-five, unlessthey’ re exceptional.” He paused. “ Perhaps
you are exceptiond. But ....”

She closed her eyes. She knew what he was going to say.

When shelooked again, he was gesturing toward the lounge full of riggers waiting, passing time, and she
thought of al the boredom and frustration there, and knew he had pointed at the truth: most of those
riggerswould end their careersin frudtration, rarely flying; and with each passing year, many of them
would dowly losethat curious, intangible inner vison that had made them riggersin thefirst place. “You
might not have that much time left, Jadl,” Mogurn said in asoft growl. “ And I’ m offering you a chance.”

She trembled, two powerful desires conflicting in her mind. Never, she had promised hersdlf. Never
would shefly with an unregulated shipper. But what if her choice wasthat, or never to fly at al?Which
was worse? Was she being ruled even now by her father — by her reaction to him? Was she wrong to
assumethat dl unregulateds were like him?

“And,” Mogurn continued, “I’ m offering even more. I’ m offering something that can help you become
one of those exceptional ones.”

Sheturned. “What do you mean?’

Hiseyebrows arched. “1 have amethod, Jadl. It isboth atraining device and areward. Riggers on many
other worlds compete for it — away to enhance their skill, to improve the odds. Y ou’'ve been at an



unfair disadvantage here— but | can help yovu, if you fly myCassandra. And that isapromisethat I'll
wager none of these others’” — and he jerked his head toward the registry area— “ can offer.”

Jeel drew asharp breeth, her suspicion conflicting with her curiogity ... with her desire, flaming in her
heart. “1 ... don't know.” A way to improve her chancesin the future? She at least ought to consider it.
Shouldn’t she?* Can’'t you tell me more about whet it is?’

Mogurn sighed impatiently. “Can | tell you what loveis, Jad? Or life? Y ou have to experienceit, to
know. And now you must display some courage, and the will to fly!”

Jael looked away from him, saling.

“Don’t be undecided too long, Miss LeBrae,” Mogurn warned. “| subscribe to a shipper’ s code of
ethics. But | need arigger for my ship, and soon. If you are not interested in flying, | must seek another. |
havelittletime, and | have given you much of it dready.” Mogurn’s eyes seemed to boreinto hers.

A hundred thoughts flew through her mind: &l of her vows, her hopes and doubts and fears, and her
determination to fly. She gazed at the rigger lounge and saw the steward who had brought her to
Mogurn. He saw her, aswell, and his eyebrows went up as he turned away, asthough saying, There will
never be ajob for you here, not on thisside. And shefelt arenewed rage and frustration, and for a
moment, shefdt utterly incapable of decision. Then her determination burned through again, and she
drew adow breath.Which is more important — some self-defeating vow, or flying? She
remembered her father standing over her, saying, “Never pity yoursdlf, Jagl! Seize the moment!” She
never thought she would take her father’ s advice, but as she looked back up at Mogurn, she heard
herself saying, “I want to know more about your ship beforel say yes or no. Do you have the specs and
service records for me to see?”’

A smiletwitched at the corner of Mogurn’s mouth, and he nodded. “Of course. If you'd like to come
with me, you can review everything.” And Jael swallowed and drew hersdlf to her full height and followed
him acrossthe lobby.

Four

Departure

She met Dap on her way out. Shewas just tucking her flight contract into her tunic pocket when she saw
him gpproach.

“Jeel, wait! Please,” he said, faling into step beside her. “ Can | talk to you — please?”’

She paused in midstride and looked at him, frowning. She no longer felt angry, exactly, just distant.
“About what?" She tarted waking again, more purposefully than she had walked in along time.

“Wel, I don't... I just ... just want to apologize,” he sammered. “Jadl, | know | was rude the other
night. | don’'t blame you for being mad.”

“Good,” she sighed.

“But | wish ... | wish you hadn’'t walked off likethat! | could have explained why | was ... anyway, I'm
redly sorry.”

“Yes. Soyou said before,” she answered, not meeting his gaze.



“I guessyou don't believe me, but at least let metry to explain!”

“I believeyou,” shelied. “I’'m very sorry, Dap, but I’ ve just signed onto aship and | haveto get ready to
leave. Maybe I’ l| see you when | get back.”

That stopped him in histracks. She barely glanced back at him as he hurried to catch up again. “ Y ou got
ajob? That'swonderful! I'm redlly happy for you. Jad, who isit with?”

That stoppedher. She sighed to hersdf and turned. “ Do you redly care?’
“Yes, of coursel do!”

“I"'m flying with a shipper named Deuteronomous Mogurn, and hisship isCassandra .” She had afeding
of unredlity as she heard hersdf saying the words.

Dap’ s brow furrowed. “Mogurn? | don’'t know the name. ButCassandra. Isn't that an unregist —”
She stepped away angrily. “1 know what it is. Y ou don’'t haveto tell me—"

“Wait — | didn't mean—Jad!” Hefinaly grabbed her arm and physically brought her to ahdlt. “ Jadl,
you aren’t flying an unregistered ship, are you? After everything you said?’

“Yes| am and would you please let go of my am?’
He stared at her, dumbfounded. “Buit ... why?" Hisgrip loosened.

She pulled her arm free and straightened up. “Because | want to fly and it has been made clear that that is
my only avenue at this spaceport. Isthat reason enough?’

“But ... you don't haveto ... you could tell them —”

“What, Dap? What? | just accepted the job and gave my word that | would be aboard in three hours. All
right?” She started to walk away again, but something in his expression made her pause and look back at
him.

He nodded and said softly, “1 guess | understand. If | had to, | suppose | might do the same.” Hiseyes
seemed to lose their focus as he gazed out over the hills. He shook his head, then focused back on Jadl.
“But | redly hope...”

She waited. She didn’t know why she was standing there listening to him, but she waited. “Hope what?’
shesadfindly.

“That ... you'vechosenwell. That you'll be ... very careful.” He swallowed, then rumbled in his pocket.
“Here, I'd liketo give you something.” He brought out athin gold chain, with asmal, luminous stone on
it. “Thiswasfrom Deira, to me. She said it wasto help me remember our time in the net together.

Wl ...” hecleared histhroat nervoudy — Jael had never seen him so fidgety before— “1'd likeyou to
have it as akeepsake. Sort of agood luck charm. And away of saying, | hope it worksout dl right for
you ... out there.” He held the chain out to her, his gaze wide and earnest.

She hesitated, then opened her pam and dowly closed it around the cool metd chain, the stone. For a
moment, she dmost forgave him for the other night, but the weight of her anger wastoo greet, and her
fear over what she was about to do too strong. She could find no wordsto say any of that, so instead

shesaid, “Okay. Thanks. And now, | really haveto go.”

“Good trip, Jadl.”



She sighed and nodded. Then she turned and strode, then ran, up the hill toward the multidorm and her
quarters.

She st her bag on the ground and looked up at the starship. It was amodest-sized floater: silver-grey,
shaped like aflared, flattened teardrop. It drooped like a guppy’ s belly in the middle and was festooned
with avariety of protrusons for maneuvering units and flux-field and rigger-net projectors. The name
Cassandra was painted in black just above the bulge of the flux-field reactors, but the letters were well
worn by the elements of space and atmosphere, as were the identifying numerals amidships. It looked
like asturdy enough vessdl, though one could hardly tell much by externa appearances. Still, the service
log had seemed acceptable, more carefully annotated than she had expected from an unregulated
shipper; and the owner was flying with her, as captain, which provided some incentive for good

mai ntenance. Perhaps her worries about substandard equipment, at least, were unjustified. The spaceport
service crew had just driven away as she had walked up. She would check over therigger controls
hersalf before departure.

Jeel strode to the base of the ship whereit nested in the docking cradles. The outer door of the entry
lock was open, at the top of a short ramp. She stepped into the airlock and searched the door panel for
the communi cation switch. “Jael LeBrae. Request permission to come aboard.”

There was ashort silence. Then a staticky voice answered, “Come on up to the bridge, Jagl. Top levdl.
Sedl the lock when you come.”

She touched the appropriate switches and stepped into the ship. The outer hatch, then inner hatch, hissed
closed. She glanced around at the power deck; the ladder up wasin apool of light, spilling down from
deck two. She dung her bag strap over her shoulder and climbed. The next level was a second
engineering deck. Shelocated and climbed one more ladder, and stepped off into atight, ring-shaped
hallway. It took only amoment to figure out the layout. In the center of the ring was the commons areg;
severd other doors around the outer circumference of the hdl wereliving quarters. Around the circleto
her right was the entrance to the bridge.

Mogurn emerged from the bridge and greeted her. “Put your bag in the first cabin, then come join meon
the bridge. We're checking out for flight.” He turned and disappeared again.

Jael pressed the entry plate on the next door beyond the bridge. When the door paled, she walked
through it into the cabin. It was smal and spare; abunk, afold-down chair, and atiny lavetory. All
perfectly standard, perfectly Spartan. She stepped back out into the hallway, opagqued the door, and
hurried to the bridge.

It wasdimly lit, but filled with illuminated displays, Mogurn was seated at the front, his back to her; he
was ingpecting athicket of instruments, mostly normal-space gear and remotes from the rigger-nets.
There were two Seiki-model rigger-stations, one flanking either side of the bridge: couches recessed into
tight, horizontal acoves. That was where she would do her flying. Two rigger-gations, onerigger. The
second gtation was a backup, or possibly where a co-rigger would fly, if there were one. It was hard to
tell a aglance; the variety in ship and rigger-station design was dmost endless. Some setups were
complex, like tall-masted ships of the sea, requiring severa riggers working in perfect harmony; others
were compact and without frills, perfect for single riggers. She fleetingly wondered if Mogurn might be
cutting corners, using only one rigger where two were optima. Such athing was not unheard of,
especidly among unreg — but never mind that, she thought. What sensible owner would endanger a
vauable ship and cargo in order to save onerigger’ ssadary?

“Go ahead and familiarize yoursdf with the setup,” Mogurn said, glancing up into asmall mirror. “1I'll be
through herein afew minutes.”



Jael nodded and began looking over the instrumentation near the starboard rigger-station, which was
marked asthe primary station. She could inspect atation in her deep if she had to, which was agood
thing, because suddenly it was hitting home that she was about to depart for deep space with aman she
scarcely knew, and whose credentials were margind at best. She had flown solo before, yes, but never in
such an unprotected fashion. Not that she was concerned for her own persona safety; there wereimplicit
guarantees, even with men like Mogurn.

There had been atime when afemae rigger might not have dared to board a ship like this, to be isolated
with aman of unknown character for days or weeks a arime. But over many decades of starship
rigging, theloss of too many ships had proven onething: the fragile balance of sengtivity, imagination, and
control that enabled arigger to steer through the Flux was easily destroyed. Whatever the treatment of
unemployed riggers planetsde, the well-being of arigger in flight was consdered sacrosanct. Even the
unlicensed shippers acknowledged that fact. Even Jagl’ s own father had recognized it.

These reassurances flickered through her mind as she ran through her checklist on therigger-gtation. It
was important to make hersdlf ready for flight, aswell as her sation. The worries of the world, of the
rigger halls and the spaceports, had to be purged from her thoughts. The sooner her head was clear, the
smoother and safer the flight would be.

“We re bound for Lexison thefirdt leg,” Mogurn remarked, without turning. “ Bypassing the mountain
route, of course.”

“Ah,” Jedl said, searching her memoriesfor what she' d learned in training about that route. Oh, yes...

“No point in getting into any trouble with ... unnecessary hazards ... on that mountain route, isthere?’
Mogurn added.

“I guessnot,” Jael murmured. There were legends about the route from decades of rigging, but perhaps
no more than with any of a hundred other unusua regions, each replete with legends. What wasiit here?
Dragons, as sherecaled. Nothing to worry her.

“No. No point in getting into trouble,” Mogurn said. He was il busy at the nose of the bridge, and for a
few moments, neither of them spoke. Jael continued her checkout. Then he asked, “Y ou do know the
route, don't you?’

Jeel paused. She had never flown to Lexis, but she knew the essentias of the route, the library
hypno-briefings on the various currents of the Flux. She said as much to Mogurn.

Heturned in his seat and gazed at her. “Wéll, I’ ve been that way many times. So even if you' retherigger
and I’'mnat, | trust you' |l accept some guidance in the matter of navigation.”

She blinked. “ Of course,” she said, shrugging.

“Good.” Mogurn turned back to his pands. “ Just so you know. The mountains are dangerous. I’ Il expect
you to keep meinformed.”

Asif shewouldn’t do that anyway, she thought, checking the last of the instruments on the outside of the
gtation. Sheleaned in to peer at the actud flight readouts. “ Al right if | —"

“Go ahead. It’'spart of your checklist isn'tit?’

“Yes” Shedidinto the acove, reclining on her back on the couch. Squirming into acomfortable
position, she allowed the nape of her neck to touch the neural contacts in the neckrest, and she waited
for thetingle which confirmed that she wasin contact with the dormant net control. She focused her eyes



on theingtruments over her head and began bringing power to the control system. After afew moments,
she closed her eyes and alowed the tingle of the systemn to spread into her limbs and into her mind.

Shefdt hersdf surrounded by darkness. She reached into the sensory net with imaginary hands and
tested it, probing at itslimitsto see how it felt. The net was till confined within the spacecraft hull — it
would be extended fully only after they were in space— but its form was sufficient for testing. She
stretched the arms of her imagination against the darkness, and her inner eye sketched out lines of
perspective againg that darkness, lines that gave shape to the nonspace surrounding her. As she explored
the field with her mind, her physica body remained motionless on the couch. Once she was satisfied that
the field was responding adequately to her thoughts, she withdrew from the net, withdrew back into her

physical body.

She opened her eyes. The monitors overhead gave areading of the field strengths she had used in this
ample check, and thetrid efficiencies of the field. She pursed her lips and nodded. It was well within

acceptable limits.

There was a movement beside her, and she redized that Mogurn was standing beside the rigger-gtation.
He bent down and peered in. His eyes shifted back and forth, scrutinizing her. What was he doing —
looking for flaws, for Sgns of weskness? His eyes, close up, looked bloodshot and rheumy. “ Everything
okay?’ he asked.

“Seemsto be,” she said, running her fingers over the monitor faces. It made her uncomfortable to be
dtared at. There was no reason why he shouldn’t observe her, of course; he had aright to know if his
ship wasin capable hands.

“Good. We Il belifting soon. Y ou have anything you need to do before | cal for the tow?’ Mogurn
asked.

“May | haveaminutein my cabin?’

Mogurn straighted up. “Of course. I'll make the call now. It'll take them afew minutesto get to us, |
imagine”

Asshedipped out of the rigger-station, he was leaning back in his command seat, watching her. She
could not read his expression, but she was aware of his gaze on her back as she walked off the bridge.

In her cabin, she spent afew minutes stowing the contents of her duffel and poking around in the drawers
and compartments. She paused to gaze at hersdf in thetiny wall mirror. Her face looked alittle drawn,
she thought, and her flyaway brown hair needed brushing. But her hazel eyeswere clear and determined,;
or at least, they seemed that way when she frowned at herself and thought, You' re committed now. It
doesn’t matter whether you were smart or not. Just do the job and do it right, and it’ll be okay in
the end. Shetried to smile. The expression looked foolish to her.

Enough. Time to make ready for space.
“Jeel, isyour gtation set?” Mogurn asked, from the nose of the bridge.

“Set,” she answered, looking up at the monitors one moretime. Therewas redly nothing for her to do a
this point but enjoy the ride and keep awatch on the syssemsfor later.

“Towduliette , thisisCassandra . At your convenience,” Mogurn said.

She couldn’t see him from where she lay in the rigger-station, but in the monitor, she could see the tow
ship asit approached Mogurn’ s ship from overhead. It looked like athin four-legged spider dropping



down on aninvishleslk thread. Soon it blocked the overhead view asit settled atopCassandra and
latched with a barely perceptible bump. Then Jadl felt avibration under her couch as the landing dock
freed the ship. A moment later, aweight pressed lightly upon her asthey lifted free of the ground and
began to climb. In one monitor she could see the ground falling away; in another, she could seethe
globes at the ends of the spider’ slegs glowing red, then orange. Those were the Circadie space inductors
that would propdl them into orbit and take them well away from the planetary mass of Gaston’s Landing,
far enough away to begin the rest of the voyage under their own power.

A few moments after liftoff, the ship’s gravity fields came up on interna power, and the feding of weight
on her chest subsided. The monitors confirmed, however, that the true acceleration wasincreasng. The
curvature of the planet became visible as the sky turned black, and Jael wished her homeworld asilent
farewd|.

Minutes later, the planet was vigble as an enormous ball in space, shrinking asthey |eft their orbit behind.
Jeel felt exhilaration rising in her breast as the ship and its tow accel erated across the emptiness of the
planetary system, the stars brightly beckoning before them. It was agood fedling, atrue rigger feding, the
amogt prima joy of bursting the bonds of planetary life, of expanding outward, stretching, reaching. And
as shewatched it al happen in her monitors, she began to trace the FHux indicators, the signs that would
tell her when it was safe to submerge the ship for thered journey. And she began to imagine the coming
entry into the Flux, to prepare in her own mind for what wasto come.

Five

Captain Mogurn
“Y ou're on your own,Cassandra. Have agood flight.”
“We are clear,Juliette. Thank you.”

Jeel was aware of Mogurn’s voice on the communicator; and she was aware of the tow’ s space
inductors changing color asit dtered course and broke away; and she was aware of the tow dwindling
and disgppearing into the night, just asthe planet had. But mostly she was aware of the dormant field
tingling around her as she prepared for Mogurn’s okay. Her mind was filled with an expectation of

images, of landscapes.

“Jeel, are you ready?’ came Mogurn’svoice directly in her ear-com.
“Onyour 9gnd.”

“Areyou familiarized with the course?’

She frowned at the monitor where she’ d been reviewing the navigationd library information. “ Asclear as
| can be without actudly taking usin there”

There was amovement nearby, and she realized that Mogurn had walked back to peer directly down
into her rigger-station. She shifted her eyesin hisdirection, but only for amoment. It was more important
to keep an even ked mentally than to respond directly to his presence. She sensed Mogurn returning to
his seet at the front. “Very wel,” she heard. “ Set course for Lexis. At your discretion, rigger.”

Her eyesclosed and she felt her own lipstracing asmile. The sensory net sprang to life around her, filled
her with energy. She relaxed as her bodily senses darkened. Her inner senses threaded their way into the
net and reached outward into space. Altering the shape of the net with ungpoken commands, she sank



her fingernailsinto the fabric of spaceitsdlf, and without fanfare, drew the spaceship into the reallm that
would carry it to the sars. It wasthe energy of the flux-pile that did the work, of course, but she guided
the flow of the energy. Silently, swiftly, like asvimmer upending hersalf and stroking downward into the
depths of a seq, sheleft behind the cold emptiness of normal-space, and swam down through the shifting
multidimensiona layers of space-time, down into the currents of the Flux. And she towed the starship
aong behind her.

What she saw next was a synthesis of her own intuition and the redlity of the spacetime topography that
she had just entered. She and the starship were floating in a sea of turquoise mist, trand ucent and cool. It
was an undersea color, but the mist was airy and swirling, and it shifted like cirriform clouds touched by a
high jetstream. Jael extended her arms like wings— strong limbs that were a once imaginary and real —
and she stroked the mists as they passed her by, until she began to sense the wind direction and currents.
She stretched her wings abit wider and felt them bite into the current, and she executed adow bank to
her |eft and caught sight of what looked like alemon-lime sunset in the distance. That, she knew ingtantly
and intuitively, was where she wanted to go.

That knowledge was all she needed. She caught the wind, and she and the starship took flight upon the
streams of space.

Jael, how are you doing in there?Mogurn’s voice reached her through the net, through the ghostly
presence of the com-signal.

| feel good. It's going well. She had been flying for a couple of hours aready. The mists had given way
to aclear tangerine sky. Smudges of charcoa cloudinessin the sky indicated distant presences, perhaps
the andogs of stars or nebulasin the adjoining regions of norma-space. She had turned the starship into
an image of a broad-winged airplane, and she was steering a course well clear of al such disturbances.

It’s time you came out for a while. | don’t want you getting fatigued. Are you in a clear stretch?
Can you leave the net?

Jael congdered.Pretty clear. | guess so. Shefdt rductant to leave it behind. But she knew that his
instructions were probably wise. It would not do to push too far, especidly since the flight was just

beginning. Sill ...
Do so, then. Set your stabilizers.Mogurn’ s voice was cam but unequivoca.

Doing so now, she sighed. It took only amoment to adjust the net’ s stabilizers. Like a sea-anchor, they
would keep the ship drifting quietly and safely during her abbsence. She pulled her imaginary arms back to
her sdes and withdrew from the net.

With ablink, she focused on the monitors overhead. Her physical senses returned to her gradually, as she
became aware of light entering her eyes and the weight of her body pressing down on the couch. She
drew a deep breath and exhaled dowly. Only after shefelt that she had redlly returned to her body did
sheclimb out of the rigger-gation.

The bridge seemed like asmall chamber of arcane technology after the free open spaces of the net.
Mogurn rose from his seet at the nose and turned to face her. “ The readings look smooth and stable.
That tellsmethat you are flying skillfully,” he said. “But we must not overdo it. Besides, | have something
for you now — asort of reward for work well done.” He smiled broadly.

A reward for work well done? she thought. Work well done wasits own reward. Then she remembered
his promise, back at the spaceport. Something about alearning method.



“But perhapsyou ' d liketo eat first,” Mogurn said. He pursed hislips. “Yes. Wewill et first. And then
you will experience ... thepallisp. Youwill enjoy it, | think. And asfor what it will do for your rigging
ability ...” He shrugged, and his smile widened.

Pdlisp? She opened her mouth to ask, “What is...”

But Mogurn wasn't listening. He gestured toward the exit and followed her off the bridge and to the
commonsin the center of the ship’scircle. “What would you like, Jae?’ he asked, gesturing toward the
auto-food pands. “ Are you hungry? How abouit ... oh, some nicely crisped carrot-fish?’ Before Jadl
could answer, he nodded, to himsalf and touched severa buttons. The smdll of frying fish filled the
commons.

Jael shrugged. Fish was all right with her, she supposed. While Mogurn fussed with the settings, she sat at
the round table in the center of the room and watched. He drew aglass of what looked like a
straw-colored de and turned. “ Thisis nonacoholic. Would you like some, Jael 7’

“Yes, please,” she said, wondering if any other response would have made any difference.

Mogurn drew asecond glass and placed it in front of her. A minute later, the food pane whispered open,
and he pulled out two steaming dinner plates. “Herewe are. | think you'll like this”

Jael waited until Mogurn had taken a bite from his own plate before she tentatively lifted afork and tried
ahite of thefish. It looked more like crisped cheese; it tasted like aflavorless vegetable with a breadlike
texture. But, she thought, it was no worse than what they served at therigger hals. And it wasfood.

Mogurn ate quickly and without conversation. He hummed softly to himself, reaching up occasionaly to
stroke the back of his neck. When he looked in Jagl’ s direction, he didn’t seem to see her; it was as
though he were looking at something beyond her, beyond the walls of the room. That wasal right; she
was happy enough to be silent with her own thoughts. Mogurn, hardly to her surprise, seemed arather
sdlf-absorbed person. She doubted that he would be very good company even if he spoke.

She was only hdfway through her meal when Mogurn rose, leaving his dishes and utensils on the table.
He pointed to ablack pand and said, “ The dirty things go in there. When you' re finished tidying up,
cometo my cabin. It’' sthe second door after yours.” In response to her surprised expression, he added,
“Don’'t belong, please.” And then he turned, hisrobe swirling, and left the commons.

Jadl stared after him and scowled at what was | eft of her dinner, which now seemed unappetizing. She
sarted to formulate areply — that she was employed as arigger, not as a housekeeper — but cut the
thought short. It would do no good to be angry about it. She had to live with Mogurn for the rest of the
trip, and she hadn’t expected him to be perfect. Perhaps she ought to count her blessings and enjoy the
aspect of the flight which was her reason for being here— the rigging, the dreamlike freedom of the net.
The thought calmed her enough to take afew more bites, before she decided that she was no longer
hungry. She drank some of the e, then carried everything from the table to the disposa pandl. A soft
whinetold her that the processing unit had accepted her offering and wastidying up.

She stood, looking around the room, wishing that she could Smply return to the net and continue flying.
But she remembered Mogurn’singtructions. Don’'t belong. Very well, then. Shewould go to the
captain’s cabin, and she would see what this“pallisp” businesswas all about.

The corridor was virtudly slent, only thewhisper of theair circulator breaking the stillness. She found
Mogurn’s cabin door — the ship was so small that it was only afew stepsto any compartment — and
stood before it for several moments, thinking. Then she pressed the signal plate. The door paled and she
stepped into Mogurn’ s cabin.



It waslarger than hers, and expensively appointed. A crystal tapestry adorned onewall; it gleamed and
twinkled before her eyes, fragments of colored light dancing within it. Beneath the tapestry was a
bench-seat. Acrossthe room from the door, Mogurn sat in avelour-covered chair, smoking. He did not
look directly at her, but she sensed neverthel ess that he was watching her. He exhaled a plume of
sharp-scented smoke and waved hislong, tubular smoking pipe. “Y ou have come, Jael. Sit.” He
gestured toward the bench-sest.

Jadl obeyed. Shelooked a him uneasily. For amoment, he made no move to shift from his gpparently
comfortable position; then he turned his head to gaze at her. “Have you found the course clear and easy
tovisualize, so far?’ he asked.

Sheinclined her heed dightly. “ Sofar.”
“And have you sghted the mountains along the route?’

She shook her head. “No mountains yet. | sense some change coming in the landscape. But it’ stoo far
away to tell what they are.”

“Yes, well ...” hedrew abreath of smoke and exhaled. The smoke eddied up around the celling before
it was drawn away, gradudly, by the ventilators. “ That would be the mountains, | expect. Y ou may not
see them as mountains, precisdy, but that ishow it has most often been described to me.”

She nodded. She was familiar with the navigationa charts. There ought to be no problem.

“You will find danger in those mountains” Mogurn warned, and for amoment his eyes glinted with some
unspoken tension. “The way around them to Lexisislonger. But it is safer, and therefore to be
preferred.”

“Yes” sheanswered. “ Aswe spoke of before.”

Mogurn smiled. “Quite so. As| spoke of before.” He glanced at his pipe and set it asde. “And now.” He
rose and stood before her, and in his hand was asmall gleaming cylinder with adull grey sphere attached
to one end. His eyes searched hers briefly. “Y ou’ ve gotten us off to agood start on thistrip, Jadl. So |
especidly want you to enjoy thisfirst experience with the pallisp.” He glanced down at the instrument in
hishand.

She followed his glance with suspicion. Drawing back alittle, she pressed her lipstogether. “What is
that?’

“Thisisthe palisp, Jael.” Hetilted hishead. “It will not harm you.” He rubbed at atic in the corner of his
left eye.

“Maybe not,” she said doubtfully. “But | don't want to just useit without knowing whet itis. You said it
was alearning device, alearningmethod. ”

“Yes, Jael. Precisdly. It isasynaptic enhancement device, specidly designed for riggers. It triggers
relaxation reflexesin the mind. Y ou should find it restful, and pleasurable. st that dl right?” Mogurn
peered at her wonderingly, and perhapsimpatiently.

Jael shrugged. “I guess 0. But what’ sthat have to do with learning?’

Mogurn pursed hislips. “A fair question. The relaxation is only the outward senstion. If you'relike most
individualswho useit, it will gradualy sharpen those very sengtivities that serve you so well inthe net.
Over time, this pallisp will make you a better rigger, Jadl.”



She wondered fleetingly why, if it was so good, she had never heard of the palisp before. It was
possible, of course, that a device common on another world smply had not been introduced to Gaston's
Landing, whichif truth be told was little more than a backwater colony. But if that wasthecase ...

She had no more time to think about it, because Mogurn was extending the pallisp toward her right
shoulder. Shefdt asmall wave of pleasurable radiation fromit, and pulled away. “Wait!” she protested.

“What isit now?’ he demanded.

She struggled to put wordsto her fear. “ Areyou surethisisn't ... harmful?’
Mogurn sighed as he shook his head. “I told you. No.”

Jadl frowned. She wanted to trust him, but ...

“Thisisto make you abetter rigger, Jael. That’sin both of our interests, isn’t it? Now, may we begin?
Bend your head down and pull your hair away from the back of your neck.”

Taking adeep breath, she did as she was told. Mogurn stood close to her and touched the ball of the
pallisp to the back of her neck. She shivered with a sensation of warmth, though the touch of the ball was
cool. Theball cameto rest againgt the hollow at the base of her skull. The warmth blossomed, flowed
firgt into her brain, then outward into her body, into her limbs. A glow seemed to appear insde her mind,
aglow of friendliness and comfort.

It was like the dreamlink, but far better. The golden light that swelled into her awarenesswas like nothing
she had ever fdt, but it waslike afeding she had often imagined — afedling not only of warmth, but of
companionship and love— dl of the fedings of love that she had ever dreamed of but never feltin
redity, emerging from that light and spilling through her in acaressing stream. Unlike the dreamlink, this
did not ask her to open hersdf, did not invite vulnerability. Unlike the dreamlink, thiswas purest pleasure
and fulfillment. It was like floating in awarm, pulsing amnictic sea. It was like being safe again in the
womb....

Six
The Pallisp

She quivered as the warmth ebbed away. Don't stop! she wanted to cry. But it was aready
disappearing; the glow was fading. Shefelt asthough she had just been to Heaven, and she wanted to go
back! Blinking, she wondered how long the fedling had lasted; it seemed only moments, but it waslikea
dream fleeing, intangible. She might have been under the palisp for hours.

“Areyou awake, Jael ?’

Drawing abreath, sheraised her head and focused. Mogurn was standing in front of her, nodding in
gpparent satisfaction. He dipped the silver-and-grey palisp into a pocket insde hisvesta. “Um,” Jeel
muttered, suppressing an urgeto reach out and seize the pallisp from him. Whatever that instrument was,
it was wonderful. Wonderful!

“I told you it would be interesting, Jadl. Would you agree with me?’

Sowly, drawing her awareness back in, centering herself, she nodded. Interesting, she thought. Indeed it
was.



“Would you like more?’

She peered up into his face and could not read what she saw there. His eyes seemed to focus on her with
agredter intengty, agreater curiosity, than she remembered. “I ...” Shefdtered without finishing her
answe.

“Thiswill become aregular reward for you, for work well done.” Mogurn returned to his chair and
rested his head back, observing her as she stretched, coming back to full aertness.

“What doesit do?’ she asked, choosing to let her puzzlement show, rather than her desirefor more. “It
must stimulate— somehow, | guess— the pleasure center of the brain?’ She sounded like anidiot, she
knew. But it was not an idiotic question.

“Something like thet, Jadl. The important thing isthat it will help you to release your own greeter potentia
when it comesto flying.” Helifted abushy, haf-grey eyebrow. “It’' s not dangerous, if you're still worried
about that. | told you that before.” He pursed hislipsand let out adeep sigh. “And now, | require your
help. Would you come here, please?’

Jael rose unsteadily and approached.

Mogurn shifted restfully. “1’m going to ask you to help me with my own synaptic augmentor. My reward
for work well done.” Histhumb and forefinger stroked away a smile that had cometo hislips. Hisgaze
sharpened. “But first you must have your ingtructions. While | am under the augmentor, you may deep —
after first double-checking our position. Y ou are not to fly, however, unless extraordinary conditions
demand it. | will tell you when your next shift begins. Until then you will maintain stability in the Hux, and
no more. Isthat clear?’

Jael nodded uneasily. She acknowledged, but did not understand his unusua request. Ordinarily, arigger
would determine her own flight routine. Still, she didn’t suppose it mattered. She closed her eyesfor a
moment, remembering the blissful warmth of the palisp, and she sghed softly. Opening her eyes she saw,
hanging from the padded arm of Mogurn’s chair, asmall holotronic unit with what looked like a

headpi ece attached to a thin fiber-op cable.

Mogurn's eyes followed hers, and he nodded. Reaching for the headpiece, he said, “I must ask you to
help me adjust this.” He donned the headpiece, showing her how to adjust the dender contact armsto
the proper points on histemples and the back of his neck. “Y es. Now, you must set the controls on the
unit. Two hours at intensity four. Y ou must observe the power fluctuation for amoment to makethe
adjustment. Do you seeit?’

When she had followed hisinstructions, she stepped back warily. Mogurn no longer seemed to notice
her presence. He sighed deeply, his eydids fluttered, and abroad smile came over hisfeatures and grew
toagrin. Hiseyesdid not close, but appeared to focuson nothing a al. “Areyou ... isthat al right?’
But Jeel redlized, when he did not answer, that there would be no answer — naot, at leadt, until the unit
switched itsdf off, two hours from now. And what was Mogurn experiencing under the influence of the
synaptic augmentor? Wasit like the palisp? She backed away afew steps and watched him. His hands
began to twitch, asthough he were in adeep dream-state; they began to take on alife of their own,
making squeezing and stroking motions. Jael began to fed embarrassed.

She backed toward the door, fascinated but repelled. Was thiswhat she looked like under the pallisp?
She remembered only peacefulness and warmth and light. Whatever this augmentor was designed to do,
it looked more powerful than the pallisp, and more dangerous. It looked like nothing she would careto
experience.



She crept into the corridor with afedling of relief. The door turned opague behind her, leaving Mogurn to
his solitude — leaving her done with the starship, perhaps the only conscious human being between here
and the digtant star system of Lexis. With ashiver, she circled around the hallway, exploring whét little
she had not yet seen of the deck: one other empty cabin, and one storage compartment. There was not
much elseto look at. But she did have another duty to perform.

As she entered the bridge, she could not help remembering the glow of the pallisp. She wished it could
have lasted just alittle longer; it was SO comforting, SO reassuring, So restorative. Just alitttemore ... She
exhaled ddliberately and walked forward to the rigger-station. A glance at the readouts told her that
nothing had changed much in the net; aglance at the instrumentsin the nose of the bridge confirmed that
al sysemswerefunctioning normaly.

Should she enter the net? Mogurn had said not to fly, but he’d dso said to make sure that al was well.
That, in her mind, meant taking afirsthand |ook. Besides, she wasn't ready to deep yet.

Sipping into the station, she entered the net. Her senses darkened and reached out of the ship, into the
glowing realm of the Flux. It looked exactly as she had | €ft it: tangerine Sky and gently sighing breezes
bearing the ship like agtately, roya barge toward the horizon. Toward whatever lay beyond. She
extended her vision, trying to discern what that might be. Was her sengtivity any sharper now? She
couldn’t tell. Were there mountains ahead? She felt a presence of something strong and substantial,
perhaps mountains. It fet like aliving presence. Sometimes the landscape of the Flux was like that; it was
asthough it wereitsdlf alive. Soon they would be close and she would see.

But now it wastime to readjust the stabilizers, to close the net and retire. She sighed as she withdrew, as
her eyes blinked open, as she studied the hard cold presence of monitors overhead. There were times
when she wished she could stay in the net forever. With afrown, she climbed out and took onelast look
around the bridge, and went to her cabin.

Seep did not come quickly, or easily. Her thoughts danced between memories of the net and of the
pallisp, and fedlings of hope and excitement fluttered helplesdy againgt her uneasiness about Mogurn,
againg the recurring image of the man twitching and Sghing under his synaptic augmentor.

At last she drifted off, carried on the winds of deep and dream.

She awoke to the sound of Mogurn’ s voice on the intercom, summoning her to bregkfast. They aein
dlence, Jadl trying to wake up fully for theflying that lay ahead, and haf wanting to remain in the
somnolence that still enveloped her. But Mogurn, once done with his own breskfast, rose and hurried her
to the bridge.

To her relief, he sent her directly into the net, with the same cautions as before. She was on her own to
fly. It was Jael and the sparkling net. Jael and the endless currents of the Flux. Shereveled in the
freedom.

Theimagery changed, with alittle coaxing from her haf-conscious thoughts. An orangish sky turned into
an autumn forest in full color, leaves and needles of gold and crimson and russet, rustling in the wind and
dancing againgt the sun. Jael and her ship were agreet flying creature, diving and swooping over the

forest with whispering speed.

Sheflew for severd hours, threading her way along atwisting wooded valey, dlong athin gleaming river,
aong the twists and turns of spatia dimension that, paradoxically, so shortened the distance between the
gar systems. Sheflew with a confidence that her path was straight, figuratively speaking, and true. In
time, shefound hersdlf remembering the sensations or the palligp, and whileit did not particularly affect
her flying, she found hersdf eagerly awaiting her next exposure to those sensations.



When the time cameto leave the net, she did so with afedling of accomplishment and pride. And, as
she’' d hoped, Mogurn ushered her into his cabin, and there she bent her head — thistime with greater
anticipation than nervousness— and received the softly glowing warmth of the pallisp.

And afterward, with the glow still warm in her heart, she gratefully assisted Mogurn with his own synaptic
augmentor. She dept then, and awoke eager and ready to fly once more.

The fourth time she emerged from the pallisp, she did so with what she recognized for thefirst timeasa
deep reluctance, afedling of dmost physica atachment to the sensations. It required an effort of will to
leaveit, and not ask for more. Still, she shook off the feding and flew her next shift with greater
determination, and agreater than ever desireto return to drink again of the palisp. Almost, she asked
Mogurn if they might skip their meal so that she could have the pallisp sooner; but Mogurn'sstolid
expression, and her own sudden sense of fear and shame, caused her to remain silent and to wait
impetiently.

It wasn't until the next day that it dawned on her that she now wanted the pallisp even more than she
wanted to fly. She began to wonder if she was perhapsin danger of growing dependent upon the artificial
fedings of warmth and companionship that the palisp gave her, fedingsthat she craved, but couldn’t find
elsewhere. She said nothing of her worriesto Mogurn, but as she flew over a seemingly endless series of
scarlet and umber mesas and canyons, she decided that she would forbear from the pallisp today — just
for today — to ensure that she did not actualy become addicted to it.

Mogurn’s eyes glinted as she said hdtingly, over lunch, “I’d liketo ... just rest for awhile. I'd like ... not
to usethe pdligp thistime.”

Mogurn studied her, without betraying his thoughts. “ Of course, Jadl. | wouldn't force you to do anything
you don’t want to. But if you change your mind, well, the next chance will be—"

“I'm not going to change my mind,” she interrupted, wondering, even as she said it, whether it wastrue.

“Very well, then. Come help mein afew minutes. And then you may relax asyou wish.” Mogurn rose,
and his expression seemed to flicker between irritation and afaintly amused smile.

“Yes,” Jael said to the empty room after he’ d gone.
“Yes,” she repeated amoment later, when she redlized that sheredlly did, in fact, want the palisp.

No. Not thistime. She drew hersdlf acup of fully caffeinated coffee and sipped it dowly, savoring the
rush that the caffeine sent to her brain.

When the time came, she went into Mogurn’s cabin and, trembling alittle, adjusted his synaptic
augmentor before retiring to her own cabin. It was only moments later, when genuine crushing despair set
in, that she knew she should not have denied herself her reward. The world seemed to closein upon her.
Lacking the warmth of the paligp, she felt only the ponderous weight of her friendlessness, the emptiness
of knowing that she might never again fly with aregistered shipper, and the haunting chill of the suspicions
she harbored in the back of her mind about Mogurn’s character. She felt aterrible weight of oppression.
And edging around the corners of her consciousness was the fear that she had been tricked terribly, that
she had, in these past few days, succumbed to aforce that would never release her — the force of the

pdlisp.
She wanted it badly now; her heart ached for it.

She sat in her cabin, dreaming of the palisp, of the golden warmth of it; and she shivered inthe air that



suddenly seemed cold, and she began to cry alittle, but only for afew moments. Taking a deep breath,
she blew her nose and began pacing thetiny floor of her cabin. She toyed with a book-cube, then put it
adde, and she put on her music necklace and paced some more, with symphonic music svelling in her
bones. Nothing helped. She thought of going to Mogurn and begging him for the pallisp, but to do that
shewould have had to interrupt his own pleasures, and that she dared not do.

Findly sheleft her cabin and went to the bridge. She took the seat up front and tried to find some
comfort in the flickering presence of the instruments. But what she redlly wanted was to go back into the
net. She knew she wasn't supposed to while Mogurn was under hiswire ... except to check on the
dability of the net and the Hux.

S0, go check.
But | shouldn’t, really.
But you know you will in the end.

And, inthe end, she did. Shetook her place in the rigger-station and let her senses expand outward,
beyond the ship. They were drifting smoothly, she found, with no sign of ingtability. Sheremained in the
net, comforted by the scenery — awarm buttery sun shining down on the placid waters of a
smooth-flowing river. She felt comforted for alittle while— until she began to remember what she had
missedinthepdlisp ...

And then she began reflecting upon other things: Dap’ s heartlessnessin the dreamlink, two nights before
her departure; and her father, and how he had once been a decent man, or so she'd heard, until his
changing fortunesin shipping had changed him aswell.

The net began to rumble.

This pattern of thought was not agood onefor flying. The sun did out of sight behind adark
thundercloud. The river’ s surface began to swirl and eddy and roil. Alarmed, she tried to readjust her
thoughts, to keep them focused. Rigging required a delicate balance: the currents and patterns of the Flux
were objectively red, but it was her imagination, her thoughts and emotions transmuted through the net,
that provided color and detail. And the detail wasno lessred, coming asit did from her mind. When a
rigger’ s thoughts became disturbed, danger to the ship was dways a possibility. And if her sensitivities
were growing keener asaresult of the pallisp, o too was the danger from imagining the wrong things.

She knew she ought to set the stabilizers and withdraw until she had her thoughts under control again. But
she worried about what might happen if sheleft the ship in this condition. And she worried about what
Mogurn would say. And so sheflew alittle longer to seeif she could Straighten it out, and Straighten
hersdf out. And after atime, she managed to cam hersdf, and she stayed with the river image, but found
smoother waters and set a steady course upon them. And though the bright warm sun did not return, the
threatening storm clouds thinned into agrey canopy which reflected her feding of melancholy, but dso
seemed to offer safety and stability.

At that point she readjusted the stabilizers and withdrew. As she came back to her own senses, she
redlized how tired she was, physically aswell asemationdly. She climbed out of the rigger-station and
sretched.

“m!”

She jumped, startled. Turning, she found hersdlf facing a grim Deuteronomous Mogurn. “Y ou have been
rigging,” he accused, hisvoice harsh but controlled. His eyes were lined with blood vessels. He looked



furious. She wondered how long she had been in the net; she had not expected him to be awakethis
soon. “What were my ingtructions about rigging while | was not here?’ he demanded.

Jael glanced down guiltily. “You sad ... only to check on ingtabilities.” Shefelt cornered; she had to
defend hersdf. “And| ... when | wasin there, someinstabilitiescameup, and | ... had to deal with
them.”

Mogurn stroked his chin warily. “| see” He studied the external instruments for amoment. * Perhaps so.
But you werein there along time. And the readings do not look that good. They do not look that good,
Jeel.” He stared back at her, and she could see that he was not convinced. “Are you certain you did not
just decideto stay in the net for awhile because you missed something el se?’

Nervoudly, she shrugged. What' s so wrong with flying the ship? she wondered. And what have you done
to me, anyway, you liar? She thought of what she might have missed; she thought more than longingly of
it.

Mogurn seemed to be reading her thoughts. “Did you missthe palisp, Jad? Wasthat it?’
She frowned, not wanting to answer. Finally, she nodded unhappily.

“I see”” Mogurn nodded, rubbing histemple. “I’'m not incapable of understanding that. I'm not an
insengitive man, Jad. Would you like the palisp now?’

Shetried not to look a him, but she couldn’t help it. “ Yes,” shewhispered. And as she said it, the smile
that flickered across hisface gave her ashiver of fear. But it didn’t change her mind.

Together they left the bridge. Instead of going to the commons to eat, Mogurn ushered her toward his
cabin. Hetold her to Sit, to bend her head forward.

Jeel obeyed gratefully. And in the instant that the cool sphere touched the base of her head, she knew
that she had indeed been trapped; she was dready endaved to thisdevice.

But then the warm glow of the pallisp spread through her, and she no longer cared at dll.
Seven
Betrayed

When she came out of the glow thistime, she felt awave of dizziness. It took her head afew momentsto
clear, and when it did, she saw puffs of smoke and realized that Mogurn was sitting with his pipe,
watching her. Shefdt a sudden rush of anger toward him, but instead of |etting it show, shejust smiled
thinly.

Thememory of the pallisp lingered in her mind, but she recalled even more vividly her last thought before
the instrument had robbed her of consciousness. the thought that she had, in that moment, given up her
freedom to the pallisp. And Mogurn was the master of the pallisp. She gazed at him, her sscomach
knotted, and she wondered if she ought to hate him for it.

“Areyou feding better now, Jael?” Mogurn inquired.

Shetook abreath, let it out dowly, and nodded. She was careful to keep her fedings hidden. “I think |
would like to deep now,” she said. Her voice was ragged.



“Indeed. And you may. But first let me explain something to you.” Mogurn puffed his pipe, and the
smokerosein aliving cloud that curled toward her, singing her nogtrils. “I have just shown you
compassion because | know that you acted out of ... let ussay, ignorance ... when you rigged without
my permission. Y ou did it because you missed your palisp, and you did not know how to act without it.”

Jael started to nod and caught hersdlf. Admit nothing, she thought.

“But you must know this: | will not tolerate disobedience. If it happens again, you must forfeit the
palliso— not just for one time, but perhaps atogether.” He puffed his pipe, hisrheumy eyesnot leaving
her. Shetried not to flinch. “| take this sort of thing very serioudy. Very serioudy indeed. | trust you will,
too.” Puff. Puff. “If we understand one another, perhaps we can forge aworking arrangement that will
last.” Puff.

Sheremained motionless. When shefinaly couldn’t stand his stare anymore, she nodded dowly.

His heavy-lidded eyes closed and opened. “I’'m pleased you understand. And now Jee! ... if you would
help me ...” He coughed suddenly on alungful of smoke. He laid his pipe asde, frowned, and sat back.
Helifted his headset over his grey-sireaked hair.

Frightened, Jeel rose. “But weren't you just under thisalittle while ago?’

“Don't question my orders!” he snapped. She stepped backward, alarmed by histone, but he smiled
woodenly and beckoned her forward again. “And now, Jael, please do me the honors. One hour will be
aufficient.” He closed hiseyes.

She knelt and made the adjustments. Sighing, she rose and looked down at hisinert form, at hisfingers
twitching — and shefet arush of loathing. She dso felt an appaling weariness and confusion. Mogurn
hed, after dl, given her the chance to fly which everyone else had denied her. And the pallisp —
whatever it was or did — brought her a pleasure she had never known before. Was that so bad?

Shewas hardly sure any longer. Shewas hardly sure of anything except that thisflight wasturning into
something far different from what she had dreamed.

Mogurn was sighing and murmuring to himself, his eyes seeing nothing. Jael walked toward the door,
intending to leave him to his peace, if that was what his present condition could be called. But instead of
leaving, she found hersdlf peering around Mogurn’s compartment, which she had not redly looked at
closdy sincethefirst time she'd comein. Then she' d been so taken with the crystal tapestry, and
absorbed in her own anxieties, that she’ d not noticed much else. But now she peered about,
surreptitioudy and alittle guiltily, feding like atrespasser.

The cabin was decorated with some expensve-looking oddments of art, mostly sculpture, and in his
half-open wardrobe she noted the sheen of silken, satiny cloth. She turned toward the door again, and
was startled to redlize that the wall to the left of the door was afull-sized holo-screen, with controlson a
pand in the corner. With ahasty glance back at Mogurn's unmoving figure, she thumbed through the

hol o-sel ection. She stopped, flushing, when she redlized that at least hdf the titles sounded like
pornography. Servesyou right for prying, she thought. But as she turned once more to leave, she noticed
two other items framed on the wall. She stepped over for a closer look. Onewas a series of holo-prints:
ayoung dark-skinned woman with ahaunted gaze, a humanoid Denedrite with intense red eyesand a
pointed nose, and an incredibly pale young man with an expression as desperate and defeated-looking as
that of the woman's. Jael sensed a once that al three were riggers. What else could they be? Mogurn’s
former riggers? What had become of them? she wondered with ashiver. Shelooked at the other item. It
was alega document, bearing the sedl of the planetary government of Eridani Prime— along-settled
and powerful world. She scanned the text.



And suddenly had trouble bresthing.

The paper was a certificate of indictment against one Deuteronomous Mogurn, in federd planetary court
of Eridani Prime. The indictment listed six counts of smuggling, three counts of receipt of stolen property,
and two counts of possession of illega goods. The specificswere listed, and at the bottom of thelit,
under the heading of illegal goods, oneword caught her eye:pallisp.

She blinked, staring at that word, afedling of despair risng in her. “Damnyou ...” she whispered.

Shel d never heard of apdlisp beforethistrip — but it wasillega on one of the most important worldsin
the known galaxy. And what about the rest of this? Mogurn had been brought up on al of these charges.
Or had he? Squinting at the bottom of the sheet, she saw adate and time: his scheduled hearing. Beside
the date was scrawled a single exclamation: Hah! Trembling, she turned to look back at Mogurn,
twitching and pawing himsdf: the man whose ship she was flying; the man who had framed hisown
certificate of indictment, apparently as a badge of honor. Had he escaped from that world before he
could be brought to trid? It certainly helped explain his unregistered status at Gaston' s Landing — not
that anyone there was likely to notice, or care about, an outstanding warrant.

It could also explain Mogurn’ s reluctance to discuss his cargo. She' d et the question pass because he
had the right to confidentiality. But now she wondered, what hadn't he wanted her to know?

Heart pounding, she crept out of the cabin. Mogurn was till inert, his head rolled to one side, hiseyes
closed. Leaning againgt the wall outside, panting, she let the door turn opague behind her. Then she
staggered into the commons room and sat and listened to the thundering of her heart and prayed, Dear
God —if thereisa God —tell me what I’ ve done!

All she heard was the rushing and pounding of blood in her veins.

After atime, sherose and went out into the hall and stood by the ladder that led down to the engineering
decks. Would it dso take her to the cargo holds? She might be able to see for herself what the ship was
carrying— if shehad the nerve,

She stood by the open hatch, staring down into the gloom. At last she sighed painfully and turned away.
She went to her cabin and locked the door, and there she brooded, huddling on her bunk in near
darkness. And after along rime, shefelt her eydlids growing heavy, and eventudly she curled into atight
ball and dept adeep of exhaustion.

* % *
She confronted Mogurn at breskfast, though not immediately. She pushed some pieces of cut-up griddle
cake around on her plate for awhile, then said, “What is our cargo, anyway?’ After waiting a moment
for an answer, sheredlized that she had spoken too softly to be heard. Mogurn was scratching his beard,
muttering to himself as he pored over adatapad at his elbow. Jagl had no ideawhat he was studying. She

chewed a syrup-dampened bite. She started to repeat her question, then hesitated, and instead blurted,
“| saw the certificate on your wall.” She looked down again and stabbed another square of griddle-cake.

When sheraised her eyes, Mogurn was gazing a her. Sheredlized that he was squinting in puzzlement.
Shecleared her throat and started to say, “The ... court thing—"

“What did you say?’ he asked, cuiting her off. “ Something about my wall?’
Jadl’ sface burned, her somach knotted. “Y our certificate,” shesaid. “I saw it.”

“My what?’



“Your —* Her throat constricted and she tried one more time, taking a deep breath. “Y ou were
indicted. Y ou were in trouble for smuggling. And for — * Her throat tightened again, but she saw the
sudden flash of understanding, and the glint of amusement in his eyes, and she was suddenly determined
to speak her mind. For the palisp, she thought. For the damn pallisp. “ For possession of stolen goods,”
shesaid.

Mogurn cocked his head.

“Andillegd goods. Including ...”

“Yes?' hesadin an exaggerated tone. “Including what?”
“Including ... the palisp.”

“| see. And doesthat bother you?’

“Yes, it—"

“You'reenjoying the palisp, aren’t you?” heinterrupted. “ Do you think that just because something is
illegal on oneworld, it istherefore wrong, somehow?’

“Youwere... seding,” Jad sammered. “Y ou were smuggling.” Mogurn shrugged, making no effort to
deny the charge. And, she noticed, he didn’t seem to object to her having seen it. Perhapshe' d even
posted it in the expectation that whatever rigger was serving him would seeit.

“Actudly,” Mogurn said finaly, turning off hisdatapad, “al you know isthat | was charged with those
things. Y ou don’t know that | was guilty of any of them.” He smiled placidly and stroked hisbeard, as
though tempting her to respond.

“I don't hear you denying it,” Jael sad hotly.
“True,” he admitted. Heraised his dark eyebrows. “Would you like meto deny it?’

Jeel tried to control her anger. What happened to your last rigger? she wanted to ask, but couldn’t voice
the words. She wanted to rage a him; she was so tightly coiled, so angry that she didn’t know how to
answer. “I would liketo know,” she said coldly, giving each word measured emphasis, “where you got
the pallisp. And what it isdoing to me.”

Mogurn smoothed down the front of his navy blue satin shirt and pulled together the front of the
violet-trimmed vesta that hung loosaly around his shoulders. His eyes cameto afocus, and he pressed his
palmstogether in front of hislipsto hideafrown. “ Of course. What shdl | tell you? Thet it isamedica
instrument? That it is utterly safe when used with knowledge and care?” Ashe gazed at her, hiseyes
seemed to be intently gauging her response.

“Medicd instrument?’ she muttered, trusting him lessthan ever.

“Yes, of course.” Mogurn tipped his head to one side. “Well, psych-med, actudly. It issaid to have
certain usesin the treatment of, for example, severe depression.”

Then why are you using it on me? she wanted to shot.

“I find, however, that many people enjoy itsuse.” Mogurn steepled hisforefingers, interlocking his hands
infront of hisface. “It must be used with caution, of course. There arethose who would tell you itis...
addictive, who are terrified by that thought, and | ... well, | do not accept such claims. Itissmply a



question of using it correctly.”
“Addictive?’ shewhispered, so softly he could not have heard.

“Thereisno reason to feer it. After dl, the pallisp brings pleasure, doesit not?” Mogurn’ s voice softened.
“Don’'t wedl enjoy the sensation of pleasure? Pure pleasure, unadulterated by the complications that
muddy our lives, the petty jealousies and guilt that rob us of whatever grim joysfate bringsinto our
lives?’ Hisgruff voice became dmost delicate. “1an't that something that al people should have the right
to enjoy? Even riggers? Shouldn't riggers have that right, too, Jeel ?”’

Jeel swallowed; she had no ideahow to answer anymore. Perhaps there was some truth in hiswords, but
she was speechless with anger a the way she’ d been manipulated. Speechlesswith fear. And with, even
now, an dmost overwhelming desire to go under the palisp again. To fed the warm caress of its
presence within her mind, and the tickling suggestion of love and companionship againgt her soul. To fed
the golden light of that inner sun—

“Isthere anything ese you wanted to discuss, Jed 7’

Startled, shetried to think. Y es! What about the theft, the smuggling ... ? None of the words made it
to her lips.

Mogurn had risen to hisfeet. “We do, after dl, have flying to do. A ship to bring into port.” His brusque
hurry-up tone had returned. “If you' ve finished with your breskfast ...” He gestured impatiently ashe
turned to leave the commons.

Despite the knot in her ssomach, Jael swallowed alarge piece of syrup-drenched griddlecake and
drained her cup of coffee. Sliding her dishesinto the disposa unit, she glumly followed Mogurn to the
bridge.

“Why don't you want me here while you fly?” Mogurn turned from hisinstruments and peered at her
darkly. In the gloom of the cockpit, his eyeslooked angry and threatening.

“It'sthat — “ Jadl bit her lip“ — it’ sthat it makes me nervous sometimes. It makesit hard for meto
keep the flow stable, to keep the impressions clean, and clear.” She drew abreath. “1 can rig better
when | know I’'m not being watched. When | can fed adone, and safe.”

“Safe?” Mogurn said in atone of surprise. “ Safe? Have | ever threatened you, Jadl?’

Jael shook her head. “No, but | ... well ... that'sal | cantell you. | fed safer, and | fed better, when
I’'m aone here.” She pressed her lipstogether and forced herself to stare back at Mogurn. She had very
few strengths to command againgt the ship’ s owner, but this was one of them: she could make any
reasonable request that bore on the safety of the ship or her ability to rig, and expect it to be granted.
Without her flying skills, Mogurn would never see planetfal again.

Armsfolded across his heavy chest, Mogurn studied her with his dark, ssem gaze, keeping her frozen as
she stared back at him. At last he released her from hisgaze. “Very well,” he said. He glanced at the
instruments one more time, then indicated the rigger-station with atilt of his head. “ Go ahead and take the
net. Don't tire yourself.” With that, he turned, his silken robe spinning in folds, and strode from the
bridge. The door darkened to opacity behind him, leaving Jagl done in the gloomy compartment.

Does he distrust me now? Jadl thought, staring after him. Do | care? She turned and repeated the
ingpection of theinstruments that Mogurn had just made, and then she climbed into the rigger-station. She
stretched out and gazed up at the monitors, and closed her eyes and tried to relax, to forget about



Mogurn and the pallisp, to think only of the ship, and the Flux.

Her senses darkened and sprang outward, into the net.
Eight

The Mountain Route

She flew through avast and clear, purplish sky. She floated like a seed high over astrangely glowing
blue- and green-mottled landscape. The net dlittered faintly around her, binding her to the invisible ghost
of the spaceship. She spread her arms, and in the net they billowed outward as grest sail-likewings, filled
with arising updraft of wind. Jagl rose, soaring.

The landscape beneath her was an odd matrix of color, reflecting her mood, her uncertainty. It wasa
phantasmagorical land, bubbling with distant flame red volcanoes, and glinting rivers of silver threading
through cyan valeys and shadowy plains. Thiswas not alandscape in which she could imagine anyone
living, certainly no one human. It took her awhileto calm down from her confrontation with Mogurn; but
eventualy her fedings quieted, if they did not disappear dtogether, and she flew slently through empty
skies, lost in the sort of daydream in which no thought lasted for more than a moment or two, and few

imageslingered.

Shefelt asort of wistful melancholy. She did not pursue any of the concerns that had so recently
preoccupied her. Whatever worries she had about Mogurn and the pallisp did not need to reach her
here, in thishaven from dl worries. At least that was her hope. She flew dowly on thewind, not
bothering to seek out faster currents. Whether they reached their destination sooner, or later, did not
meatter to her. Hours went by, and she remained content to float, to drift.

Occasiondly, despite her efforts a detachment, the landscape below shimmered and flared in response
to tremors that surfaced within her own heart, achesthat she was determined to |eave unnamed. They
were longings and fears that she wanted desperately to leave behind, that she was determined not to
alow expression. But she was not dways the master of those fedings. Whether she willed it or not, they
sometimes erupted into the landscape — sometimes with unfocused phosphorescent fire among the hills,
sometimes with tiny billowing bloody plumes, sometimesin the form of shadows dancing over theland
like the dark ghosts of aeria acrobats. Those aches were dways present within her, and when they found
their way out, the landscape away's responded.

She began to wish she could change the image and |eave this heartache landscape behind. But it was a
tenacious image, with a powerful hold on her. However her abilities were growing, whether it was
through experience, or through exposure to the palisp, her imaginative powers remained many-sided.
Shewas not immuneto darker visons.

The com-signal chimed in her consciousness, and Mogurn’ svoice broke into her solitude.Jael, what’s
wrong? The feedback oat here looks poor. It looks unstable.

The landscape turned to brimstone and filled the sky with arising, burning haze. Shetried to control it, to
subdue the sudden eruption of anger at the sound of Mogurn’s voice.Nothing’ s wrong. Everything's
fine, she answered curtly.

Are you sure! Mogurn' svoice was agrowl! in one corner of her mind. She envisioned him on the bridge,
squinting anxioudy down into the rigger-station, leering a her till form. His voice was bodiless herein the
net, but she was sure that physically he must be very near. She had to work hard not to lose her



equilibrium. She countered an ingtinctive urge to avoid him by retreating to the extremities of the net; that
wouldn't help.

I’mfine, sheindsted. Theimage was showing Sgns of disintegration. The outer edges of the landscape
looked unfocused, dmost frayed. Mogurn’ sinterference was cregting a potentially hazardous situation.
The ship was beginning to shake in the turbulence. Mogurn might not have been ableto fed it inside, but
here in the net there was no mistaking it. Jadl drew more energy from the flux-pile, trying to sabilizethe

image
I”’m depending on you,said Mogurn.
| know. Now please |eave me alone to do my job!

Very well. I’'ll be back to check later.

Jael didn’t respond. She thought hard, searching her imagination for something that would help her to
Stabilize this situation. She focused on the angry horizon, aware that her focusing power wasindeed
stronger. Had the pallisp redlly aided her? The colors at the horizon bled, and a crimson sunset swelled
over the mountains off to what she envisoned as the northwest.

Mountains. She was startled by the redlization. The mountains she and Mogurn had talked about: the
onesthat he wanted her to skirt. She' d felt their presence from afar; it had just been a question of when
shewould reach them and what form they would take — and how, or whether, she would skirt them.
The route through the mountains was the more direct one to their destination, Lexis, and just now she
was feding inclined to bring thisflight to an end as quickly as possible. But there were reports, and not
just Mogurn’ swarnings, that the mountain route was more dangerous, with tricky currents. And, of
course, dragons.

Jeel amiled at the thought. That, of course, was what Mogurn was worried about: the legendsin the
rigging community — and that’ sal they were, legends— which held that dragons lived in these mountain
routes along the fringes of Aeregian space. They werereal dragons, according to the legends,
fire-breathing dragonsthat lived in the Flux as humanslived and bregthed in air. There had been some
discussion of the subject back in rigger school, where it had been treated about as serioudy asthe
legends of the “ ghost rigger ships,” thelost “Flying Dutchman” ships of interstellar space. No ingtructor
could swear that the dragons did not exist, objectively speaking, but one knew well enough what they
thought. Dragons made for vivid and wonderful stories, but not one teacher or rigger in ahundred
believed that they wereredl.

Stll, the rumors persisted as rumors do: riggersin the starports boasting, telling tales of dueling with
dragons. And not just dudling, but converaing. Still, Jadl gave even less credence to the boasts of riggers
than she did to the carefully disclaimed referencesin school. So far as she knew, there was no redl
evidencefor beieving thatanything actudly lived in the mountains— or, for that matter, anywhereelsein
the Flux. But according to the library hypnos, there did seem to be aspecid qudity to the Hux inthis
corridor that dmost demanded mountain imagery in the minds of passing riggers; and sometimesit
evoked dragons, aswdll, or images of dragons. Maybe some riggers believed the dragons to be actua
living inhabitants of the FHlux, but Jael had never met anyone with firsthand knowledge. Thelibrary
nav-hypnos described them smply as unusualy compelling images. Of course, that didn’t mean they
were harmless. Even imaginary dragons could threaten aship, if they werevivid enoughinarigger’s
mind. Either way, it sounded dangerousto passthat way. It sounded glorious.

And that was why Mogurn had warned her away, she was sure. Still, he had not absolutely forbidden her
to fly in the mountains— and &fter dl, she wasthe rigger, wasn't she? It was she, not Mogurn, who



chose the images and the streams of the Flux to ride. He could suggest aroute, but the ultimate choice
was hers. And what did her sensestell her now?

Stretching the focus of her vison, shetried to Spy out the distant range. There was il turbulence from
her confused emotions; she could distinguish only the genera rise and fdl of the mountain pesks. She
would have to movein closer to see anything useful. And that might not be such a bad thing to do,
despite Mogurn’ sfears. The greater demands of close-in flying would help her to focus, help her to
discipline her imagination.

She banked dightly to anglein that direction. The net sparkled around her as she grew excited — at the
thought of quickening theflight, a the thought of danger. Perhaps she shouldn't redly do this, not if the

danger had become an attraction for her. But there were times when one smply had to take charge, to
do thingsfor one's own sake. Mogurn'’ s fears be damned, she thought.

Abruptly she transformed hersdf into amountain eagle, and she caught anew current and soared
northwest, pulseracing, net glittering like jewdsin the Flux.

Ahead was twilight, emerging from sunset. Mountains stood jagged and black against awine red sky that
deepened into evening. The mountains were much closer now, more fully reveded to her awareness. She
scanned ahead with just the dightest feeling of unease, using the edges of her mind to explore the
approaching shadows. Would there be dragons? She doubted it; till, there was no way to know
absolutely. And she had not yet decided whether she would actually violate Mogurn’ s request.

A sense of quiet anticipation settled in as she flew on eagle wings ever closer to the range of peaks. A
part of her amost hoped that dragons would appear — if for no other reason than to ease her londliness.

The com-signd chimed again, chilling her.

Isn’t it time you came out?asked a bodiless Mogurn.

A sudden crosswind made her shiver.lsit? she asked, galing.
You' ve been in there for hours, Jael. Too long.

Really? It doesn’'t seem that long.

What' s the matter, Jael? Don’t you want to come out?

She hesitated, torn by conflicting desires. He would be waiting to give her the pallisp, she knew. But this
was not agood place to leave the net unattended, not with the mountains approaching.It might not be
safe to leave right now,shesad findly.

Not safe? Why not?
She spread her wingsto catch awarm updraft.Because ... there might be dragons.

His eyes squinted furioudy, or so sheimagined. Dragons? Dragons? Jael, have you taken the
mountain route?

Jeel beat her eagle wings with sharp strokes. Yes. That is— no, not exactly. But we' re near there.

Find a stretch of safe passage. And then you come out and see me in my cabin, Jael.Hisvoice
touched her likeice, and she stopped pumping her wings. His anger made her tremble. She saw distant
lightning among the peeks, reflecting her sudden fear.



All right,she whispered, and the world suddenly seemed even colder and lonelier. She did not want to
leave hereto face him, of al people. But neither did she want to lose the pallisp tonight.

Y ou should have thought of that before, she thought.

Banking left, she brought the ship into a heading that would take it pardld to the range, if there were no
unexpected shiftsin the wind. She thought she could probably safely leave the net here. Still, she delayed
leaving — gliding in agentle breeze, watching ominous dark peaks drift pagt, far off to the starboard. She
wished that somehow the fear and the londliness would subside.

Finaly, when she could no longer justify staying, she set the stabilizers and the darms. Her senses melted
back into her body as she withdrew from the net, and she opened her eyes, blinking, haf expecting to
see Mogurn squinting in at her. But the bridge was deserted, gloomy and londly. There was nothing here
to greet her but the instruments, and for that she was grateful.

She dtretched as she stood beside the rigger-station. She redlized for thefirst time that she was hungry.
And tired; her limbs were heavy with fatigue. She was't sure which she wanted more, deep or food. But
Mogurn had said to come immediately. Sighing, she left the friendly gloom of the bridge and went to
Mogurn’s door. She pressed the signal. The door paled and she stepped inside.

Mogurn was seeted, smoking hislong pipe. His eyes betrayed nothing of his thoughts. He rose and
Slently gestured for her to Sit. She did onto the bench-segt, conscious of the crystal tapestry twinkling
over her head, wishing she could spin around and disappear into that miniature world of light and
refraction. Mogurn frowned, studying the end of his smoking pipe. The smoke curled toward her,
stretching out like a vaporous hand. “Why did you disobey me?’ he asked.

Jeel shivered, certain now that she would be denied the pallisp. Perhaps that wasfor the better, but she
could not seeit that way now; al she could see wasthe rdief and the warmth that the palisp could bring
to her. “I ... meant no disobedience,” she murmured, shamefully aware that it was only hdf true. Yes, he
had not gtrictly forbidden her to fly that route, but of course she had been aware of hisdesiresand

had — yes— rather rdlished ignoring them. Had quietly rdished hisfear of the mountains— hisfear, she
presumed, of dragonsthat almost certainly were not redl.

Mogurn stepped closer, hovering over her, aternately blocking and exposing the light behind him. Jeel
squinted nervoudy up a him. “Did | not say that | preferred the longer route, Jagl ? Was there some
special circumstance you haven't told me of, some need to take the more perilous course?’

Weasthat fear in hisvoice? No. He was the master. Jadl bit her lip. “1 ... was having trouble, the other
way. But thisway it was clearer. And | wasn't worried. | think, well, the storiesabout ... dragons ... are
just stories. | don’t consider them redl.”

“Oh?" Mogurn glared at her with his bloodshot eyes. “Tell me, Jael — what isred to arigger? Canyou
tell methat?1sit what isin the Flux — or what isin therigger’ smind?’ He drew alungful of smoke and
exhaed it ashe spoke. “It doesn’t matter, Jael — elther one can destroy us.”

Joel met his stare for amoment, then nodded mutely.

“And, drunken sods though most riggers may be,” he added bitterly, “ one should never laugh at their
reports, should one?’

Her face burned at his sarcasm. “No. But ill, it'sjust legend!”

“Isthat it, Jael ? Just legend? When riggers report what they haveseen andfelt, isthat just legend?’



Jael shrugged. How many riggers, she wondered, had actually reported dragons? Not many, she was
sure. But she said nothing.

“Now, arewe ill close enough to our origina course to turn back onto it?” He exhaed another cloud of
smoke, which drifted past her face before being drawn into the ventilators. Jagl opened her mouth to
reply in the affirmative, but something made the words stick in her throat. Instead, she shook her head.
“We can't avoid the mountains?’ he growled. She shook her head again, with greater determination.
Mogurn stared at her, drawing smoke from his pipe and exhaling it in repeated large plumes. Findly he
turned away in silence.

Jael watched as helaid his pipe on the reading table and returned to her, palispin hishand. “All right. It
istime.” Hisvoice held no kindness, nor did his eyes. But the sight of the pallisp sent athrill down Jadl’s
spine. Unhappiness and loneliness welled up in her; she hated the redlization, but she was shivering in
anticipation of thejoy that would come from the thing.

At Mogurn’'s gesture, she bent her head forward and pushed her hair aside. Out of the corner of her eye,
she saw Mogurn’s arm reach, saw the pallisp gleam ... and felt the cool touch of the probe. Shefelt the
paligy’ swarmth reaching into her with shimmering energy; felt that warmth encircling the ugly, waiting
fedingsof dienation, fear, anger; felt it closing around those fedings like flowing blood, hedling and
soothing and transforming the emotions, softening her inner defenses and filling her with the warmth of joy
andlove...

Thewaveturned icy cold. Jael swayed dizzily asatide of fear and dread welled up inside her, swveeping
away dl other fedings. For amoment, she was disoriented aswell as frightened. Her thoughts were
flooded with pain and confusion. Then she redlized — the pdlisp was gone. She sat back, blinking wildly,
struggling to hold back arush of tears. As Mogurn spoke, she could hardly see him through blurred eyes;
but he had stepped away from her, and she could see the glint of the pallisp in hishand. “ That’sdl for
tonight, Jadl. Y ou must understand what obedience means, even for arigger.” Jael tried not to tremble
under his gaze, but she was desperate with frustration and need, and helplessness. Sowly, and with grest
effort, she steadied hersdlf, drew hersdf upright into a semblance of dignity. Mogurn nodded. “Now,
Jedl, hep me with my augmentor. Then you may retire.”

Though dying to scream, she obeyed. Mogurn reclined and she fitted the synaptic augmentor to his head
and adjusted the controls, and when M ogurn was reduced to a silent figure fluttering his hands and
pawing himsdf with ablind-eyed grin, she backed away and fled to her cabin.

Her thoughts seemed to roam about the cabin like birds on wing against adistant sky. Her cabin was at
once aboundless space in which shefdt tiny and inggnificant, and a grim claustrophobic cell, threatening
to crush her. She stalked thelittle room like a caged animal, brooding.

The question kept coming back at her: why had Mogurn done thisto her? Why use a device that would
make her addicted? Was there any doubt that he had known what would happen? What had he wanted,
arigger who was so dependent upon him that she would never leave unless dismissed? It seemed likely.
Shethought of the pictures she had seen in his cabin, the haunting despair in the eyes of thoseriggers. Am
| that far gone? she wondered. Could she leave him now? Would she have the courage, if given the

opportunity?

And what about his promise of heightened sengtivity in the net? Wasthat alie, too? She had felt
something, to be sure; but wasit truly an improvement in sengitivity, or wasit just an dtered coloration
of perception? It might well have been redl; indeed perhaps that was another of his goals— to have, not
just arigger-servant, but one who could sense the relm more keenly, and perhaps fly faster and more
gedthily in the service of hissmuggling activities. But & what cost to her mind, to her soul?



She peered & her reflection in the mirror and tried to decideif there was anything different in her own
face. Did she look thinner, more worn? More experienced, more capable? She pushed her fingers back
through her hair, and exhaed deeply. Lord, how shewanted ... how sheneeded the palisp! How she
wanted it to take thislonely bitterness from her soul and turn it into something warm. Shewould almost
kill for that. But only Mogurn knew precisaly how to use the thing, and so she needed Mogurn, too.

Maybe, she thought, a mist-bath would make her fed better. Checking that her door waslocked, she
shrugged out of her clothes and stepped into the tiny mist cubicle. She e bowed the start button, and
closed her eyes asthe mist issued from the walls and surrounded her with awarm swirling dampness.
Sighing, she dlowed the mist to gently scrub her clean, and she blinked as the droplets dispersed, leaving
her skintingling. She tentatively ran her hands down her body. Sheinhaled the moist ionized air, savoring
the physical refreshment. As she stepped out, she grabbed atowe and rubbed hersalf down. Then she
pulled some loose-fitting clothes out of adrawer and dipped into them. Though sheintended to deep,
shefdlt safer dressed.

She sat cross-legged on her bunk, thinking, feding the weight of her worries pressing down upon her
again. She began to think of her father, to wonder if he had donethingslike thisto riggersin hisemploy.
She drew her knees up under her chin, thinking of Dap, whom she had trusted. Sighing, she switched off
the light and stretched out, and after amoment turned on the deep-field to lift her gently, not quite off the
surface of the bunk, to help her deep.

And then she tossed and writhed, unableto rest at al. Unable to stop thinking. To stop her anger at
Mogurn. To stop remembering Gaston’ s Landing, where her unhappiness had been so grest that it had
driven her to accept thisinstead. To stop remembering Dap ... and that night, and the dreamlink ...

Hiswillful insistence, his gentle but deliberate deception, promising intimacy and under standing;
she remembered the offer of friendship, and his eyes dark and earnest, and his vow: “ We'll be
looking right into each other, and our soulswill link ...

And the golden glow of the dreamlink, and the warmth and the seduction ... and the opening up of
her heart and memory ... and the devastating awareness of Dap’ s reaction to her need; his
revulsion and hisfleeing ...

And her own muted cry of pain, which she had wrapped about herself and forced back in, bottling
it so it could no longer hurt her ...

And going back to the hall, determined to get an assignment ... and meeting Mogurn, who had
offered her the job —and the pallisp.

She started out of abrooding daze, in the near-darkness of her cabin. One smal light was glowing at its
lowest setting. Obvioudy, deep wasimpossible. She could not forget the palisp, or the cruel way in
which Mogurn had torn it from her. But the pdlisp was the only thing that could soothe away these
anxietiesand fears. It was her only release.

Except, of course, for the net.

Sitting up, she thought about that for along time. She could go to the net now, of course. That wasthe
one place where she could shape her fedings and play them out in images and render them harmless.
Letting dark fedlingsloose there could be perilous, but wasit any less perilous to keep them corked
ingde hersdlf until they exploded? Mogurn had aready warned her once; he would be furiousif she went
to the net again while hewas under hisbliss-wire. But if she didn’t do something, she would go crazy.

She sat for avery long time, weighing the consequences. The longer she thought, the faster her heart



best, the moreit cried out with need. Damn it, you have to do something! She could not have the
pallisp. There was only one other way out of this.

You are therigger. You have the power and the need.

Swallowing, she rose from her bunk. And she stood there, swaying, trying to find some resolve that
would keep her from returning to the net ... that would alow her to deep, or if not to deep, then at least
to bear the pain and the need.

Shedidn’t find the resolve. Shefound only the need.

Nine

Highwing

She crept onto the bridge and dipped silently into the rigger-cell. The neura contacts touched her neck.
Her senses, dectrified, sprang into the net.

Her imagination at once sparked anew image: the ship was a baloon-borne gondolain anighttime sky,
riding the winds downrange of along line of mountain peaks. Jadl et the breeze soothe her. After atime,
she changed dtitude, seeking higher crosswinds that would take her closer to the mountains. She wasn't
sure why she was doing it. Revenge against Mogurn for the way he had treated her? Or wasit that she
was dready being punished, and what more could happen to her? Or wasit that she really wastaking
charge, and thissmply fdt like theright direction to fly? She didn’t know. The gondola swayed as she
passed through an air stream moving the wrong way; then she found another that carried her in the
direction she wanted.

She st her sights upon the gpproaching range. A singlefull, creamy moon sank dowly toward jagged
black peaks, jutting like sullen teeth against the horizon. Backlit by the moon, ablunt-nosed mass of
cloudswas moving out of the mountainstoward her. She liked the effect: the gloom of night and eerily
lighted clouds that looked like moving glaciers. Or like bold angry pincersthat could reach out to shred
her baloon ...

The balloon disintegrated abruptly. She caught at the air with her hands. For amoment, she and the
gtarship tumbled earthward, her armsflailing and grasping; then she overcame her panic and deliberately
remade the image. The ghostly net shimmered and became avarnished wooden glider, whispering in the
wind asit diced downward through the air. She was perched astride its fusdage, and she tugged and
pulled a the airfoils until it leveled out in flight. And she thought: Take care! Dangerous thoughts could
smash the ship into splinters aswell as any physicd force, and the pieceswould be |eft to drift forever in
the currents of thisstrange redlity, the Flux.

Thewind soothed her face, and gradually soothed her mind and her spirit aswell. Shelet her fedings
swirl ahead of her in the sky, in the emptiness between her and the clouds far ahead. Her fedingswould
not hurt her out there. Let them disspate in the cool emptiness.

Time passed and she drew steadlily closer to the mountain range.
The dragons stormed out of the cloudsin random formation, like gulls out of arain squall.

Jadl stared out into the moonlit night in astonishment. Dragons! Dreadful winged shapes, they whedled
before the distant clouds. Sparks of red flame flickered about them. Jael could scarcely believe the sght
before her. Dragons couldn’t bered! They were something from fairy tales and primal dreams, from



racid fearsand magical desires ... from liesfabricated by boastful or deiriousriggers. But ... there were
dragons in the sky right now. And severa of them were flying toward her.

Jael searched her thoughts, wondering if she might have provoked thisimage from her own imagination.
Shefelt nothing, not even the dightest tingle of recognition. Wasit possible that the dragons actualy were
red ... living creatures, living in the Flux? She controlled the glider with tight movements and watched
them come.

Thedragons grew in the moonlight. They certainly appeared rel enough: rugged, fierce-looking
creatures, breathing fireinto the air like the dragons of folklore. Most of them banked away to soar and
circlefar off her wingtips. Shefelt amoment of relief. But three of the creatures closed to intercept her,
circling into atight orbit around her glider. They maneuvered quickly, banking and veering, their
movements hard to follow.

One swooped close, gtartling her, but giving her agood glimpse of itsfeatures. It was solid al right, its
scales like polished pewter gleaming in the moonlight, but with subtle colors rippling beneath the surface.
The creature’ s head was rough hewn, as though of living stone. Its nogtrilsflared coal red asit craned its
neck toward her; its eyes shone with ghostly green light. Itswings were broad and serrated, begting the
ar powerfully. Asit circled around behind her, another dragon swept directly across her path, darmingly
closeg; then dl three drew off to amore comfortable distance.

She held her course, thinking frantically. What was one supposed to do when met by dragons?
Storytellersin the spacebars spoke of dueling. Could it be that those tales were not just boastful
nonsense? These dragons looked real, and fierce, and eager for battle!

This one is mine, sheimagined she heard avoice say.
She shivered, wishing she had flown another way.
Are you afraid?she heard, and thistime she knew sheredly had heardiit.

She glanced around, frightened, thinking that perhaps Mogurn was on the bridge, taunting her in
punishment for her disobedience. But the voice, though it murmured in her head, was not Mogurn’'s.

You are afraid,said the voice.Shall we be kind, and kill you quickly?

It was one of the dragons speaking! She was terrified and astounded. She glanced over her left shoulder
and discovered one of them flying close dongside, just alittle behind her. Its gleaming eyesand
smoldering nogtrilswere as clear as marker lights.What do you want? she asked, her voice trembling.

The dragon exhaled a plume of flame, startling her. It edged closer, its eyesflickering like green lanterns.
She banked to the right, thinking, This can’t be happening! The dragon drew even closer as she veered,
following her movements with ease. Its eyes glowed brightly, emerad green. The turbulence fromits
wings buffeted her, and she had to fight to control the glider.What are you doing? she cried in protest.
Leave me alone?

The dragon puffed a cloud of sparks.Does that mean you don’t want me to kill you straightaway? It
dropped back ... and then, with a powerful series of wingstrokes, flew up in atight loop around her,
peering closdly at her asit banked and dived. Moments later, it was once more flanking her left sde.Do
you prefer to die in battle ?

No! Jee! cried.l want you to leave me alone! Who are you, and why are you doing this? What do
you want from me? She hunched low on the glider, drawing the net in close around the edges.



Child! called the dragon.What a strange one! Do they send child-spiritsto duel with us? Such
guestions! You want to know who | am, and —

| am not a child!
The dragon’ s harsh laughter filled the air.
And you haven't answered me! she added fearfully.

Nor shall I,said the dragon.But so many questions not to answer, all at once! Do you think you're
the first outsider to come here, spoiling for a fight?

Jael gaped at the creature. Then it’ s true, about the dueling! And you dragons ... arereal!

The dragon made anoise that might have been asigh or asnarl. Of course! Now duel, rigger! With deft
wingstrokes, it climbed high above her; then, dropping onewing, it dived. It bore down upon her inthe
moonlight, its massve shape growing large, larger —

Jael screamed.

The dragon thundered asiit dropped past, raking her with fire. Jagl’ s skin szzled, and flames crackled
aong thewings of her glider. Gasping, she changed the image: a sudden flurry of snow cooled her and
quenched the flood of energy in the net. She changed the glider from wood to afireproof dloy.

The dragon approached from the side, flapping itswings dowly. It eyed her with aglowing eye.Not
badly done, for a demon, it conceded. It banked away and put distance between them.

Jodl stared after the dragon, dumbfounded. Before she could gather her thoughtsto reply, it turned again
and streaked toward her in another attack.

Jadl froze, helpless. Shetried to make hersdlf small, to protect her flanks. The dragon grew with terrifying
Speed. STOP IT! she screamed.

The dragon broke off its attack, veering away in surprise.And you wonder what I'mdoing? it
murmured. It circled back, warily. There is something different about you, rigger. What isit! Inthe
distant moonlit clouds, the dragon’ sfellowslooked like smdl dots, whedling and maneuvering intheair.
The dragon glanced at the others, with what looked like uncertainty.If you didn’t want to duel, why did
you come here?

Struggling to keep her glider steady, Jad was dizzy with confusion, with fear and anxiety.Well, | ...don’'t
know. But | wasn't expecting anyone to try to kill me!

The dragon banked closer.And just what did you expect?

| don’t know, she admitted, and wondered why, indeed, she had come into this mountain range. She
thought, but didn’t say, that she hadn’t redlly been expecting dragons or any other living thing to be here.

The dragon snorted, then spoke in an dmost conciliatory tone.You don’t know what you expected, but
you didn’t expect to duel. What, then? Do you want to talk? Do you want to just fly along and
chat lightheartedly? We could do that, | suppose. | could promise not to kill you.

Joel drew abreath.Can | believe that?

Why not?



She eyed the dragon, unableto tell whether it was mocking her or not.Can we really just talk? No
dudling?

The dragon tipped its head and winked its luminous eye. Jael nodded uneasily. She didn’t know what to
make of this creature, but she knew she didn't want to fight it. She decided to change her image again:
the glider disappeared and she became awinged pony, beating into the wind.Very nice, said the dragon,
drawing in close dongside her.

Shedidn’'t answer. The night was changing, the clouds closing in. She could no longer see the other
dragons. A moonbeam broke through the clouds to show ajagged mountain dope, very near, with mist
swirling around it. Jael had not redlized that they were so close to the mountains.Do you know where
we're going? she asked.

Yes,said the dragon with a crafty chuckle. Suddenly it sidedlipped over her and seized her with its grest
talons. Jadl’ s breath went out with a gasp. The dragon bent its head down to peer at her between its
forelegs. Its jaws gaped, and its hot breath rushed over her. Jadl struggled, terrified. She squirmed and
twisted and managed to roll forward in the dragon’ s grip just enough to kick up with her hind pony legs.
Her hooves caught the dragon squarely in the somach and it wheezed, rdleasing her. Jadl tumbledin
midair, begting franticaly with her wings but losing dtitude. She was dropping headfirst through the mists.
She glimpsed terrifying sawtoothed dopes rushing upward to meet her. Frantically she transformed
hersdf into ahawk, warped her wings sharply, and pulled herself out of the dive. She climbed again
toward a safe dtitude, looking around in vain for the dragon.

Well done, it said, right behind her.

Panicked, shelooped up and into inverted flight and twisted back down behind the dragon. You liar! she
shouted. You promised and you lied!

The dragon glanced back over its shoulder.Well, | didn’t exactly promise —
You as good as promised! Isthat a dragon’s kind of honor?

Well —the dragon said hesitantly —where demons are concerned —

You mean you all lie?she screamed.

Only when dueling riggers! the dragon snapped — and what it did next, she could hardly believe. One
moment it wasin front of her, and the next it was above her, and then behind; and it curled itswing
around her like anet and scooped her toward the mountain. Jael trembled and fluttered, afrightened
bird, asthey plummeted through the darkness. Abruptly the dragon lurched to alanding on a black
outcropping of rock. Holding her loosaly, it craned its neck to sniff at her with huge smoldering nogtrils,
to peer a her with its enormous glowing eyes.

Jael fought to control her fear and rage. Shaking, she puffed up her hawk feathers and stared back up at
the creature. You lied, and now you intend to kill me! Isthat it?

The dragon cocked its monstrous head dowly.| didn’t actually lie, you know. | tricked. Oneis
expected to do that with demon-spirits .Didn’t they tell you that when they sent you here?

No one sent me! Jael snapped.| just came! And not to duel! And I’m not a demon! Why do you keep
calling me that? She choked in the dragon’ s breath; the air around her was suffocating, trapped by the
creature’ sgreat wing.Would you mind letting me breathe?

Hissing, the dragon opened itswing. You certainly are different fromany rigger I’ ve ever heard of.



Not that I’ ve personally met any before, mind you. Until now, | wasn’t even sure that your kind
really existed. Perhaps you had better show yourself asyou really are.

The world remained wreathed in fog, but the cool night air revived her somewhat. All right.
Concentrating, she transformed herself back into theimage of Jael LeBrae, human woman, in the nexus
of aghostly neural-sensory net. Haloing the net was a shimmering ethered spaceship.

Impressive, said the dragon.Is that all you, or are you riding some sort of magical beast? What do
you call it? A spaceship?

She made the spaceship disappear, wondering how many like it the dragonsin these mountains had
destroyed. She stood on the outcropping of rock, lonely and frightened and cold.My name is Jael
LeBrae, shesad.

She felt ashudder, as though an earthquake were shaking the rock at her feet. The dragon’ s eyes opened
wide. It gazed at her in astonishment, then reared its head back and roared in dismay. Itscry was
dedfening, reverberating through the mountains and the mist.| did not ask your name! it bellowed. Why
have you given me your name! It blew asearing gout of fire up into the night, and scratched at the

rock, itstalons grating horribly againgt the stone,

What' s the matter?Jad cried, covering her ears.Have you gone mad?

What' s the matter ?the dragon thundered. What' s the matter ? What are you? You' re no demon!
Demons don’'t give names! They never give names! Don’t you know anything, rigger?

Of course I’'m not a demon! Why did you think | was? What kind of insanity is this?The ground
continued to tremble at her feet. What was going on here?

The dragon was clearly disturbed by the vibration, too. It tipped its craggy head thisway and that, then
angled atroubled gaze at her.Rigger, thisis strange. Most strange, indeed. It muttered to itself for a
moment, as though weighing contradictory thoughts.It is almost asif you were —but no. It shook its
head.l’ m sure that isimpossible. Impossible! Angrily, asthough frustrated, it vented flame and sparks
fromitsnogtrils.

What are you talking about?Jagl demanded.

Never mind,the dragon snarled. It snorted out another blast of flame. Tell me, rigger —don’t you
know the power of names? You act so innocent! Names are everything! | cannot kill you for a
demon, knowing your name. You are — and he growled a guttural word —garkkondoh — and
fumed,a person! You arereal! Itsthroat rumbled like avolcano threatening to explode.

Of course I’'mreal! Jael shouted. You' re not making any sense at all! What do you mean, names are
everything?

The dragon shook its head unhappily. Findly it settled down enough to speek, its voice quiet in her mind.
Perhaps that was an exaggeration. Nothing is everything. But — and it fixed her withitsglowing,
olowering gaze, before continuing grudgingly —I perceive, | am afraid, that there is more to you than
meets the eye. | had not expected such an action from a dem—fromarigger. It glared in thought
for along moment, then Sghed rumblingly, sheking its head. Perhaps, though ... | should have. It would
seem that | am obliged now by honor — it sighed again—or perhaps by more than honor —to give
you my name in return. And then | will no longer be able to trick you, or to duel without — and he
made another guttura sound —hakka, cause.



Jael ground her teeth.What are you talking about? Never mind! | don’t even want to know your
namel!

The dragon settled down glumly.And | shall have to learn more about you. Very well. If it must be. |
am Windrush-Wingtouch-Highwing — Terror-of-the-Last-Peak.

| don’t want to know! she snapped.

| suppose you may call me Highwing. You might as well know that my name is of some note in the
realm. And | amthe sire of the four fastest young dragons in the whole of —

You are a braggart, also,Jael interrupted, sartling the dragon into silence. It shifted its position
awkwardly; the crag was small, compared to the dragon, and there was hardly any room left over for a
frail human. That, Jadl thought, was as good areason as any to take her leave.Look, | only want to be
on with my flight, sheinformed him.You’ ve been ... most enlightening. But thisisn’t helping me
reach my destination. I’'mafraid | must leave now.

Leave?Highwing rumbled. That isimpossible!
Why?

Well —that isto say — you must make up your mind! The dragon scrutinized her with large, luminous
eyes.You really didn’t come hereto duel ?

| told you. No.

Highwing vented smoke, squinting.In that case, it must be that you have come here for ...another
reason. | amtroubled by this, rigger. Jael LeBrae. | am ... troubled ... by the meaning of this. And
by you.

By me?she murmured. And sheredlized, but with only adizzy half-awareness, that his eyeswere shining
hypnoticaly into hers. She wanted to turn away, but could not; there was aterrible magnetism in his gaze.
She became aware of a strange sensation in hersdlf, as though she had turned transparent, as though the
dragon were seeing much more of her than the surface manifestation she intended to show.What are you
doing to me? she whispered.

There seemed to be arush and ahiss around her, aflurry of activity that she could not see.
She may well be the one, said avoice— not the dragon’s.
Shetried to focus, to see who was speaking. She could not move her gaze.

That is easy for you to say. That was Highwing’ svoice, barely audible. Do you know the trouble it
would cause? Who am | to make such a claim?

You must judge that your self,whispered the other.But remember the words. Remember Skytouch.

Therewasalong pause. Then Highwing:l remember Skytouch very well. There was renewed anger in
the dragon’ svoice.

Do you? It would not always seem so, from your actions.

Iffling, speak to me not of things that are not your affair! hissed the dragon.Begone! And with those
words, he blinked, rleasing Jadl from his gaze.



She drew adeep breath and shook her head, trying to refocus her eyes. Something small and luminous
and ghogtly, hardly more than aflicker of light, floated in the air beside the dragon.As you wish, spoke
the voice that she had heard moments ago. And theflicker of light vanished. Jadl stared, dumbfounded,
into the dark air whereit had been. Shelooked dowly back a Highwing.

Aahhhhhh ...the dragon sghed, steam trailing from hisnogtrils. There will be unhappiness about this,
that is certain. Great unhappiness. He stared at her for along moment.

What was that?she asked.
What was what?
That thing | just saw.

Oh. Theiffling. The dragon sharpened aforeclaw on the rock. Meddlingcreature. Sill, 1 may have
erred in sending it away so soon. But itswords ... Highwing hestated.

Troubled you, Jadl said sarcagtically.
Highwing blinked.Indeed. And you — | must learn, now, what to make of you.
You don’'t have to make anything of me. Just let me go.

The dragon cocked his head.Oh? And if | did? Do you think you would leave this realm alive? You
have already been noticed, you know, and not just by me. Did you not feel that shudder in the
underrealm? You have placed yourself in great danger by coming here. Do you think they would
let you leave? His eyes shifted to her left. You would not be the first outsider to diein their flame ...
if their boasts are to be believed.

Jeel followed the direction of hisgaze. The other dragonswere still whedling in the night air against the
moon. She had forgotten about them. She could seetiny billows of flame; the dragons were not too close
now, yet close enough to attack, if they wished to.Do you mean ... that riggersare ... always killed?
she asked, swalowing.

Highwing answered in amutter.\WWho knows, really? There islittle enough that is certain, these days.
He paused in thought. Though there is one, or | should say, rumor of onewho ... walksin the realm
as a free demon. More than that, | don’t know. But —

Hewasinterrupted by voices grumbling in the distance:Highwing ... Highwing ... why do you wait?

Highwing svoice rumbled to full power. THISONE ISMINE! he thundered, blasting the air with fire.
YOU MAY LEAVE USALONE!

He was answered by distant, haughty laughter. But the other dragons seemed to move farther off. Jael
watched them uneasily. Sheturned to Highwing.l am yours? Is that what you think?

Steam curled into the air from the dragon’ s great nostrils.LetUS say that | fearthat you are mine, the
dragon said with evident reluctance. Something is greatly amiss here, one known as Jael. You have
come innocently, it would seem. As the words say.

The words?

The Words. The speaking. The prophecy. As theiffling has reminded me. If you arethe one ...He
sighed again, then raised his head, asthough cutting off histrain of thought.| have already done the



unthinkable, in sparing you. And yet, it seems | must. To refuse would be to concede to those ... to
allow those who do evil to therealm ... to prevail. Jagl tried to interrupt; but he continued speaking,
as though following disconnected thoughts, his voice growing degper.Ahhh, and yet even so, | fedl ... |
sense ... still another force, another evil at work. Something that has nothing to do with me, or
this realm. Something within ... you! How strange! His eydids closed and opened again. He seemed
surprised. Perhaps several somethings. | cannot say precisely. He drew along, rumbling breath and

seemed to debate something in histhoughts.| almost fear to ask this, but ... do you wish to tell me of
it?

Jadl felt agrowing sense of unredity. The dragon was making no senseto her. Tell you — ?
What is troubling you.

| have nothing to tell you,she sad, alittle dizzily,except to mind your own affairs. Hisingstence was
wearing a her. And every time helooked at her she felt naked, as though he were looking right through
her, finding every one of her faults.

| have received your name, and given you mine,the dragon said in an injured tone, asif that explained
everything. You proposed the bonding, and | accepted, in honor. | trust you will not abuse the
privilege .You may trust me, aswell.

After you lied and tried to kill me?

That was when we were dueling. And before | knew that you were — or might be — He paused,
then grumbled something under his bresth which shedidn’t catch.Well, in any case, it was expected.

Not by me, it wasn't.

Thedragon stared at her without answering. In the silence, she knew that she should be on her way. But
something in her did not quite want to go, something apart from her fear of the other dragons. Something
in her wanted to learn more from this Highwing. He spoke of things she did not understand. But he
amost sounded asif hehad ... expected her, somehow. The dragon cleared histhroat steamily. Some of
the clouds broke and stars gppeared over the mountains, Jael stared at them longingly, thinking of her
dream: flying among the stars. That was what she was doing now. Wasn't she?

A voice broke the sllence, neither hers nor Highwing' s What'’ s going on?

The dragon peered around in confusion, but Jadl recognized the voice with ashiver.l’ m flying, Mogurn,
she answered, her voicetightening.

Jael, come out of the net at once, ordered Mogurn’s bodiless, furious voice.

| can’'t,she said, with aglance a Highwing. There are dragons close by. Very close. Please don't argue
with me, she thought fervently. Our lives could depend onit.

Mogurn’ s answer was harsh, but tinged with fear.Can you get us out of it? Out of trouble?
I’'mtrying. If you let me.

Do so. When we're out of trouble, you come and see me, Jael. I’ m very disappointed in you.
Mogurn broke the connection abruptly.

Jael shuddered and gazed off into the night, not meeting the dragon’ seyes. Still, shewas aware of his
eyesglowing at her, through the thin curls of smoke that rose from hissnouit. | think | begin to perceive,



Highwing murmured. You must answer to someone ... in your realm. Your spaceship. And that
disturbsyou. Am| right?

Jael didn’t answer, but something made her turn her head and look into those enormous eyes. The
intengity of his gaze caused her to shiver. He seemed to be thinking deeply about something. Without
friend, will come one, he murmured to himself.Giving her name, will come one. Ah, Skytouch! He
shook hisgreat head in dismay.Jadl, he said findly, and his voice became so soft that it was amost
inaudible You present me with a dilemma. What | am about to suggest is ... not done ... in this
realm. And yet, it seems required by honor, by my obligation not to abuse what you have given
me —in your name, and your ... garkkondoh ... real self.

She squinted in puzzlement.What do you mean?

The dragon cleared histhroat, noisily and a length.Perhaps it would be better if you came with me for
a littlewhile. It might be that | can help you. Almost wistfully, he continued, A dragon helping a
rigger. Imagine! Let us hope that I amright.

She shook her head.l don’t understand you.

The dragon’ s eyes glinted. Then she thought she heard something like arumble of laughter, or perhapsa
darker kind of sound, very soft, very deep in the earth. Asthe sound died away, Highwing said, It
appearsthat | amyour servant and friend now, Jael —and you mine, if you will. It has been made
our duty to help each other if we can. So the Words would seemto say. And so, you really

should — must! — come with me.

But | don’t see why, she persisted. How can you ask me to trust you?

The dragon answered softly. Because you have come to me. And because | seemto be all you have
at the moment.

Jeel dtared a him, wide-eyed with amazement. But for no reason she could understand, she felt her
suspicionsfading. A host of fears streamed through her mind: about Mogurn, and the pallisp, and the
safety of her ship. And then they seemed to drain away. For some reason, apart of her wanted to go
with this dragon — where, she didn’t know. Never mind that he had tried to kill her. She squinted at his
huge steady eyes, set within that great knobbed and finely scaled head. Strange asit seemed, shefdt no
threat. Certainly the dragon had nothing to fear from her, and if he meant to harm her, there was no need
for himto resort to trickery.l suppose, she said,you’ re going to promise not to hurt me. And you'll
expect me to believe that.

The dragon looked at her thoughtfully.No one can promise not to hurt another — can one, Jael?
Jeel half closed her eyes, feding apain well up inside her. Shetried to shut it away, but couldn’t.

A moment later Highwing added softly, asthough to himself, There may be great hurt, beforeit isall
over. But perhaps that need not concern us now.

She scarcely heard him, thinking suddenly of her ship and her flight. Never in her rigging experience had
she heard of anything like this. But what were her choices, redly? She wasin adragon place now, and
subject to attack on sight. It seemed better to be with a dragon who, perhaps, intended no harm to her.
What exactly, shesadfindly,did you have in mind ?

Thedragon blinked, dimming his eyes momentarily, like aship’ssignd lights a sea. Climb onto my back.
He turned around carefully on the crag and crouched low.



After along hesitation, Jael climbed up and perched astride the base of his neck, just in front of hiswing
joints. She took adeep breath and clutched his neck.

Hold tight,he said, and sprang into the night air.

Ten

A Dragon’sTruth

The wind whispered in her ears, sghed through her hair. She clung, dizzy with confusion, with relief and
fear and uncertainty. The power in the dragon’ swings was unnerving at first, but after atime the stroking
movements began to fed soothing. Ingtinctively, she stroked his silken-hard scales.

That feels good, right behind the ears, Highwing remarked, asheflew.
Abruptly she stopped. Too bad, she muttered.

Highwing chuckled and banked so that she could see the landscape below. They were flying very low
over the mountain terrain, dark ravines and jutting rock rushing by, only dimly visble in the scattered
moonlight. Highwing suddenly banked the other way and dropped into a plummeting dive. Jael clung
breathlesdy. Beneath them, avalley stretched open, al shadow and glimmering moonlight. She peered
past Highwing's head, straining to pick out detail.\WWher e are we going? she shouted. The dragon
belched aflamein answer.

A moment later, he dowed his descent. They were approaching what looked like awide, billowing,
digphanous curtain hung acrossthe air, asparkling veil of mist. Highwing glided directly into it. Jael felt
the cool touch of the mist on her face and smelled asharp tang in the air. With adizzying rush, shefet a
drangeinterna sensation, asthough time and dimension were twisting around and through her — almost
asthough they were passing from onelevd of the Flux into another. That seemed unlikely; but something
was happening, and it felt like something peculiar to this place, thisredm, thisregion of the Flux; it was
something peculiar to the dragon and his powers.

Even asthe mist billowed around her, she caught glimpses of dark stone walls diding by, dmost enclosing
her and the dragon. She had no ideahow far they had flown, or in what direction, and shewaslosing
track of time, aswell. Suddenly the mist vanished and they were flying free again, under agorgeoudy
clear, starry sky. A mountain dope still sprawled beneath them, and they glided down over it, toward a
place that shone golden in the night like a haf-conceded valley.

| must be dreaming this, she thought. | must be creating theimage. And yet, she knew she was not.

Highwing followed adescending trail of glitter strewn intheair. The sparkling trail descended into an
open forest — amost peculiar place, with soft lights hanging in the boughs of the trees. And the trees!
They were like nothing she had ever seen before: some had graceful, upward-arching branches and
cup-shaped leaves, othershad long trailing violet strands that reminded her of terran weeping willows,
gtill others had round silver leaves and small glowing spheres that might have been fruit, or perhaps actua
lanterns. There was aremarkable profusion of flowering bushes, with extravagant and luminous
blossoms.

It isreal,Highwing remarked, perhaps reading her thoughts as he angled low under aglimmering
archway that spanned an opening in the trees. Gossamer strands crisscrossed over their heads as they
glided through along pavilion lined by shadowy trees. The dragon barely fluttered hiswings; they floated
aseffortlesdy asspiritsin thenight. Thisis a special place for me, hemurmured.It is a place of power,



and a place of memories. No outsider has ever seen it before. Do you like it?

It’s beautiful , Jael whispered. She gazed about in fascination as they emerged from the arching pavilion.
Off to the left, she spied asmdl waterfal spilling into agtarlit pool. Severd odd-looking crestures with
gpindly legs stood at the pool’ s edge, drinking from the water. A sudden waver inthe air caught her
attention, aquivering light. The creature again — what wasit? — theiffling? No, It was another dragon,
but it was shimmering and transparent, as though it were only haf there. Moonlight seemed to gleam off
its scales, though there was no moon in the sky now. Its eyesflickered orange and seemed to focus on
them. Jael thought she heard it speak, its voice amuffled grumblein the air. She could not understand any
words, but she heard an unmistakable dissatisfaction or anger in itstone, and for some reason it made her
shiver.

Highwing' sthroat began to rumblein answer. She could not understand what he was saying, either; it
was like the sound of a distant thunderstorm. But the two voicesintersected and seemed to shakethe air,
and she sensed that some power was being played out between the two dragons — a dangerous powe,
she thought, a contest of wills. And then the night air grew till, and she blinked, and the other dragon
was gone. Therewas nothing at al to indicate that it had ever been there, except abuzzing dizzinessin
her thoughts. She drew a breath.What was that ?

Hm?Highwing inquired.

What was ... that dragon?

Nothing. A mere disturbance in the underrealm. It was nothing.
What do you mean, nothing? You and that dragon sounded —

We were having a minor disagreement, is all. The dragon tossed his head like a horse. 1t was nothing.
Hewasslent for amoment. Then:Jael, take a good look at this place | have brought you to.

Jael shook her head and focused on the garden and the pool.
Thisisno mere garden. Thisis a place where we will begin to learn more of each other.

It is very beautiful,she said softly.But what does it have to do with me? And | want to know, what
did you and that other dragon say to each other?

Highwing did not answer for amoment. He hovered, motionless and silent, then suddenly craned his neck
to peer back over his shoulder with an enormous, faceted green eye.Little one — such endless
questions! | wish | could remember your name. What was it?

Jad! she said stiffly. Then she saw the fire glittering in his eye and redlized that he wasteasing her. She
flushed with embarrassment.

Little Jael,the dragon said.
Quit calling melittle!

The dragon shivered, his scalesrippling under her.But you are — physically, at least. Don’'t you know
that if we are to share a friendship, we must be truthful with each other?

She bristled, before snapping, We won’t have any friendship if you keep calling me that!

Highwing cocked his massive head in amusement. You say that now, large Jael. But you would not



duel, as a demon-spirit should. You convinced me that you are no demon. You gave me your
name — and commanded my honor. The twinkle was gone from his eye now.And so we have come
here, to this place where | might weave together certain powers, where we might learn more of
the truth of each other.

Jeel hiked herself up to look the dragon squarely in one eye. Hah! she was going to say, but her gaze
locked with the dragon’ s, and the word never came out.

Suddenly she knew what he meant by power. She had looked into the dragon’s glowing eyes once
before, but thiswas ... different. His gaze seemed infinitely deep now; it drew her inward, enveloping
her. Shefdt hersdf falling deeper, deeper, into the luminous abyss of hisinner eye, toward a cool faceted
firethat burned within that emerad lantern. Shefdl through one of the dazzling facets and into a stream of
upwdling light. It seemed awarming light; and she sank into it as though falling weightless down atwisting
spiral pathway, toward the inner fires, and into the light of the dragon’ s very essence, its

CONSCIOUSNESS ... its soul. And she found amind peering back at her in wonder and curiosity.

Dimly, sherecdled something like thisin the dreamlink. Then she had been afraid, but now shefdt no
fear. Thisbeing was different from anyone she had ever encountered before, more powerful and curious
by far. But benegath the layers of curiosity she glimpsed a deep sorrow, an unexpected kindness, and an
interest that was without malice, though overlaid with caution. She caught reflected images of herself and
realized that the other was peering deep into her own thoughts, probing her memories and her fears,
probing her very being. For an instant, she wanted to resst. But no ... thiswas agentle probing, and she
found hersdf wanting to be open ...

A host of memoriesrose up like silvery bubbles, floating freeinto the light. She was aware of her fedlings
drifting by asthough they were something separate from hersalf. She saw hersalf rigging with
schoolmates, and later with Mogurn. She saw herself walking in ameadow with her mother, identifying
flowers. It must have been long ago, becauise they seemed happy. It was before her mother had left her
husband, taking Jael with her. It was before her mother had died, in the autumn of Jadl’ s dleventh yesar. It
was before Jadl had gone back to live with her father. She saw Dap coming to see her at the rigger
school, he the senior, she the novice. That wasin happier times, too, sharing hopes and tales. Once, she
saw her father actually being tender with her mother, and then she saw him raging, dapping her brutaly.
She knew hewas't even angry with her, but with hisfailing business. The memories camefadter ... the
dreamlink, and the palisp ... and the rush of bubbleswastoo fast and too shiny for her to follow, and it
made her dizzy totry ... and apart of her was crying now ... and that madeit al blur....

There were other memories aswell, but they weren't al hers. She saw dragons quarreling and contesting
for power, and dragon honor darkened by jedlousy and distrust. She saw weavings of spellsin aplace
cdled the underrealm, spells of crafting that created garden-places like this one; and she glimpsed other
powers a work, threatening to ruin them. She heard aname that sounded likeTar-skel, astrange name,
murmured fearfully in private moments and dismissed in others, and she shivered a the sound of it, feding
unaccountably afraid. She saw someone named Skytouch, afragile-looking dragon, nearly transparent,
with glassy scales and wings, in aplace caled Dream Mountain. Words she could not quite catch echoed
around that memory, and she knew only that they were laden with both uncertainty and expectation, with
ancient hopes and fears. A terrible hurt seemed to well up with the memory — an absence, and adeep
and bitter longing.

She drew away from the pain with acry, and the sound resonated down the pathway into the light and
reverberated back in a sympathetic chord of dragonly surprise. Shefelt agreat fear and aneed being
closed off, hidden. The pathway between the minds flickered, and parted. Astonished, Jadl pulled free of
the dragon’ s gaze and sat back blinking.



What had just happened?

Shewas't sure. But though her heed was ringing like amuffled bell in the aftereffects of the broken
linking, one fact echoed with remarkable clarity. She had hardly been aware of it during the linking. But
this dragon counted himself as her friend and companion. Hetruly did.

She wasn't surewhy. Was it because they had exchanged names and stopped their dueling? That was
part of it, but not all. He had looked deep into her, into her soul; and though he had not understood
everything he saw there, he seemed to have understood enough. He counted her asafriend. And hewas
violating dragon tradition to do so. Because he had somehow, on some level she could not understand,
expected her.

She closed her eyes and tried to remember what she had seen. For she had looked into his memories as
he had into hers, and she had witnessed something — barely aglimpse, redly — of the world that
Highwing inhabited.Dragon honor ...

All was not well with dragon honor or with thisredlm. And Highwing thought it no coincidence that she
was here now. But he did not want to spesk to her of it, or to frighten her.

But what did any of that have to do with her? Was he, perhaps, mistaking her for someone else? She
was supposed to be flying between the stars; that fact had almost escaped her. She stretched her senses
back through the rigger-net, testing; she felt the ship, and the flux-pile energizing the net, holding her here
inthe redity of the Flux. And it was aredlity. Should she pull clear now, try to remove hersdf from
danger, if she could? She thought of the palisp and its blissful release. Should she face Mogurn and
explain her folly, suffer hiswrath in hopes of forgiveness and achancetotry again ... in hopes of the
pallisp, to warm and fill her heart? Later, she could return and try to modify the image. But to what
purpose? This realm seemed unlike other regions of the Fux; it waswhat it was, and did not seem to
carefor her attemptsto changeit. Besides, Mogurn was very angry with her. Hewould never give her
the pallisp now.

And what of Highwing — this dragon who had made her hisfriend? He suffered hisown pain, it seemed.
Her heart was pounding, remembering. She opened her eyes again and |ooked at the dragon. His neck
was gill craned, and he was gazing at her silently with his huge glowing eyes. It seemed that notimeat al
had passed while she' d been logt in thought. WWho —? she began, then shook her head. What —? She
paused. The dragon’ s nogtrils smoked inquiringly; he averted his head alittle to avoid blowing smokeinto
her face. She sighed. Highwing, she asked, oneimage coming suddenly into focus,who is Skytouch?

The dragon’ s eyes closed. He did not answer.

I’'msorry. | don't mean to pry. But | saw ... her? And the iffling, the iffling spoke of her. So |
wondered ...

Highwing's breath whistled out in ahigh-pitched sigh. Jael trembled. Finadly he answered, in awhisper so
low she could bardly hear, Skytouch was my mate.

Was ... ? Jad fdt, suddenly, avery large lump in her throat.

She is gone, Highwing murmured.Gone from this realm. Gone from this life, to the Final Dream
Mountain. | miss her ... the touch of her thought. His eyes blinked open, then closed to dits.It was
with her help that | created this place ... thisgarden. | have not been here often ... since ...

I’m sorry,Jael whispered. She swallowed and sat sllent on the dragon’ s shoulders, unconsciously
stroking the dragon’ s scales. He sighed softly. After atime, she cleared her throat. Well — she murmured



hdtingly,what was it that you had in mind for ... us, then?

The dragon’ s eyes opened wide, and she sensed a change in hismood. He turned his head to face
forward again, and with awing thrust sent them gliding forward again, and upward, away from the
magical pool. He flew with gentle down-strokes of hiswings.Perhaps, diminutive one, he murmured, |
can help you with some things. Then we will see, perhaps, what is to become of us. Fromthis
garden, | can reach out with certain powers, and to certain other places. If you are willing to
comewithme ...

Jael tightened her grip on his neck.

From the forest-garden, they flew up through a barren landscape, amountain dope with broken, angled
rock faces, glistening here and there with ice. It seemed alifeless place, but inits starknessit was as
beautiful asthe valethey had just |eft behind. Asthey flew, Jagl’s mind filled with questions— about the
other dragon, about what it was that Highwing expected of her and why that troubled him so, about
Skytouch, and theiffling, and about what Highwing was planning to do now. But she could not seem to
voice any of those questions. Perhgps it was something in High-wing’s mood, conveying areluctance to
talk. Sherodein slence, mulling the questionsin the privacy of her own thoughts.

Suddenly Highwing’'s massve heed lifted.Look!

Above them aseries of faceted, angular cliff faces gleamed faintly in the night, towering over the dragon
and human with an amost glacia presence. Here and there among the broken facets of rock she
glimpsed dim openings. Anintuition told her that in those d coves something lurked — dragon powers,
dragon magic. She shivered and clung to Highwing in wondering apprehension.

The dragon whedled dowly through the air, picking hisway upward into amaze of ravinesand
passageways, al darkly foreboding in the night. Again Jael felt that curious twisting sensation of time
shifting in her own mind, as though each turn through the maze moved the dragon and her backward or
forward intime, compressing years or stretching secondsto infinity. She quickly became disoriented, and
in the gleaming icy rock faces, she began to imagine that she saw human faces, or images of worlds she
might have seen once, worlds she might have lived in, worlds that might have existed in another time and
gpace. She glimpsed weeks and years of rigging experience compressed into afantastic array of visons.

Highwing, what are we —?And she could not finish the question. She closed her eyes, trying to shut out
the dizzying feding of dgavu.

We're here to |earn something, Highwing murmured.| don’t know what we' |l find, either.

Even with her eyes closed, shewas still aware of the dragon’ swings besting dowly, or Highwing banking
and turning and climbing ever higher and deeper into the maze. She was aware of asprinkling of stars
overhead, peering down at her; aware of the flat faces of rock passing by — some glistening with a sheen
of ice, some dull and dark. And when she opened her eyes, it wasdl just as she’ d been envisioning it.

The dragon approached a sheer cliff face, with anarrow ledge across its middle and the cracked shape
of acave opening. Helighted upon the ledge, at the entrance to the cave. Shall we? heinquired.

Jeel swallowed. The cave looked black and forbidding.| don’t know, she managed at last.| won't try to
stop you, | guess.

Highwing chuckled softly and crept forward into the cave. Jadl’ sfingers whitened as she clutched his
neck. A roof of shadow passed over them, and they were suddenly enveloped by darkness. She
struggled not to tremble or cry out. Heis not doing thisto harm you, she thought. Trust him.



Look ahead, Highwing murmured.

She rose up cautioudy and peered past hishead. A pale glow wasvisiblein the darkness. As Highwing
moved forward, she became aware of the stone walls widening outward. They were entering a cavern,
and it wasfilled with apale slvery light that shone down through the celling. Far in the back, an enormous
spiderweb shimmered, spanning the width of the cavern. It seemed dive. There was a brief sparkle of
light acrossits strands, then averticd rippling of cold fire,

Jael watched without understanding, an unessy feding growing in the pit of her somach.\What is this?
she whispered.

A place where we will see ... whatever we may see. From your thoughts, Jael, your deeper
awareness ...

The web danced with ghostly quickslver, and suddenly stilled. Jael found hersdlf gazing into aliving
window.

She was gazing into the past. Her past.
Gazing & Mogurn.

It was Mogurn at the spaceport, not on the ship. The background came dowly into focus: the dispatching
room &t the spaceport, the rigger lounge off to the right, the stewards' officesto theleft. But large and
clear in the foreground was Mogurn: Mogurn the businessman, the thief. Mogurn the trader iniillegd and
immoral goods. Theimage quivered momentarily, and then she saw that he was talking with someone,
with the spaceport crew steward. The steward to whom Jael had complained. The steward who wasto
respond by sdlling her into bondage.

Thiswas not the scene as sherecdled it. Wasit possible that some part of her mind had seen thisand
remembered it without her conscious awareness? Hanging tightly onto Highwing' s neck, she strained to
hear what the two men were saying. She could hear nothing; they moved their lipsin slence. Both men
smiled meanly at something Mogurn said, and then the steward turned and pointed. A femaerigger sat
some distance beyond them, in therigger lounge. Jael squinted, and trembled, recognizing herself. She
was dozing in her seat. She was stunned to see the fright and the londliness apparent on her own face,
perhaps set loosein her deep.

Mogurn leaned toward the steward, grinning. He withdrew from a hip pouch — just far enough for the
steward to see— the palisp. The steward nodded, winking. The two men touched hands, and something
twinkled between their fingers. A bribe. Then the seward called over another young femaerigger, Toni
Gilen, and whispered something to her. And Toni nodded and went to speak to Jael — who awoke and
rose, bewildered.

Jael clutched the dragon’ s neck in anger, as she watched hersalf gpproach the two men, conclude the
transaction, and give up the one promise, the one vow she had made to hersalf — never to accept work
from an unregistered shipper. Then she watched hersdlf prepare, unknowing, to surrender to the pallisp.

Her somach knotted, asfor thefirgt time she actualy saw the greed and the arrogance in Morgurn’ sface
as he presented her with his proposal. Had she been too blind to notice it before — too desperately
wanting to fly? It was so obvious that he had intended, from the very beginning, to enchain her with the

palisp!

The dragon stirred as she struggled with her rising anger, as she admitted to hersdlf the hatred that was
growing, likeamaignancy in her heart. Shefelt aprofound humiliation welling up, so powerfully, she



hardly heard Highwing whisper, Thisis how it began, then? May | see more? Without waiting for an
answer, the dragon fell silent, and the image rippled and changed.

It was Mogurn’s cabin, and M ogurn was standing above her, smiling as he lowered the pallisp to the
back of her neck for thefirst time— smiling, because despite his protestations of innocence, he knew
what he was about to do.

Her humiliation burned, became rage. You bastard! You lying bastard! she whispered.God, how | hate
youl

And benesath her, the dragon stirred and said softly,| begin to understand. Shall | burn himfor you,
Jadl?

Yed she cried, blinking back tears, not even knowing what she was saying or thinking, just hating from the
depths of her soul this man who had endaved her.Dear God, yes! Burn him, Highwing! Burn him!

Highwing lifted his head and breathed fire. His bresth was a blowtorch, alegping flame that engulfed the
cavern. Jael drew back from the heet, shieding her eyes. The ghostly Jadl in the spiderweb vanished, but
the ghostly Mogurn whirled in surprise. He screamed, just once, before he died in the incinerating fury of
the dragon’ sfire. Jael shuddered as the scream died away, shuddered at the Sght of thisman dyingin
hellfire a her command. She shook with rage and fear and remorse, but did not take her eyesfrom the
fire, from the blazing tatters of the spiderweb that were al that remained of Mogurn. She thought she
smelled burning flesh, and that only made her tremble even harder, choking. She wept, pressing the side
of her face againgt Highwing’ s neck. What have | done? she whispered to herself. What have | done?
And she felt agreat poisonous cloud of hatred churn up out of her heart and leave her, joining the smoke
and fury that filled the air.

But when the fires died and the smoke cleared from the gutted cavern, from the place that had held the
image of the man who had bought her and used her, shefdt something elserise up insde her and release
itself — agresat breath of cold fresh air in her heart. Shefet acry of freedom bubbling up, risng— a
rush of jubilation — and she wept again, but thistime with joy instead of sorrow. And when the flood of
emotion drained away at last, it was replaced by an enormous backwash of weariness.

Do you feel better now, Jael ?Highwing asked, in awhisper so quiet shedmost didn’t hear him.

Y es, she thought, not answering aloud. Yes, | fed better. And she blinked and looked away asthe
dragon craned his head and gazed at her. His eyes glowed, and she sensed him peering into her, trying to
probe what had just happened. Shelet him; she wastoo weary to try to understand it herself.

She scarcdly noticed as Highwing took her away. Asthey flew out of the cave, the cool night air of the
mountains flowed past her cheeks, billowing her hair; but her thoughts were blurred, confused, leaden
with weariness. Time strained againgt itsdlf, shifted, and findly seemed to dip by unnoticed.

Eventudly her wits began to return to her, and her strength. What was happening in her ship, inthe “red”
world outside of the Flux, whiledl of thiswas going on? she wondered. The real Mogurn had not died
just now — at least, she didn’t think so — but she knew that something had changed in her asaresult of
what Highwing had done. Sheredlized she didn’t redly care what Mogurn was doing, or thinking. Or
where hispalisp was.

The dragon was flying her through a steep-walled and heavily misted vale; they were ill climbing upward
through the mountain maze. Shefelt achill on her skin, but didn’t fed cold. Absently, she stroked his
scaes, relishing the physica feding, the sensation of touching another. She wondered, asthey flew, why
she should have feared this dragon — indeed, why the two of them should ever have thought themsalves



enemies. Animage flashed in her thoughts, amemory she' d not known she possessed. It must have come
from her soul-link with Highwing: aglimpse of awave of power passing through thisworld like asaismic
tremor from one end of the reallm to the other. She had felt it before, but not understood it; she sensed
that it had started when a dragon had befriended arigger. She was puzzled by the image, but wastoo
tired to speak to Highwing of it now.

She rode the dragon in silence, content not to think or to speak.

After atime, Highwing banked suddenly to the right. He dropped through ashallow layer of mist and
descended rapidly. He swooped into a bowl-shaped dell, flared hiswings, and landed. Jagl rose up on
his shoulders and looked around wonderingly. The ddl wasasmdl, wooded place, atiny grotto of lifein
the midst of starkness. Theflow of time had indeed shifted during their flight, because twilight was just
fading here, the sky apatch of degpening blue. Highwing and Jael sat in silence, watching night settlein
around them and among the trees. As the darkness degpened, hundreds of gnat-sized fireflies appeared,
darting and corkscrewing through the air like so many fiery atoms. At first, Jael found them amusing. But
hundreds more continued to stream in from the surrounding darkness, until acloud of whirling sparks
filled alarge open space between two of the largest trees.What now? What are we going to see? she
asked.

Highwing hesitated, before admitting,|” m not sure.

Jedl felt atingling at the edges of her mind. She was about to speak again, when the whirling sparks
coadesced into ablurred nimbus of light. And from that pae light stepped a young man. Someone she

recognized.
It was Dap.

Jeel’ s breath stopped in mid-exhalation. Shetried to suppress ashuddering confusion of anger and
happiness. Dap looked exactly as Dap dways had, handsome and mild-mannered and gentle. But — in
the shimmering light of the dragon magic, she saw something € se, something astonishing. Dap was
frightened. Not of anything visbly near, and not so frightened that one would see it immediately; but
beneath his cdm and gentle exterior, illumined somehow by the power that brought thisimage, therewas
asmmering anxiety. Dap’ s brave expression disguised aterrible fear.

He was standing near the dreamlink machine, the sunglow of the dreamlink field warming him. Nearby,
sheimagined, an invisble Jael wasbeing warmed, aswell. Shefdt her humiliation risng again like bile as
sherecdled the experience. But asthe dreamlink field grew, Dap’ s anxiety became even stronger, though
thinly veiled by his cheerful exterior. How could she have failed to seeit before? Had she been so
self-absorbed? Images of Dap'’ sflights danced around him like tiny sunburgts: the rigging, the
companionship with Deira, the sheer joy of the net. But was it such asingle-minded joy as he had
portrayed it to Jael ? There shone the warmth of his companionship with Deira, and there smoldered his
sorrow, hishurt at her leaving again, leaving him behind. How had Jadl failed to notice that hurt? Because
he had hidden it so well? Or because of her own blindness?Dap, she began — and then stopped,
because she knew he could not hear her.

And then her own memories sprang to lifein thefield, crowding out Dap’ s— her memories dancing and
bursting about Dap’ s head: images of her father opaguing doors behind him, leaving Jagl in openmouthed
pain as he retired with hiswomen and his boys, and her brother, before the groundcar accident that took
hislife— bitter with the rgjection and disillusonment that he never dlowed expression, thoughiit tore him
gpart; and Jael’ sfrudtration at their father’ s careless neglect, shutting out al of their pain, teaching them
how to make walls but never windows.



All this Dap caught — without warning — in atidal wave among Jadl’ s other memories, or fantasies of
memories. flights and friendships and loves that might have been, desperatdly londly fantasies, unfulfilled
rigger fantasies. They were dl suspended in the dreamlink, where Jael had let them free.Jadl, it doesn’'t
have to be that way! he whispered aoud, frightened by the enormity of her pain. And she remembered
her answer, dl too well.Just fantasies, she'd lied, even as she tried desperately to sweep them away, to
hide them where Dap couldn’t see them, where no one would see them again. But Dap had known
better — the truth could not be hidden from the dreamlink, once it was out — and she saw it now on
Dap’ sface as he drew back from his unseen cousin sharing the field with him. And Jael tarted to hate
him all over again now, as she saw the horror on hisface, and she felt again the betraya and
abandonment as Dap shrank away from her.

Why is he drawing back?she heard, and it was the dragon whispering the question.
Why? Because he thinksI’'m ... because he'sa lousy ...

But the expression on Dap’ s face was not revulsion, she realized suddenly, though it had been staring her
inthefacedl dong. It wasfear. Fear and shame: fear of his own needs, so terrifyingly like hers, and
shamefor his utter helplessnessin the face of hers. Just as she had tried to hide her terrible desperation
from him, so had he hidden hisown.

And so afraid of the pure naked hurt was he that even now, in the sight of Jael and Highwing, he fled.
And as heran, back into that nimbus of ethered light between the trees, Jagl heard Highwing’ svoice,
asking softly. Shall | burn him, like the other? The dragon drew a deep bresth.

No! she cried, startled by her own vehemence.Don’'t hurt him! | didn’t know — 1 never realized! And
suddenly she was quaking with shame, shame at her own anger. She should have seen that Dap had
abandoned her out of ... cowardice, perhaps, or inadequacy — but not out of malice, or in judgment.
She' d thought him steady as arock, unshakable, older than she and wiser. But he was not arock, he
was just arigger, her cousin. No better than she; no worse.

Highwing sghed, and theimage of Dap and the pae light vanished in acloud of sparks. Highwing's
nostrils glowed adull red.Did you remember it that way? he asked, rumbling throatily.

No, Jael whispered.No, | didn’t. And shefell mute, remembering the abandonment she hed fdit, thinking
that Dap loathed her as everyone else did, for things that weren't her fault, and remembering how she
had vowed never to et anyone touch her soul that way again.

But that came from your own memory, Highwing murmured.A part of you knew the truth. You do
not always see clearly in your memory, do you?

Why no, | ...she began, and hesitated, because she had no idea how to explain.

W, then, Jael —Ilook up. | see something el se happening. The dragon lifted his head and snorted
sparksinto theair.

Reductantly she lifted her gaze. For amoment she couldn’t see anything except the dark shape of acliff
overlooking the glade. And then, high atop the diff, in asheltered aerie, illuminated by she knew not
what, she saw the dark figure of another man.

Who is that?she hissed. Highwing didn’'t answer at once, but a suspicion was aready growing in the pit
of her somach. There was something familiar about the shape.

Don’'t you know?Highwing asked finaly. Without waiting for an answer, he sprang aoft and beet into



the wind toward the aerie. Rather than flying directly to it, however, he veered to one sde and dighted
upon a high ledge from which they could look across and see the place clearly.

But Jael aready knew. The man was her father. He was acold-eyed, stiff-limbed man, exactly asshe
remembered him. He looked perhaps alittle older, alittle wearier, alittle more dour. He was gazing
outward from the aerie, as though expecting acaller; but the manner of his stance suggested
defensiveness, retreat, as though he feared to leave this shelter. His eyes stared, his mouth curled with
distaste, asthey had on other occasions, when hel d wondered aoud why he had saddled himsalf with
two former wives, an unhappy son, and a self-pitying daughter. His eyes shifted then, and seemed to light
upon Highwing and Jadl. Upon Jael. And that gaze was the same look of contempt he' d lavished upon
her for aslong as she could remember. She remembered her own rage, which had been building for
years.

Kill him,she said softly, loathing rising out of the depths of her heart.Burn him!

Shewaited for the explosion of fire from Highwing' sthroat, the lance of flame that would destroy her
father asit had destroyed Mogurn. But the dragon made no move to carry out her command. Highwing?

And then she knew why the dragon hesitated. He' d seen the answer in her soul. It was not because he
was protecting her father, but because her father was dready dead. He' d died three years ago, a the
hands of adighted lover, while Jael was Hill in rigger school. What point was therein burning him now?
Jeel cursed futilely, squinting across to the aerie where this man stood, hopelesdy cold and desperately
aone, this man who had turned his shipping company into aden of thievery and abuse, who had turned
two wives against him and taught a son and daughter how not to fedl. Jagl pressed her forehead against
the dragon’ s scaled neck, weeping inwardly. And then shefelt something ...

Shelooked up and saw achangein thelight that illumined her father’ sface, a degper, softer glow. And
sheredlized thathe had changed, too. She was seeing him at an earlier time, ahappier time. Behind him,
she glimpsed her mother’ sface, just for an instant, but it was long enough to see that she was gazing at
him with genuine love. Love, but pain too. Wasit ahappier time? His mouth wastight with indecision.
But about what?

Jeel drew abreath, and then she knew. She had been young then, too young to really understand; but this
wasthe turning point, her father’ s businessfortunes at their lowest ebb, the family-owned shipping firm
teetering a the brink of collapse. It wasn't hisfault, his mouth seemed to say. The registry had turned
againg him, and his own colleagues, and now he’ d lost the passenger license, and there were
incompetent riggers, aswell, who had cost him two ships and plunged him into debt. And now he had to
make achoice. A shipper on the edge could survive alot more easly flying unregulated. Hang the
registry. The quaity of the riggers was alot more uncertain, but how could it be worse than he' d seen

dready?

Anger and pain hardened hisface. Jadl had no ideawhether or not his anger was judtified; there was so
much she didn’t know about how it all had happened. But the effect on him was clear, as hisface
metamorphosed in the dragon light. The anger was sedled up within him, and he closed himsdlf up likea
sed wall, hard with bitterness. Behind him, Jael’s mother’ sface grew drawn and terrified. Findly she
was gone, and as Jael watched she felt glad that her mother’ s pain had ended years ago. But her father’s
pain only grew, and like some tormented, twisting anima he lashed out at those closest to him.

And the family name became a badge of shame. Jael did not even know, redlly, all that her father did to
turn the shipping community againgt him. She did not want to know. She knew only that his suffering, like
her mother’s, had ended only with his death. But Jagl’ s hadn't. Damn him, couldn’t he at least have given
something to her, some encouragement to her dream?



Didn’'t he, Jael? Not ever ?whispered Highwing.

What?Jadl saw another image beginning to form, and suddenly she knew what it was, it was the rigger
school, and she erupted with rage. Sop it, damn you! No, he didn’t — not ever — not except by
dying and leaving us for good! She bent her head to the dragon’ s neck and wept. For her mother ...
for her brother ... for herself. What could possibly makeit right? Nothing, it seemed. Nothing at al. Get
rid of him, Highwing, get rid of him! she whispered, rubbing away her tears.

Shall | burn him?Highwing asked softly.

She dmost said yes, then sighed, straightening up.l guess not. What' s the point? Maybe he suffered
enough, | don’t know. But it’s over. Shedrew apainful breath.Let’ s just get the hell out of here.

The aerie darkened, where her father had stood. Highwing glanced back at Jadl, hiseyes glowing. Then
he spread hiswings and leaped into the air.| had thought that you might — well —

What?she asked darkly.
Never mind. The dragon seemed thoughtful.But | understand now, a little, | think.

Take me out of this place! Jagl snapped, as fresh anger welled up inside her. The dragon vented smoke
from his nogtrilsin sympathy. For some reason that enraged her till further, and she hammered on his
hard, resilient scaleswith her fists. Take me out of this accursed valley and let me finish my journey

in peace!

A flurry of sparks escaped from Highwing’ s nogtrils.Do you really mean that? he asked softly, his
powerful voice trembling with dismay.

Yed Jeel cried in awhisper, knowing that it was her pain spesking. Yes, | want to leave!
You won't consider ... you mean you don’t intend to —
Highwing! she cried in torment. Take me away!

Asyou will, my friend, Jael,the dragon sighed. He shook his head amost imperceptibly, muttering
unhappily. But with mighty wingstrokes he beet higher and faster into the night.

Eleven

Parting

The dragon circled, climbing. The mountain peaks surrounded them like dark towersin the night, sullen
shadows againgt the moonlit clouds.When | take you out of these mountains, Highwing sad
sorrowfully,we will be near the place where | must leave you, but you will be closer to your
destination than you were when we met. | had thought ... well. Never mind. There is nothing to be
done, | suppose — except to say good-bye.

Jael recognized the sadnessin the dragon’ s voice, but her mind burned with far too many imagesto
respond. Anyway, what did it matter? It was the dragon’ sfault for bringing her to this place of magic,
dirring up memories of pain and sorrow. It had seemed all right until the very end, when there' d been no
escaping the pain, not even the satisfaction of seeing the offender’ simage burned by dragon fire. There
was no such solution where her father was concerned. Why? Why? she whispered to hersdlf, not meaning

to speak it aoud.



Highwing seemed to understand her thought.| did not know what we would see or how it would feel,
he murmured.l only showed you what was in your mind.

She nodded, grunting. She didn’t know why she felt angry with him, redlly, but she did.
Did | dowrong, Jael? If so, | am sorry.

She shook her head and silently clung to him as he besat hiswings, carrying them toward the highest
reaches of the mountains. Memories continued to flash through her mind: her brother gathering hisdignity,
unableto share hishurt even with hissigter, who loved him; Dap and the other riggers struggling with their
own londiness and fear, and the competition for jobsin which they weredl victims, arigger named
Mariel who had once treated her kindly, and Toni Gilen who had innocently come to her with amessage
from the seward, from Mogurn; and Mogurn himsdlf, in the degthlike oblivion of his synaptic augmentor.
And worgt of dl, memories of afather who in the end had loved no one, least of al himself.

She clung to Highwing because she was trembling so hard, shaking as the fedings followed the images
faster than she could respond to them. Memories of pain and anger and londiness and frudtration; they
were spawning acyclonein her soul, astorm that would probably have swept her away in the FHux if
Highwing had not been here to protect her. She scarcely saw the mountain peaks passing by on either
side, dark and grim in the night, or the clouds that muffled them and then opened to the sky, or the Sars
that gleamed like diamonds and then stretched peculiarly into spidery lines ... in response to the sensation
of speed ... to her growing fatigue in the rigger-net.

In the rushing wind, shefindly raised her head and hiked herself up on the dragon’ s neck, redizing with a
shock that she was exhausted, that she had been flying in the net for too many hours.Where are we
going? she whispered, finding hersalf incapable of speaking any louder.

On the way to where you wanted to go, said the dragon.

If I went away —to sleep — could you stay with my ship until | returned?Even as she spoke, she
sensed the net sparkling with distorted colors. Shewaslosing her ability to control her own presence
here; she had to get out. Shefelt an inexplicablejab of pain, of londiness, at the thought. She didn’t quite
want to leave Highwing.

| will be here.

Sghing, Jadl gathered her senseswith an effort of will and atered theimage dightly, materidized an image
of her ship asit was bound to her through the net — just its ghostly nose protruding out of nothingness
into the Flux. She set the stabiilizers astride Highwing. This should help keep us together. I'll seeyou in
awhile, then.

A plume of smoke. Yes.

Jael withdrew. Her senses darkened, accompanied by awave of dizziness— and rekindled back in her
own body. She climbed out of the rigger-cell and stood, trembling with exhaustion, in the gloom of the
starship’ sbridge. She stretched and felt her joints popping; she had been in the rigger-station, motionless,
for avery long time— longer than she would have thought possible. Was that Highwing' swork? Or had
the pallisp increased her abilities and stlaminain the net? She shrugged wearily. What did it matter?

Shewas ravenoudy hungry, even hungrier than she wastired. She stole into the galley and quietly wolfed
adinner of tasteless fish and vegetables and bread. At any moment, she expected an angry Mogurn to

burst in upon her. But when he had not appeared by the time she was finished, she began to wonder. He
had been awfully anxiousto see her, to vent hisanger. Wasit possible that the virtua-Mogurn’sdeath in



the net had ... no, don’t be ridiculous. Perhaps she should just go to deep and worry about it later. But
she could not so easily ignore Mogurn' s absence, and he had told her to come see him. With alump of
fear in her throat, she disposed of her dishes and tiptoed into the hallway.

She crept to Mogurn’'s door and, after along hesitation, pressed the signd. There was no answer. She
paled the door, which was unlocked, and peered in. Mogurn was unconscious under his synaptic
augmentor, hiseyesrolled up into his head, a grimace stretching his mouth. He was so il thet for a
moment she thought he might indeed be dead; but no, his chest wasrising and faling dowly. He hadn’t
been able to wait for her help, apparently; he was too addicted to his augmentor. Or he' d been too

agry.

Jadl frowned, thinking involuntarily of the pallisp. She redlized that shedidn’t redlly need or want it just
now. She could live without it while she dept. Good, she thought. Very good. Returning to the commons,
sheleft abrief note for Mogurn, staring that the ship was out of danger. Then she went to her own cabin
and fell amost ingtantly into adeep deep.

She blinked as her dreamsfled, visons of snarling mythica creatures disappearing in plumes of golden
radiance. Her eyesfocused on the ceiling of her cabin, plain pale green. Shetried to focus her
thoughts...

... and suddenly remembered Highwing.

She drew a sharp breath as the memories streamed back into her mind. Highwing! Had that al been a
dream? For a moment, she was confused by doubts about the redlity of what she remembered — or
thought she remembered. Dragonsin the FHlux? Living crestures who spoke with humans and looked into
their souls ... and caled them “friend”? It was surely impossible; it flew in the face of what she knew as
redity. And yet, her memory sang with theredlity of Highwing.

Mogurn’ s voice startled her: “ Are you being paid to deep?’ The anger in hisvoice was sharp. Too sharp.

With a shock, she turned her head to ook at him standing in her doorway. She saw his drawn-looking
eyesglaring at her, and she despised him. Sheimagined him cremated by dragon fire.

“Make yoursdlf ready and come see meinthe galey,” he ordered, his voice trembling. Then he vanished.

Scowling, she forced hersdlf to rise. Mogurn’stone worried her. He sounded unwell, perhaps unstable.
She wondered if he might have suffered a synaptic overdose on the augmentor; she had not been there to
st theleve for him, and she had no ideawhat too high alevel might do. She' d haveto be careful — best
to get back into the net quickly. And besides, Highwing was waiting for her. (Wasn't he? Hewas ... if he
wasred....) A queer ache settled in her chest as she thought of the dragon; it reminded her of thelonging
she had oncefdt for the palisp. But the palisp held no attraction for her now. She wanted only to be
with Highwing.

Dizzy with confused emotions, she showered and changed and crossed the hallway to the commons.
Mogurn was dready egting. Under his baeful gaze she punched breskfast for hersaf. She dipped silently
into her place across the table from him. She felt the powerful presence of his stare as she lifted apiece
of toast to her mouth, but she didn’t meet his eyes. She struggled to keep her head steady; she struggled
not to show her fear, or to show how badly she wanted to return to the net.

Mogurn spoke as she took her first bite. “ Twice now, you' ve disobeyed and entered the net without
permission. And you' ve put usin danger from ... dragons.” He drew araspy bresth, and his voice shook
alittle, betraying hisown fear. “1 take it from your message that we are clear of dragons now?’



Jedl swallowed her toast. Highwing, burn him! she thought desperately, wishing that the dragon could be
here to obey her, to protect her. She closed her eyes and chose her words with care. “Not entirely. We
could gtill havetrouble.” She opened her eyes, meeting hisglare at last. “ But we are nearing the findl
current to Lexis. It should not be too much longer.” She nodded to herself and carefully spread some
three-berry preserves over therest of her toast, “1 should return to the net at once,” she added, taking a
large bite.

Thetic had returned to Mogurn’ sface; the corner of hisleft eye had alife of its own, twitching and
jittering nervoudy. He squinted, trying unsuccessfully to contral it. “Y ou don’t like me much, do you,
Jodl?’ he said tightly. He didn't wait for an answer. “Y ou never did. Did you? But you like your pallisp
well enough, don’'t you? Don't you, Jael! Well, thereisno one else who can wield the pallisp for you on
thisship, Jae — or off the ship, elther!”

Jeel held her gazerigid, avoiding hiseyes. | do not need a palisp, she thought. Not any longer.
Nevertheless, she trembled under Mogurn’s stare. “ There will be no more mistakes, Jael. No more
disobedience. And no palisp! Not until you have removed this ship completely from danger.” Mogurn
smiled queerly, triumphantly, and crossed hisarms over hischest.

What a pathetic man, Jael thought — however powerful he might be, however cruel. What weapon did
he hold over her now? She might fear him physically, yes, but — “I do not need your pdlisp,” she said
aloud. And her throat congtricted as she said it, as she wondered if it really was true. Before he could
respond, she hurried to say, “And now | should return to —"

“You stay until I command you to leavel” Mogurn shouted furioudy. Jeel froze, scarcely breathing.

An darm from the bridgetrilled, signaling changesin the Hux. Mogurn started, his expresson changing
to fear. He wasterrified of what was happening in the net. He jerked hishead around. “Go!” he said
bitterly.

Jedl hurried. If Highwing had left her ... orif it had al beenadream ...

When her senses sparked outward into the net, she found hersdf astride a tremendous dragon, flying in
clear bright winds over low mountains. She cried out with relief. Two setting suns, pink and orange,
shonein the sky before her. The sky overhead was asea of liquid crystal, and she knew at once that she
was bound upward for that sea. Greetings, small one , sighed the dragon, snorting fireinto the air.

Jael hugged his neck, wanting to cry. Her anger toward him had evaporated. Now she wanted only to
day with him.Highwing , she asked softly,did you call me?

The dragon pumped hiswingsdowly.| wanted you to return , hesaid.l don’t know if | called you or
not .

| knew it was time to come. Jad fdl slent, waiting for the lump to disgppear from her throat. It didn’t.
Arewe —almost at theend ?

Of my range, yes, Jael. Dragons do not go beyond these foothills. | am zigzagging to go more
slowly, but yes —we are almost at the end. Do you wish meto fly straight?

She shuddered at the thought of the dragon leaving her, leaving when she had only just begun to know
him. To believein him. To believein hisworld, hisredlity.No ... please. Oh, Highwing, can’t you come
farther with me? Or can’t we go back? Even as she spoke, she knew that it was impossible. She had
ashipto bring in, and even Mogurn was her responsbility. The currents of the Flux were inexorable;
dragons could fly against them, perhaps, but Jagl and her ship could not.



Highwing turned his head and regarded her.l wish it were so, Jadl. | had hoped — hoped that you
would — and his voice broke off sorrowfully.

What, Highwing?

The dragon sighed. It doesn’t matter.

That | would ... stay?she asked, her eyes stinging.

Yes.

Her heart nearly broke.l wish ... but | cannot, she whispered.

Highwing’ sthroat rumbled.No ... no, | see that you must continue, that you have duties to perform.
Heturned straight ahead and flew dowly, ponderoudly.

Before, when | wanted to leave, Jad sad, hdf to herself, you were only trying to help me, just as you
said you were. | didn’t believe you then. She felt arush of shame, and tears came to wet her cheeks.
Highwing, there's so much | don’t understand! So much about your world —and you! Isn’t there
something | can do to help you, as you helped me? | don’t want to part like this, Highwing. What
will | do?

Sometimes friends must part, the dragon said softly.But as for helping me, | think perhaps you
already have .

Jadl groked his scaes sadly, in puzzlement.How, Highwing?

Thedragon flew in thoughtful Slence.Our worlds are not the same , he said at |ast, not answering her
question directly.Each has its own troubles. But you have been my friend. And now you must seek
friends in your own world. That is the way of it, | suppose .

Jael could not speak, could not think how to answer.

But | will still be here, thinking of you. Never has any dragon met such a rigger.And asHighwing
said that, his powerful voice seemed to catch and hesitate. It will be a memory for me to treasure, he
added findly.

Jael wept, and only after along time did her tears dry. She still had no answer to the terrible question
deep in her heart: How could she dispd the awful londinessthat was aready closing in around her? The
pallisp drifted into her mind, and she pushed it away. No, the price for that comfort wastoo high. The
wisdom that Highwing had shown her was grester than the wisdom of the pallisp. Greater than Mogurn's
wisdom, or shelled-in emptiness.

Things will be different for me now, she murmured hopefully, asthough to the wind.

Highwing heard her and answered, It will be different for me, as well, Jael. He spoke in avoice that
sounded glad, and yet troubled, in away that she did not understand. Never again could | duel a rigger
without thinking of you. You, who have my name—and | yours.

Will you ... duel other riggers?
| think not, Jael. | think not. | ... do not know what will become of meand ... riggers.

They flew onin dlence. He had never told her just what the other dragonswould think of his befriending
her. And now, somehow, she was afraid to ask. Shefound hersalf repesting hisfull nameto hersdlf, in



her inner voice: Windrush-Wingtouch-Highwing — Terror-of-the-Last-Pesgk ... anameto be
remembered and treasured.

Thelowest of the mountains drew near.Highwing, if | fly thisway again, will | find you?

The dragon’ s breath caught, and he suddenly breathed fire. Of the other dragons, beware. But believe
that | shall be looking for you. Cry, “ Friend of Highwing!” and | will hear you, though all the
mountains lie between us .

Jael thought she felt atremor pass through the earth below, and she wondered at it. Of the other dragons
beware ... Shetrembled with emotion. Then let us fly high now, and part in the sun.

The dragon complied at once, soaring upward, toward the inverted lake of sunset crystl above their
heads. Jadl leaned with him into the wind, feding it sting her cheeks and toss her hair, fedling the glowing
radiance of the celestia ocean overheed, filling her eyes and her soul. Asthe two suns s, their radiance
blazed in full color into the sky. Channels opened in the clouds, and light poured through in grest rays,
washing over Highwing and Jadl, and they flew up one of the beams, into the crystal sea, where colors
shifted brightly and the currents of the Flux moved in streams and gossamer strands. And here, she knew,
Highwing would leave her, for thiswas not adragon’ srealm.

Highwing shivered, and she thought she heard echoes of weeping. The dragon blew agreat cloud of
smoke and sparks, and asingle brilliant, billowing flame. Jadl caressed his neck onelast time, and then
extended her hands into space and turned them into great webs touching the streamers of light. Farewell,
Highwing! she cried softly, scarcdly letting the words pass her lips.

Farewdll, Jadl! said the dragon, and he whedled and suddenly Jael was no longer astride him but in flight
on her own, flying asarigger once more. Highwing banked and circled around her, and heissued along,
thin stream of smokein find farewdll. Then he banked sharply away and plummeted.

Jael gazed after him, holding back her tears, as he dwindled toward his own world.Friend of Highwing!
she cried, and her voice reverberated down the sunbeams, and perhaps she was only imagining, but she
thought she heard hislaugh echoing in the distance below. And then she set her sights ahead and knew
that the tearswould flow again for awhile, but eventually they would dry; and shelooked in the shifting
sky for the currentsthat would carry her to her destination star system, Lexis, to the end of thisvoyage,
to norma-space. And she began to plan how she would tell Mogurn that she was|eaving him and his
pallisp, and she laughed and cried and turned her thoughts back to the sky.

Until | return, Highwing, she thought. Then she saw the streamer she wanted and caught it in her webbed
hand, and with her the ship rose high and fast into the current.

Part Two

Rigger Friend
Twelve

Confrontation

The mountains were well behind her when she at last set the stabilizers and prepared to leave the net. She
didn’t leaveright away, though; in fact, she dmost released the stabilizers again and returned to active



flying, so reluctant was she to depart. In the end, she knew that she had no choice; she could not stay
here forever, and Mogurn had aready interrupted her twice, demanding to know the ship’s condition.
But she couldn’t help gazing wistfully astern, where the redlm of dragons had long since passed out of
sight. Drawing adeep breath, she turned her attention forward, to the clear golden atmospheres ahead
and thetiny flecks of distant star systems. At last she withdrew from the net.

Mogurn wasin his cabin, smoking. He barely stirred when she entered; his gaze was directed to the
wall-holo near the door. Jael was almost afraid to turn her head to see what was on the holo, but when
he didn’t move, she steded herself and looked. It was an empty image, a featurel ess grey-green space
likeawindow into an infinitely degp ocean. She shivered alittle and wondered what was making him so
gill, what he was seeing in that blank holo. Failure? Death? Perhgps she didn’t realy want to know.
Pressing her lipstogether, she turned to face her captain.

Mogurn gave no sign of noticing her. He puffed, and smoke curled up around his head.

“The shipisclear of danger,” Jael said quietly. “We re out of the mountains. We should be entering the
find current to the Lexis systemin acouple of days, I’d guess. Ahead of schedule.”

Still there was no response from Mogurn. Was this the man who had so urgently needed to know what
was happening?

“If you have no questions, | request degp time now.” She might as well have been speaking to the wall.
With ashrug, sheturned to leave.

She was hafway out the door when she heard Mogurn’ s voice behind her, strained and oddly thin.
“Therewill be no pallisp for you today.”

Turning, she gazed a him in cold wonderment. “1 do not want the pallisp,” she said softly. “Tonight or —
“ shehedtated “ — ever again.” If he heard her words, it did not show. Puffs of smoke streamed up past
his reddened, unseeing eyes. “Good night,” she said, and did not breathe again until his door was opague
and the length of the hallway stood between her and Mogurn’s cabin.

Mogurn did not come out again for the better part of ashipday. During that time, Jael flew the ship well
aong toward Lexis. And she struggled not to think about the pallisp.

The latter was more easily intended than done. Her friendship with Highwing may have rendered the
palligp unnecessary while she wasin the net, but Highwing was no longer here. The memory of the
dragon was strong in her mind — but so too was the memory of the palisp. More than oncein the net
she found hersdlf caught between the two memories, longing for both, knowing she could not have the
one and dared not have the other. She caught hersalf gazing backward, behind the ship, unconscioudy
trying to conjure theimage of Highwing. With painful determination, she pulled hersdf back from that
impulse, which was not only futile but dangerous; she had to accept the fact that shewasaone. To
remember Highwing and his deeds was avery good thing, but to wish for something that wasimpossible
would only draw her back into another form of dependence. And adong that road lay the palisp.

She had made avow to hersdf — and to Mogurn — that she would have no more of that instrument.
She had broken one vow aready, just in coming aboard this ship. She was determined not to break
another.

Nevertheless, she found it difficult to concentrate in the net. The second time she caught hersdf drifting
off course, she cut short her flying time. Sheleft the bridge with agreat emptinessin her heart — an
emptinessthat she dared not fill in Mogurn’s cabin.



Shewent to the galley instead. Two sweet muffins and three cups of clovetealater, shefet stuffed, but
no less empty.Highwing, why couldn’t you have stayed with me just a little longer? shethought
uselessly, picking at the crumbs on her plate, as though she didn’t know the answer.

You will find others,she seemed to hear him say.
It wasn't much consolation.
Cry, “ Friend of Highwing!” —and | will hear you, though all the mountains lie between us....

Tearsran dlently down her cheeks. Even as she wept, she knew that if she could just keep that one
thought clear in her mind, that image of Highwing waiting for her, then perhaps she could resist and defeat
the palisp. She had no choice, redly. It was a battle she had to win.

Mogurn glared at her across the table. His eyes were wide, bloodshot, and angry, and hishair was
uncombed. He looked as though he had dept in hisrobe, and probably had. What he had been doing in
his cabin, she could not imagine, but it had not calmed his temper. He had emerged for the evening-watch
medl, and she had just informed him that she was planning to leave the ship at Lexis Sarport.

Herose haf out of his seat. His voice sounded like an old pipe gurgling. “We have a contract, Jael
LeBrae! Y ou are bound to this ship, and tome, until that contract isfulfilled! Until you have returned me
to Gascon's Landing!”

Jael gtared at him, and could not help thinking of the old seartravel stories of crud and piraticd ship’'s
masters. Mogurn so clearly fit the image now; she didn’t know how she could have missed it, when they
first met. He was just the sort of captain that her father, her accursed father, might have hired. Ruthless,
uncompromising. Shewas afraid to answer him, but more afraid not to. She struggled to make her voice
Steady, asthe words came out in arush. “That contract isafraud. It did not allow you to use anillega
and addicting device on me. Y ou have endangered the safety of your ship and crew — as| expect you
probably endangered your last crew!” And when she was finished, she knew she had just indicted himin
the worst way possible.

Mogurn'sfist dammed down onto the table. Jael jumped involuntarily. “That isalie, rigger! It isyou who
have endangered thisvessdl! And now you refuse the one thing that can redeem you, that can make you
arigger worthy of the name!” He waved afinger across the table, hisface contorted by rage. “But you
cannot refuseit!”

Sit seady, Jad thought grimly. Do not move or let him gain an upper hand. Y ou need not giveinto him.
And she sat and stared back at him — though for along dreadful moment, her fear was dmost greater
than her determination. Findly shetook a breath and said, with anger in her voice, “Whatdid happen to
your last rigger, Captain Mogurn?’

Mogurn’s eyes bulged, and his gaze broke. He lurched away, while she caught her breath, trembling. For
an ingtant, she thought perhaps she had won. Then Mogurn wheeled back toward her, firein hiseyes.
But thistime he did not meet her gaze, or even seem to see her. He stalked past her, out of the
commons.

Jael peered after him, through the empty doorway. Would he leave her done now? She hardly dared to
hope. Something in his expression had filled her with dread. But perhaps he was going to take refugein
his synaptic augmentor; perhaps he would smply lose himself there, leave her in peace, leave her to finish
theflight. She looked down at her dinner. Her ssomach wasin knots. But perhaps, she thought, the worst
wasover.



She heard the footsteps in time to turn her head — but too late to dodge the hand that clamped onto her
shoulder. Involuntarily, shelet out acry of pain. She shrank from Mogurn’ s glaring eyes. In hisleft hand
he held the palisp. “What are you doing?’ she gasped, as he tightened his grip on her shoulder.

“I have brought you what youneed, Jagl!” he crowed, in avoice that quavered between madness and
triumph.

“Areyou crazy?’ Shetried to rise, to wrench free of hisgrip. “Let me go!”

He gazed at her with aqueer smile, then released her shoulder. She stumbled out of her seat and backed
away, but not fast enough. He struck her in the face with the back of his hand.

The blow sent her reding across the room. She staggered into the wall and fell to the deck. Stunned, she
raised her head as Mogurn strode over to tower above her. “No!” she whispered.

“You'll take your palisp,” he growled. “Whether you want to or not. Y ou will takeit.”

Jael closed her eyesto dits. For amoment, she felt acool, cam certainty that Mogurn held no power
over her. Not unless she dlowed himto.

“Wdl, Jad?’ He bent toward her.

Sheresisted an urgeto spit in hisface. “1'll take nothing from you,” she murmured. She saw his knuckles
whitening around the handle of the pallisp. Shetried to scramble away on the deck. But his hands were
quicker, and he grabbed her wrist with one hand, while with the other he hooked the pallisp behind her
head and jammed it up against the base of her neck.

“I am not threatening you, Jadl,” he said in afrighteningly controlled voice. “But | have madeyou a
promise. And | ways keep my promises.” He did something with the pallisp.

Jael shuddered as awave of stimulation rippled up her spine. “Damnyou,” she breathed, and then her
voice was taken away by arush of warmth that flooded her body, her mind. The palisp was reaching
deep into her brain, whereit could bring comfort or deep shuddering pleasure.

No! she whispered, but the sound never reached her lips.

And then it was stripped away as quickly asit had come — and she gasped and blinked, struggling to
focus her eyes. Her hand, under its own control, reached out for the pallisp. She could not help wanting
it; shewas aware of thefolly, but could not stop.

Mogurn’'s laugh filled her head, and she blinked, realizing what she was doing. She jerked her hand back;
she struggled futilely to escape his grip. His bresth was hot in her face. “Want it?’ he hissed. “Don’'t want
it?Want it? Don't want it?” He twisted her wrist and pressed the pallisp to her neck again ...

She cried out, shuddering with pleasure and pain. “Damn you! Damn you —'

Once more it was yanked away, and she huddled on the floor, panting. Struggling to catch her bresth,
sheglared up a him. She knew that if she were exposed to enough of this, no matter her resolution, she
would become addicted beyond hope of recovery.

Mogurn’ s expression was a hideous mixture of anger and triumph. She blinked and attempted to form
words with her mouth. Her lips and tongue would not respond. Leering at her efforts, he brought the
pallisp down again. She ducked her head away and managed to hiss, “Y ou will never get to Lexis
without me!”



His hand stopped hafway down, the pearl grey bal of the pallisp inches from her face. Hiseyesglared
into hers, and she held that terrifying gaze, wondering if she had findly penetrated his consciousness. He
drew the pallisp to his chest and straightened stiffly. “You,” he said, “have taken an oath.”

Jeel snorted contemptuoudly.

Mogurn’s eyes widened with indignation. “ Y ou have taken an oath!” heroared. “ An oath to bring this
ship to port. Y ou will be nothing if you deny that oath. Nothing! Do you hear me?’

Jael began laughing bitterly. An oath? Y es, she had an oath to fulfill, but it did not extend to this, not to
suffering thiskind of brutdity. Perhaps she could do the worlds afavor by losing this ship, and hersdf and
Mogurn with it, in the uncharted currents of the Flux. Which would be the greeter evil — to betray her
oath, or to bring this man back to civilization?

Mogurn released her — then struck her in the face again. She crouched, guarding her face against
another blow. It didn’'t come. Cursing silently, she raised her hand. But Mogurn was no longer looking at
her. He seemed to have forgotten her completely. He was gazing into space; hisleft hand, till holding the
pallisp, was hanging toward the deck.

Jael lunged and snatched the palisp and scrambled across the floor withiit.
“YOU!” he howled, whirling. “Come back here!”

Jael sprang up to acrouch, holding the cold stedl of the palisp closeto her breast. “Don’t come closeto
me!” shewarned.

“Givemethat!” Mogurn advanced, glaring, hand outstretched.

“Stay away.”
“GIVE—IT—"

His hand shot out to grab her left wrist. She twisted away and cocked her right hand back, and without
thinking twice, hurled the paligp with dl of her srength.

“NO!" he shrieked.

The palisp hit the far wall with athud, and asharp crackle of broken circuitry. Her breath exploded with
agasp, and she closed her eyes, obliviousto the pain as Mogurn seized her and threw her against the
wall. She struggled to stay on her feet, to stay away from him.

Mogurn stalked over to pick up the palisp. As herose with it, his eyes were clouded. Jael tensed for
another attack. Mogurn’s mouth worked to form words. He stared down at the palisp, the ball of which
was now flattened. He sputtered, struggling to speak, and findly croaked, “Bring ... thisshipin ... you
will bring thisshipin ... you wretched littlebitch!” And without looking at her again, he strode from the
room.

Jael was as astonished as she was terrified. She looked about the galley, where she had been planning to
eat her meal. She shook her head and took afew steps toward her cabin. Then she turned and ran
instead to the ship’ s bridge.

For along time, she sat in the pilot’ s seat, not entering the net but merely studying the clustered
instruments, monitoring the ship’ s condition and tracking its movementsin theimmediate surroundings of
the Flux. Therewaslittle to be done; shefdt like an ancient sailor of the seas on night watch in awindless



night, keeping her ship on an even kedl and monitoring its drift against the current, but doing little that
would sgnificantly affect her course or speed.

It gave her asmall measure of comfort to St here, to eye the empty rigger-couch that could take her into
another world, when she was ready, aworld that was subject to her mood, her whim. Y et, she wasn't
ready to go into the net just now. It would only bring back to life her fury a Mogurn, and her longing for
Highwing — and the disruption to her flying could be perilous. Dear God, she missed Highwing! She
thought, too, of her father — of the man revealed to her by the light of dragon magic. She wondered if
she ought to have hated him or pitied him. It al seemed less clear now, without Highwing.

Findly, in the gloom and the quiet, she began to fed cdmer and eventually she grew drowsy. She kept at
it awhile, clicking digplay knobs and studying the abstract images that conveyed technica information.
Eventudly, she blinked, redlizing that she was hodding off and had not understood athing she had seenin
the past ten minutes, and she rose with asigh, blinked wistfully at the rigger-station, and retired to her
quarters. From Mogurn there had not been a sound.

She pressed the LOCK setting on her door panel, then checked it, and double-checked it. She exhaed
and loosened her tunic. She did not removeit, but stretched out in her clothes on her bunk. She reached
out to wave the light off, but hesitated, and instead left it on at alow level. Sinking back to rest her head
on the pillow, she closed her eyes.

Within moments, she was lost to the cottony realm of deep.

She dreamed of a spaceport peopled by dragons, of a Gaston’s Landing where greet lizards strode
among the spaceships and guzzled convividly a the bars. A spaceport where she, adragon like the rest,
wove spdlbinding tales of her flights, embdlishing hardly at dl.

Thirteen

Deadly Force

Theair had become dense and suffocating, and she struggled to overcome the resistance in her windpipe.
Her dream was turning to nightmare; sheflailed with her arms, but they were pinned to her Sdes. There
was a sour, gagging breath in her face. Something was close, too close ...

Her eyes blinked open and she saw shadow. Shetried to Sit up in asingle convulsive lunge. She grunted,
gtill flat on her back. The shadow moved. As consciousness returned, she realized that someone dark
was looming over her, pinning her to her bunk. She struggled — futilely — againgt the other’ smuch
greater strength and weight. Shetried to cry out, but the weight was pressing down on her so hard, she
couldn’t get enough bresth.

“If you stay quiet, it won't hurt,” Mogurn whispered in agravelly voice, hisface closeto hers.

Jael’ s muscles spasmed at the sound of that voice. Squinting desperately past Mogurn, she saw her door
open to the lighted corridor. Her locked door had meant nothing to him. She shook with hatred and fear.

Mogurn’slaughter filled her ears. “I just came to see that you were safe, Jadl. Youwere so ...
distraught.” Heinhaled raggedly. “1 thought perhaps you needed some company.”

Jedl findly sucked in enough breath to curse, “Y oubastard —”

His hand dropped to the front of her tunic and yanked hard. The fabric tore, exposing her breasts. She



gasped and struggled to cover hersdlf; but Mogurn was straddling her, pinning her hips down with his
weight, keeping her arms trapped with his knees. Squirming desperately, she jerked her left arm free and
gruck futildly at him. Mogurn grabbed her arm roughly; she yanked it free again, gasping in pain.

“Hold ...l hegrowled — and struck her acrossthe face.

She grunted and twisted away. He was too heavy on top of her. He grabbed her tunic again and ripped it
to her nave.

Jadl struggled not to cry, not to let him see her terror. Mogurn was grinning at her in the dark. There had
to be some way to fight him, to equalize the odds— some weapon. She thought franticaly, but there was
nothing within reach. Then her free hand, groping at the side of the bunk, found the deep-field contral.
Shewrenched it.

Mogurn’ sweight, and her own, lessened abruptly. M ogurn seemed not to notice, as he raised himsdlf up
to grab the waistband of her pants. Jadl saw his hand tighten on the last vestige of her protection. He was
breathing roughly and hoarsdly as he fought to hold her, to grip the fabric of her pants. She saw the bulge
inhisown.

Jael fought for breath againgt sudden, overwhelming revulsion. Shelooked up and saw eyes ablaze with
mindless determination, aforehead swesating with the effort of controlling her.” You stinking coward —
you bastard —’ she gasped.

Hiseyes cameinto focus, and hislips grimaced in triumph. “If you will not have your palisp, Jedl,” he
sad, panting, “you will have— thisl” He jerked hard on her waistband.

Theseamshdd.
He cursed and shifted hisweight.

Ingtinctively Jael brought her knees up — and exploded with al of the strength in her body, ramming her
knees up into his groin. She twisted, as he bellowed with pain and fell back away from her. His hands
clawed at her, trying to stop his own motion in the deep-field; but he was gasping, stunned with pain. As
he tottered at the edge of the deep-field, she brought her feet up and kicked hard to his chest. Mogurn
fell backward out of the deep-field, dropping with hisfull weight off the end of the bunk.

Jeel haf legped, haf fdl from the sde of the bunk. She hit the floor hard, but scrambled franticaly and
was out the door and into the hallway before Mogurn could get to hisfeet. He staggered &fter her,
roaring with anger.

Hisydl terrified her, but she didn’t stop. She ran past the bridge. Her ripped tunic flapped wildly,
exposing her; her bare feet dapped the deck. She passed the commons and hurtled around the bend of
the passageway, and stopped, panting. There was nowhere to run. But she heard hiswhistling bregth, his
footsteps.

Shewhirled to confront him.

The passageway was empty; she'd heard a hissing ventilator. But the footsteps were redl, approaching
around the corner. Where could she go? The corridor smply went in acircle, and asmal one a that.

“Come here, rigger-bitch!”
The only place to flee was downward, to the other decks.

She darted to the access port and hit the OPEN square. “Y ou!” she heard. The hatch did aside, lights



blinked on below, and she legped for the ladder. She caught the rungs with her hands and banged her
toes before catching afoothold.” Come back here!” Mogurn appeared, lunging. She hit the CLOSE

square from the inside of the shaft and gasped thankfully asit hissed shut, cutting him off. It gave her a
few seconds, the compartments were hermeticaly separated, and the hatch wouldn’t reopen until the

safetiesrecycled.

She backed away from the bottom of the ladder and turned warily. She haf expected Mogurn to appear
from some other direction. Had she escaped, or just trapped herself? There were two power decks, she
was on the topmost. There was a soft hum of generators, and asingle flickering indicator light. She
hunkered down behind the end of the control panel. A ladder to her right would provide aquick drop to
the next leve, if she needed it — if she were quick enough. She opened the hatch and peered down.
Should she keep going now? She had no ideawhere the safest place would be.

Thereis no safe place.

Mogurn was insane with rage, insane enough to destroy himsdlf by attacking hisrigger. She might haveto
knock him out, or even kill him. Wasit hislife or hers now? Had it cometo that? If she hadn’t been
aware before of how much shewanted to live, she was aware of it now.

Highwing, shethought. Y ou didn’t save my life— my sanity — just to let me dielikethis, did you?Did
you?

But there was no answering thought. Highwing was not here. Highwing was in another space, another
redlity. Highwing could not help her.

The celling hatch hissed open at the other end of the compartment. She peered over the top of the
console. One foot appeared on the ladder; then another. Mogurn descended into view. He turned and
spied her at once. “Enough, Jagl!” he snapped, from the ladder. “1 command you not to move!”

Her decison was made ingtantly, without conscious thought. Her feet took her over the hatch to the next
deck, and she was dropping, swinging by her hands from the rungs, feet dangling. Mogurn’ s bellow
echoed after her, before the hatch closed.

She was now on the bottom power deck. It was darker here; the center of the deck was an enormous
round chamber, surrounded by ashielding wall. That was the flux-pile, where the energies were
harnessed that caught at the fabric of space and drew the ship into the Flux. It seemed to hum, though
perhaps that was her imagination.

The absurdity of her Situation nearly made her laugh out loud in bitterness. In the emptiness of interstellar
gpace, she was being forced to defend herself againgt the only other human in light-years, amadman
turned rapist. It made no sense.

But rationdity was not afactor here.

She had only seconds to hide, before Mogurn would be through that hatch. She circled around the main
body of the flux-pile. There were three hatches: to the outer airlock, to the flux-field chamber, and to the
cargo hold. She hit the OPEN switchesto the airlock and cargo hold, though neither offered much hope.
She couldn’t go unsuited into the flux-pile, but there was arack of tools near the maintenance hatch, and
acontrol board to one side. She could threaten sabotage. But that won'’t stop him; he’'s mad. From the
tool selection, she grabbed alarge wrench.

Fight, flee, or hide. But decide fast!



She heard the hatch open from the deck above. She ducked into the cargo hold, dapped the hatch
closed, and dived to her |eft down anarrow aide. It was very gloomy here, with only asingle dim safety
light near the hatch. It was aso very cramped, with solid racks of shipping containers on both sides. The
aide dead-ended; there was nowhereto run.

Jael walked silently back and drew herself up to the near side of the hatch. Shetook severa deep
breaths and cocked the arm holding the wrench. She gripped the wrench so tightly her hand hurt. She
waited.

Her hand began to swest, her arm to tremble. God damn you, Mogurn — come, if you're going to
come! Shefdt tearswelling in the corners of her eyes, and she cursed and blinked them away. No time
for that. But how much time did she have? She couldn’t hear a sound from the other side of the
bulkhead. But he was there. He surely would not stop once he knew she was cornered. But suppose he
wanted to frighten her, or make her suffer, waiting. Suppose he—

The hatch hissed open and Mogurn lunged through, panting, amassive form againgt the portal.Now —
hit him! Shefound her arms resisting, as though frozen. Mogurn turned. For an instant she saw nothing
but his mad, gleaming eyes— and his mouth open in maniaca delight. He stepped toward her.

She swung the wrench at his head. He grunted, deflecting the blow with hisarm. The wrench glanced off
his shoulder, and something metal flew from his hand and clattered to the deck. He staggered forward.
Jael struck him again on the shoulder, and again. He sumbled againgt a crate and fell to one knee. She
gripped the wrench with both hands and with a groan of rage swung it down again, hitting him at the base
of the neck. He went down to both knees. She raised the wrench for afinal blow.

Mogurn swung around, roaring, and dived for her legs. She jumped back, but he caught her left ankle,
and with asnarl tried to pull her back to him. “Goddamn ... little bitch!”

Terrified, Jael pulled away and hacked downward a hisarm until he let go with agrunt. She legped
through the portal to the power deck. Swinging around, she stabbed desperately at the CLOSE plate.
Thistime shewastoo late. Mogurn lunged and blocked the hatch from shutting. Jadl fled.

Theairlock inner hatch was till open. She banged the CL OSE switch and dived into the chamber asthe
hatch was diding shut. “Oh, God — pleasel” she cried, sumbling, most faling to her kneesin the
chamber. For a second, she shuddered hel plesdy, then she looked up, frantic for anything that could save
her life. But she had just trapped hersdlf in a place from which there was no escape — except into space.

Airless space.

Hanging behind a clear locker door were two spacepacks. She yanked open the locker and pulled one
out. “Pleasework,” she prayed, snapping it around her waist. She reached for the activator, then glanced
up, and through the airlock window, saw Mogurn staggering toward her. Grabbing the second
spacepack, she clutched it to her side and switched on the one she was dready wearing. She was
ingtantly surrounded by a gleaming hermetic forcefield. She reached for the control to bleed the

arlock — thinking that if she could evacuate it even partidly, the safety interlock would prevent Mogurn
from opening the hatch. Never mind that she had nowhereto go; at least she’ d be safe for the moment.

But Mogurn reached the control panel on the other sdefirst. The hatch did open, slently it seemed, and
he staggered in. She could see him screaming &t her, but his voice was a bare mutter through the
forcefied. He hit the CLOSE control, then reached for her. His bearded face was purple with rage. She
swung again with the wrench, but he stepped past her, evading the blow. She swiveled, her back to the
wall near the control panel, and jabbed at him with the wrench. Through the forcefield, she heard the
words,” I'll kill you—1"



With agrunt, sheraised her elbow and hit the EVACUATE switch twice and the OUTER OPEN switch
twice, the command for emergency fast exit.

Mogurn saw, and understood, what she had done. He gazed a her in wide-eyed astonishment — then
fear — and dived for the spacepack locker. It was empty. He stared at her, frozen, his chest heaving as
the pressurein the airlock dropped. His eyes narrowed when he saw the bulge of the second spacepack
under the glimmering forcefield of her suit. And she knew what he had to be thinking: there was no way
to get that pack from her except by turning off her suit first. And he had only seconds before the air
would be gone.

There was no sound — just aslent outcry in his expresson. Mogurn hurled himself at her, hands groping
for her waist and for the control on her pack. She struck at him with the wrench, but he ducked under the
blow, and she redlized that he was groping not just for the control at her waist, but for the airlock control
panel, aswell. “Get away!” she screamed, and clung desperately to a handhold on thewall, truggling to
keep hersalf between Mogurn and the controls.

His hands were around her throat now, squeezing, but she couldn’t feel any pressure through the suit, she
could only see the handstrying to kill her, and the terrible emptiness and horror in his eyes as he fought
for hislagt lungful of air.

The outer hatch did open, and Jael’ s breath caught. She’ d been expecting, ingtinctively, to see the cold
blackness of space, and the stars— but of course they were not in normal-space, they werein the Flux.
And the Flux was not something that the naked eye was meant to behold. There was blackness, yes; but
there was aso a swirling méange of color, alight thattore at the eye somehow, adreadful vapor of light
that was like nothing she had ever seen, alight that somehow streamed out of and through the blackness
and disappeared back into it. And it poured now into the airlock.

Jeel nearly succumbed to vertigo in that instant, but she kept a desperate grip on the handhold. She was
hardly aware of it when Mogurn let go of her. Hiseyeswere bulging, till dive, as he floated away from
her — his hands still reaching, still clutching, but clutching now toward emptiness. There was no longer
any rage or any pleafor lifein his gaze; there was no expression that she could understand. It seemed to
Jadl, as she clung to thewdl and watched him float out the hatch, that it was taking Mogurn avery long
timetodie

She saw him reach out — hopelesdy, she thought — toward the emptiness of this strange kind of infinity.
And then he seemed to shimmer and dissolve, stretching out into the distance like aman of multicolored
vapor and smoke, hands first, then head and body and feet following.

And then he was gone, and there was only the mad, numbing, eye-rending, somach-twisting swirl of the
Hux.

Severd seconds, perhaps severa minutes, passed before she managed to turn hersalf around and touch
the control to closethe airlock hatch.

It was longer till before she turned off her spacepack and retreated back into the cold, silent emptiness
of the ship.

Fourteen
Safe Haven

For the next forty-eight hours, she scarcdly |eft the net. When she did, it wasto face nightmaresin her



deep and imagined ghostsin the hallways of the ship. She couldn’t eat. Twice, she woke swesting to the
vison of Mogurn’sfaceleering at her out of the air. She never turned off the light, but that didn’t seem to
matter; anytime she alowed her mind to rest, her guard to fall, she wasjerked back by visions of
Mogurn.

Inthe net, it wasn't that much better; but the net, at least, was partly under her control. She flew through
thundering, menacing skies, flashing with lightning and rain. The ship was buffeted by winds, tossed by
unexpected turbulences. Through it dl sheflew fast and hard, determined to reach Lexisin the shortest
possible time. Fatigue meant nothing to her anymore. Once, she thought she saw Mogurn’ sfacerising
through the mists of the Flux, rotating to face her, chalenging her with a glassy-eyed stare; and for along,
heart-stopping moment, she thought that she had finally met her match. How could she hopeto battlea
spirit that had no physica redlity? And then, as the fear washed through her and ebbed away, she knew
that it was her own thoughts that had placed Mogurn there. And if her thoughts could bring him, they
could send him away.

Leave me, you wraith. You are nothing, she whispered into the mists. And he smiled cruelly and drew
closer, or seemed to.

Inthe end, it was only by darting past him, by outrunning him in the winds of the Flux, that she managed
to escape from the ghostly Mogurn. Once he was gone, though, he never returned — not aslong as she
remained inthe net.

Hours passed, two days passed, and the dim flecks in the distance drew steadily nearer.

The mists dowly evaporated around her asthe ship rose through the layers of the Flux, surfacing toward
normal-space. Moments later, Jael and her ship emerged into star-spiked blackness, into the grand
emptiness of ordinary night, the infinity into which women and men had been born. At first shedidn’t
even try to take anavigationd mapping; she smply gave atremendous sigh of rdlief and luxuriated in the
view.

Then she checked, and yes, that yellow star blazing againgt the night was the sun of Lexis. She had
reached her destination star system, or its edge. She called at once to the Lexis spacing authorities and
asked for atow.

It was two days now since Mogurn had attacked her. They had been two of the longest days of her life,
and during them she had learned severa things. She had learned that she till wanted the pallisp, though it
was gone; and she didn’'t know if she ever would be free of the yearning. And she had learned that she
could still combat the desire— aslong as the pallisp was broken, and the temptation out of reach. Her
determination to be free of it was as undiminished as her desrefor it.

She prayed to be freed of the nightmares, too. In some of them, it was she who died, not Mogurn. In
others, it was not Mogurn she killed, but her father. And she wondered, had her father been asmad as
Mogurn? She remembered times when he had stood before her, ranting incoherently, “Master your
demons, Jadl, master your demons or they’ll rule you,” babbling advice he' d never taken himsdlf. Inthe
ship’slog, she had recorded an exact description of Mogurn's attack and her own self-defense — partly
for the record, and partly in hopes of purging her mind of the horror. It had helped alittle, but not much.

One question il unresolved in her mind was, what were the chances that anyone in the starport would
believe her about the dragons— or should she even tell them? She felt somehow that her relationship
with Highwing was a private thing, not to be shared with strangers; there was much about it that she
didn’t understand hersdlf. She might have her hands full convincing the authorities that she wastdling the
truth about Mogurn’s death. Would they be more or lesslikely to believe her if she added a



fantastic-sounding story about dragonsin the Flux?
Shewould just haveto wait and see. The planet Lexis was light-hours away, on the far sde of itssun.

It was, in fact, more than another full shipday before the tow appeared; and by that time, with nothing to
do but worry, shewasin adate of amost complete emotiona exhaustion. Then the tow appeared, an
angelic emissary glowing golden in the night. It locked itsdlf to her ship and sped inward toward Lexis.
During the ride in, there were administrative questions to be answered, since the tow service and landing
rightswere not free. Jadl tried for atime to avoid questions about why the ship’s master was unavailable
to speak for himself. Shewasn't sure how her word would stack up against presumptionsin favor of a
ship owner, and she was fearful that the tow might smply disconnect and leave her here a the edge of
interstellar space if its master began to suspect that he might not be paid for histowing services.

Inevitably, though, the questions from Lexis became more pointed, and finally she sent acom-squirt
containing the relevant portion of thelog. That shocked the spacing authority into near silence until the
tow had brought her into orbit around the pretty blue-and-white, but cold-looking, planet; and until
they’ d descended into the swirling atmosphere and landed, and the tow had detached and moved on to
itsnext fare.

Joel was met at the airlock by police officers and driven to the nearby administration building. She had
about aminute to enjoy the view — the spaceport was situated atop a broad plateau, and ringed by
beautiful, snow-covered mountains— before she was hustled into the spaceport police Sation, asmal
officein one corner of the building.

Thefeding of unredity did not go away then; it Smply changed. Numerous officersinterviewed her,
together and in shifts, so that she could hardly keep track of who waswho. At least one, she thought,
was amind-prober. She hadn’t anticipated that. They questioned her for hours. They asked how Mogurn
had died, and repeated the question, again and again. Shetold them, and retold them, in excruciating
detail. They asked how Mogurn had happened to harass her to the point that she’ d felt it necessary to kill
him. They asked whether she had provoked him. She answered that she had refused his attempt to use
an addicting device on her. They pressed, asking whether she had done anything else to anger him. She
hesitated, then answered that she and Mogurn had disagreed on some navigationa decisions. One officer
cocked his head and gazed at her, but the others seemed satisfied by that. For an instant, shewas
tempted to mention the dragons, but she held her tongue. They asked about Mogurn’s criminal record,
and abouther crimina record. She didn’t have one, she answered heatedly. Shetold themto look in
Mogurn’s cabin for evidence of his. Asked about the ship’ s cargo, she said she knew nothing about it.
Eventudly an officer brought her something to eat. A whilelater, they told her that they’ d checked the
cargo, and at least athird of it was quasi-med equipment and drugs, al illega under thisjurisdiction, and
probably on the planets of origin. They asked her what she thought about that. She didn’t know what to
think. She wasn't surprised, though. Mogurn, she told them, had been athief and amadman. But she
couldn’t tell whether or not they believed her.

Eventudly shewasingtdled in asmall dormitory room and told she would be staying there until her case
was digposed of. The officer who locked her in gave her the closest thing she’ d had to reassurance since
her arrival. He smiled — just for a second, before the door opagued — and told her not to worry.

Easy for you to say, she thought, though not without aflicker of appreciation. She. collapsed onto the
bunk and fell at once into adreamless deep.

“Miss LeBrag? Wake up.”

“What?’ She sat upright with astart, prepared to leap to safety. She blinked, trying to reorient hersdlf to



the strange surroundings. A light blue room; someone standing in the doorway.Mogurn?
“Takeit easy,” said the uniformed woman, entering cautioudy. “1 didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Oh,” sghed Jael, remembering where she was. Her mind was whirling aready. She was a prisoner here,
and she didn’t know when she’ d be free again. But it was safe here, at least. Almost certainly it was safe.

“It'stimefor breakfast, and then they want to talk to you again.” The woman's eyebrows arched, but it
wasn't clear whether it was afriendly expression or a suspicious one.

“Mindif | shower?’
“Takeyour time. I'll be back.” The woman turned away and the door opaqued.

Jael trudged into the little lavatory. She peered into the mirror. She thought that the eyes that stared back
at her looked tired, and not just tired — older. She ran ahand futilely through her hair, and with ashrug,
stepped out of her clothes and into the shower.

The woman was waiting for her when she emerged, dressed.

Jael accompanied her down the hdl, and down to ground level. “Where are we going?’ she wondered
aloud. She aso wondered what the woman’ s name was, but she’ d probably been told once already, and
shedidn’'t want to ask.

“| told you. To eat.”
“Yes, but where?’

The woman glanced at her in surprise. “ Y ou' rearigger, aren’'t you? We re going to therigger dining
room.”

Jael blinked but didn’t answer right away. “Asaguest, or asaprisoner?’ she asked finally, asthey
trotted down aflight of stairsto the basement level. There seemed to be nothing but ha lways here, no big
lobby, as on Gaston's Landing.

“What?’
“Am | aguest or aprisoner?’

The officer shrugged. “Hard to say, | guess. In here.” She directed Jadl into asmall cafeteria, which was
nearly deserted, and said, “Just get what you want and give them this chit.” She handed Jael asmall piece
of pladtic.

“Aren't you egting?’
“I'll beright here by the door. Only riggers eat here. Take your time.”
Jeel raised her eyebrows. “ Okay,” she murmured.

Asshe ae her breakfast — red eggsand red bread, a hearty stuff with texture and grain nuggets that,
thank heaven, she could see and taste and chew — she eyed arigger Sitting in thefar corner of the room.
She' d noticed him because he had watched her enter, and watched her sit down, and then not looked
her way again for severa minutes. It took her alittle while to redlize that he was not entirely human.

What, exactly, he was, took her longer to decide.



His skin had abluish slver tint to it, and his face was unusually angular — wide at the top, narrower at
the bottom — not exactly wedged-shaped, but that was the closest description that came to mind. His
eyes seemed odd, but she wastoo far away to tell why. She wondered, as she chewed her knobby
bread, if he might be a Clendornan rigger, from the far sde of the known galaxy. He seemed tofit the
description, and Clendornan were known as skilled riggers; but of course, there wereriggers of dl sorts
in the starports — human and otherwise— and she would probably be seeing far stranger-looking
people before she was through.

When she glanced back at her escort, she saw the woman checking her wristwatch impatiently. Shewas
tempted to prolong her breakfast just to irritate the officer, but better sense prevailed. Finishing quickly,
she disposed of her tray and went to rgjoin her guard. “Ready.”

The woman led her off down the halway, and eventually back to the police office. Jadl didn’t ask what
the hurry was. Maybe thiswas just how they operated here. Maybe they hadn’t had this much
excitement inawhile.

The senior officer who had interviewed her yesterday ushered them both into his office. Today he
seemed friendlier. “Did you have breskfast?’ heinquired, motioning her to achair. Jae nodded without
gpesking; she didn’t trust anyone whose demeanor changed so easily from suspiciousto solicitous.
“Good,” the officer said, taking a seat behind his desk. He scowled at something on his desktop, then
looked up a Jadl. He had afreckled and lined face, and thinning, flyaway hair. Commander Gordache,
that was hisname.

Jeel returned a steady gaze. A part of her was afraid that they would lock her up for twenty years,
another part of her didn’t care. She' d done nothing wrong. She believed that, even if no one sedid.

Gordache cleared histhroat. “Miss LeBrag, I'm sure you' re anxious for thisto be over. Aswe are. First,
| should tell you that we' ve examined the ship’ s records and found nothing to contradict what you gave
usyesterday. Besidesthe indictments against Captain Mogurn, we found records indicating that severa
previous riggers | eft the ship under unfavorable circumstances. One, at least, took a psych-med
discharge.” Jadl’ s breath caught; she swallowed, and nodded. “Now, the so-called pallisp that you
described has been examined, and found to be apatently illegal psych-med tool. Dangerous as hell. And
pretty rare. It took our fellows awhileto identify it.” He frowned, tapping the desktop with onefinger.
“Also, a hand weapon was found in the cargo hold near the hatch, which would seem to corroborate
your account of an assault againgt you.”

Jael blinked, momentarily baffled. Wegpon? Then she remembered — when she' d hit Mogurn with the
wrench, something had dropped out of his hand as he’ d gone down. She nodded, biting her lip. “1 see.
Ya”

Commander Gordache looked back at his notes. “It was anarcotic gun, actually, loaded with arather
nasty coercive. You'relucky to have avoided it, I'd say.”

Jadl’ svison darkened as she remembered the struggle. Shefdt her hands, her fingertipstwitching asthey
began to re-fight the battle with Mogurn. A coercive. To make me docile for the rape? Damn him
forever ...

Gordache looked at her oddly. “However, thereis something else here, based on our interview
yesterday. Thereisanotation from the mind-probe operator — you knew you were under mind-probe,
didn’t you?— to the effect that you appeared to be concedling something in the matter of your
disagreement with Captain Mogurn over the navigationa decisons,”

Jod exhded dowly, fearfully.



“Thereisno indication of falsshood in your testimony, just thet there' s something you weren't saying.”
Gordache' s eyebrow went up. “Would you like to tell me what that was?’

Jeel closed her eyes, fedling her heart thump. How could shetdl him?Would this policeman believe that
she’ d been befriended by adragon in the Flux? It would sound preposterous. On the other hand, the
legends of dragons were no secret, even if no one believed inthem. “It’s ... hard to explain,” she
muttered.

“Why isthat, Ms. LeBrae?

Shetook adeep breath, and expelled it forcefully. “ Dragons,” she said, raising her eyesto meet
Gordach€e's. “We argued over dragons along the route.”

The policeman scratched behind one ear. “ Dragons?’

“Y ou know the stories, don’t you? Everyone does. Y ou know, talk of dragons aong the mountain route
inthat direction, and of riggers duding withthem and dl.”

“I’ve heard the stories, yes.”

“Wel —*“ Jael took another breath * — the mountain route seemed better to me, as| wasrigging, and
so | went that way, and ...”

“And what?’

Sheglanced for an instant at the femal e officer, who seemed to be listening with the blankest expression
possible. “And, well ... we encountered dragons.”

Gordache' s expression narrowed. “Y ou mean that you encountered manifestationsin the Flux which
seemed, to you, to beimages of dragons?’

Jadl hesitated. Wasit worth arguing to the police that the dragons were redl, that they wereliving
creatures? Would the police believe her? Would they care? Did it matter? They weren't riggers. She
sghed and nodded dowly. Let him cdl them manifestations. It was Smpler that way.

“I see” Gordache frowned. “ And was there dueling?’

Jael shrugged noncommittaly.

“Wall, did these dragon images endanger your ship, or the safety of your passage?’
“For atime, therewas some ... uncertainty.”

“And then?’

Jeel cleared her throat. “1n the end, no. There was no danger to the ship.”

“So you dedlt with theimages without mishap,” Gordache said. Jael nodded. “But what was Captain
Mogurn'sreaction to this?’

“Hewasangry. Very angry.” Her face grew hot. “ And that’ s when hetried to force me — to take the—
pallisp.”

“Yes. Your statement on that is clear enough.” Gordache' s eyebrows formed afurrow in hisforehead.
Helooked at the woman officer for amoment, then sighed. “Well, there’ s nothing more we need to ask



you right now, | guess. Do you understand what the Situation is?’
Joel hesitated. “Not redlly. Will | be dlowed to leave? Will my contract be settled?’

Gordache shook hishead. “Not quite yet, I'm afraid. You' |l have to stay here at the port until the
investigation is complete. But it doeslook as though you ought to be cleared of charges. Y our contract
might teke alittle longer to settle”

Jael nodded dowly, keeping her faceimpassive.
“Y ou don’'t seem especidly overjoyed.”
Shesighed. “It's... beenahard trip. | was sort of hoping that it would al be over.”

“Of course. Understandably s0.” Gordache looked back down at hisreport. “Wdll, | think we can let
you move over to theriggers hals. But you must remain within the port area, and keep yoursdlf available
for questioning. Fair enough?’

Jedl drew hersdlf up Straighter in her chair. “What about collecting my pay?| can't very well get it
from ... Captain Mogurn, now. | guess”

“That would be difficult,” Gordache agreed. “ Actudly, you have put your finger on aparticular difficulty.”
“What do you mean?’

“Just that the digposition of the ship and its cargo could take sometime. We have to determine the
ownership of the vessel. Eventudly, thelega portion of the cargo could be sold, and you — aong with
the tow company — would be compensated from the proceeds. But until then, I'm afraid there' sjust no
way for you to be paid — even assuming that your contract isruled valid.”

“Ruled vaid?’ Jael looked from one officer to the other in panic. “What’ sto be ruled? We had a
contract. Even if he went crazy and tried to— * Her voice choked off. “Even if hewent crazy,” shesaid
carefully, “we till had acontract.”

“Of course. From your point of view. But there arelega problemsin executing an interrupted contract.
Even when the cause of the breach isthe death of one party, or — * he shrugged “ — alleged felony. It
will taketime”

“Time?Time? And what am | supposed to do? | don’t have any money!”

He gestured hdplesdy. “I understand your difficulty. Unfortunately, the law isthe law. But it might be that
we can make some arrangement for credit to be extended to you at the rigger quarters. Annie, can you
look into that for her?’

The woman officer nodded.
“That'sit?’ Jael asked indisbelief. “ That’ sdl you' re going to do?’

Gordacherose. “That’ sal we can do. I’'m sorry. Annie, if you could take her now and assist in the
arrangements....”

In her new quarters, in the cheapest private room availablein the loca rigger hdl, Jeel lay on her bunk in
adate of nervous exhaustion and called to Highwing.Friend of Highwing! | am a friend of Highwing!
In her thoughts, she cried out again and again. But there was no answer, and of course there could be
none. Highwing'srealm was light-years from here, and who knew when, if ever, shewould fly that way



agan.
Nevertheless, | am afriend of Highwing, she thought, closing her eyes. Perhaps he can't reach me;
perhaps he can't help. But if there were away, hewould. | know that. | must remember that.

| must bdieveit.

Intruth, it was becoming harder now to summon, at will, the memory of the dragon, harder to bring his
image clearly to mind. The experience was aready losing some of itsimmediacy; it seemed worlds away,
likeavivid dream, receding and fading againg the curtain of passing time. Had she erred in not telling the
police more about Highwing? It seemed clear that she would not have been taken serioudy. Even she,
before thisflight, would not have believed it. And yet ... it was astory that she needed to tell someone
— to sharethe truth, theredlity, the vison— if only to makeit clearer and more tangible to hersdlf. |
won't lose you, Highwing! she vowed.

Reaching into her pocket, she drew out the chain that Dap had given her on the day of her departure.
She'd found it in her duffel, where she' d dropped it when she' d packed and then forgotten about it. She
held it up to the light and peered at the pastel rays diffusing through the stone pendant. She wondered at
Dap’ sthought in giving it to her, wondered where Dap was now. Flying, perhaps. Or was he still on
Gaston’' s Landing, trying to conquer hisown fears, trying to bolster hisinner confidence and resolveto
match his outward display?Dap, I'msorry ... that | didn’t know. That | didn’t accept your apology.
That you’re almost as frightened as | am . She coiled the chain around her finger, and let it unwind to
dangle again. There was no way to tell him, no way to makeit up to him, unless he happened thisway, or
they met again in some other rigger port. But what were the chances of that?

She had to face the fact that she was done now, more alone than ever before. If shewasto have any
companionship here, shewould haveto find it hersdlf.

You must seek friends in your own world, Highwing had said.
But what did Highwing know of human society, of rigger society?
What dol know of it?

She awoke with a scream caught in her throat, unable to get air. There had been hands around her throat,
trying to squeeze the life from her, hands that were torn from her by alight that her eyes could not see, a
light that could not exi<t.

She gasped, trying to push the memory away. She rose up on one elbow, rubbing her eyes, reassured by
the dull yellowish glow of the room light; reassured by the solidity of the bunk. She sank back, trembling.
How much longer? she thought with despair. How much longer would she keep reliving the horror?

Finally she rose and went into the shower — areal water shower, not a swirl-mist — and she stood with
steaming water pouring onto her head and running down her neck and shoulders, and shefindly felt her
tension release enough to let her tears flow and mix with the shower water, until the fear was washed
away a last.

Fifteen

Environment Alpha

In the morning Jael was surprised to discover that she had dept through the night without awakening



again. She stood in the center of her room, stretching and bending until she felt limber; then she dressed in
her last clean change of clothes and ventured out.

Therigger halswere Stuated at the edge of the spaceport complex. They were divided into sections for
male and female humans, couples, and nonhumans, but the sections dl joined in the basement level where
the dining and entertainment facilities were located. The dining hall was uncrowded. She overheard,
gtanding in line for breskfast, that traffic in the port was dow thistime of year, due to seasond
fluctuationsin agricultura exports. She was alittle dismayed to learn that, as she' d thought of Lexisasa
busy trading port compared to the backwater of Gaston’s Landing. It was discouraging to think that
work might be scarce here, aswell. Of course, she was hereto stay until the police were through with
her, anyway. And shewasn't sure how ready she wasto take to the Flux with the memory of Mogurn so
vivid in her mind.

Eating among the other riggers, she felt self-conscious, wondering if anyone had yet heard of the
circumstances of her arriva ... wondering if people weretalking behind her back. If so, they were doing
it discreetly. Shetried not to imagine what they might be saying.

Breakfast was a sort of fried bread made from the folded leaves of anative plant, with aside dish of hili,
alocal fruit. A sgn was posted warning of possible dlergic reactionsto the fruit. Grest, she thought. She
eyed asmall orangish red segment and broke its skin carefully with onetine of her fork. Frowning, she
brought the fork to her mouth and took a single drop of juice onto her tongue. It had afaintly limy,
sour-sweet taste. A moment later, the roof of her mouth began to itch. Cursing, she drank sometea. That
only made theitching worse. She sucked and scratched at the roof of her mouth with her tongue; then her
eyes began to tear up. Asshe got up in hopes of finding aglass of water to drink, theitching suddenly
stopped.

Sighing, she sat again and dabbed her eyes dry, glancing around sdlf-conscioudy to seeif anyonedse
was having the same trouble. Apparently, no one was. She pushed the fruit away, wiped her fork, and
cautioudy finished her bread dish, which wasfilling, if abit greasy. She drained her cup of tea, dumped
her tray, and went out for awalk.

There were acouple of lounges and alibrary in the basement leve, dl depressingly smilar to their
counterparts on Gaston' s Landing. Somehow she’ d hoped for something more exotic. She walked
upstairsto thefirgt floor and ventured outsde— into anicy blast of wind. She jumped back inside,
shivering and hugging hersdf. The ar outside had been shirtd eeve temperature yesterday!

Shaking off the chill, she found afirst-floor sitting room with windows that overlooked the spaceport. She
paced from window to window, peering out at the snow-covered mountains and wondering why it was
s0 cold here, near the Lexis equator. It seemed a strange climate; she wondered if there were unusua
atmospheric patterns or ocean currents on thisworld. She thought of how much there wasto learn of al
theindividua worlds she might vigit in alifetime of rigging. She wondered if shewould havetimeto get to
know thisworld at al — or if shewould ever get to leaveit.

The mountains looked like dragon country. She shivered, thinking of Highwing. Wasit possible that
anyone here, where the source of the“myth” was close to home, actudly beieved in dragons? Or were
they relegated to the Status of notations on ancient seefaring charts HERE BE DRAGONS Shewished
she could ask around, among the riggersin the port.“ Excuse me, but have you ever seen dragons on
the mountain approach —real dragons, | mean?” No, that wouldn’t do. But possibly thelibrary
would offer some answers.

Shewent back downgtairsto the library and found herself anav-source terminal. Keying in aquery for
the galactic-southern approach to Lexis, she found a description not greetly different from the oneshe'd



studied back on Gaston's Landing:

Flux imagery tending towar d mountain landscapes. Occasional anecdotal referencesto
encounter swith dragon-like images probably indicates mor e about associational patternsin the
referent riggers imaginationsthan about actual featuresin the Flux. Patter n-cues may exist in
the Flux currentsto trigger such images. For thisreason, many shippers prefer to avoid that
portion of therouteidentified with mountain imagery. However, folktales of riggers dueling
with actual creaturesin the Flux are no morethan that: folktales. No evidence existsto confirm
such reports.

It went on for awhile about other navigationd features. At the end of the entry, shefound a
cross-reference sidebar.

Dragonlikeimages: For further detail on the phenomenon of dragonsas perceived living
featuresin the Flux, key toentry: FLUX: ILLUSIONS: EXTANT LIFE: DRAGONS.

Jael frowned, then touched the reference. What she found was a discussion of dragons, whales, ghost
ships, and other manifestations of imagination in the Hux which riggers, at onetime or another, had
attributed to objectively red entities. The concluson wasfirm:

Scientific data does not support the assertion that anything — except arigger’ sthoughts,
projected through a sensory net — can livein the Flux. Bdliefsto the contrary probably derive
from tales gathered during the confusing times of transition betweenforeshorteningstar travel
and starship rigging. During that period, stories abounded of visonsand “ curiousfolk”
emerging from the spatial discontinuitiesthat provided thefirst window into the Flux
continuum. (See FLUX: DISCOVERY OF: PANGL OR BALEF.) However, historical evidence
failsto support such reports.

Jael blanked the screen and sat back. There was nothing unexpected in what she'd just read. But the
experience of real riggers mattered moreto her than anything written in the library. In any case, the
question remained: How could she share her experience with someone who might listen? Maybe she
couldn’t, and shouldn’t. She certainly had enough troubles aready without drawing that kind of attention
to hersalf. Maybe the best thing to do was just to forget about it for awhile.

She thought of Highwing, and adeep ache arose in her heart. Forget that? Forget Highwing and what he
had shown her? She couldn’t, even if she wanted to — not with the painful, knotted memories he had
begun unraveling in her mind. Too much was churning inside her to pretend it hadn’t happened. And ye,
even so, the memory of her encounter with Highwing was starting to, not exactly fade, but to lose some
of its power. Shewasterrified at the thought of losing that memory; she was determined to keep it
grong.

Findly, restless and unsatisfied, she left thelibrary. At least there were peoplein the lounges, and activity.
Though shedidn't redlly fed like talking to anyone, there was a certain comfort in the presence of other
human beings, none of whom were being actively hogtile to her. There was a certain pleasurein knowing
that she had no prior history here; her father’ s name was much lesslikely to be known, or if it was
known, it was probably remembered as just one more margind, unregistered shipper among many.
Lexis, presumably, had its own roster of most-unfavored shippers. There was no guarantee, of course —
riggerstraveled to many worlds— but at least she no longer automatically bore the curse of being her
father’ s daughter in a place where her father was hated.

She sighed hitterly, thinking of him, and of what Highwing seemed to have wanted her to do— tolet go.
Toforgive. But it was her father who was responsible for the discrimination she' d suffered back on



Gaston’s Landing. Wasit possible that some of that had existed only in her mind? Had she assumed that
people wouldn't like her before they had a chance to decide for themsalves? Possibly. But she
remembered, too, the jobs for which the stewards had passed her over. That hadn’t just been in her
mind.

Taking aseat in the darkest of the lounges, shetried to think it through. Her hands began to tremble, and
sheredlized, as she sat in the darkness, that she was nervous because there was something else she
wanted right now, and it had nothing to do with her home planet, or her father. And it had nothing to do
with dragons. That something wasthe palisp ...

...which you are not going to think about anymore!

Not think about it? Not think about the incredible warmth, the soothing energy, the rush of sensory
pleasure, the ... STOPIT! That was about as likely as not thinking about Mogurn again: his hands on her
throat, the coiling mists of the Flux tearing him away ...

Shuddering, she rose and began pacing. There had to be some way to stop the endless thought. She
paced out in the hallway, heedless of the occasional puzzled glance; and she paced back into the lounge
and frowned over the various holotronic and psychetronic diversons. She' d never paid too much
attention to this stuff even on Gaston’s Landing. She paced from |/O gtation to 1/0 station, squinting at
the consoles. Some consisted merely of a headset and afew controls, and some were full-screen displays
for gaming and educationa resources. She watched one incredibly tal, willowy, young man with the
whitest skin she had ever seen, poring over agame board. For amoment she considered spesking to him
to ask what he was doing; but when he looked up at her, she blushed at the sight of his eyes, which were
masked like araccoon’s, but with large purple stars. She turned away.

In the gloomiest corner of the room (Why did so many riggers like dark rooms? she wondered), there
was an /0O mounted on areclining chair. She dipped into the chair and pulled the I/O closer for alook. It
was labdedEnvironment Alpha and consisted of ablinded helmet with temple-contacts and asmple
handheld squeeze control. As shefiddled with the devices, she noticed someone watching her from
severa seats away. It was the same young man — or rather, if she had guessed correctly, Clendornan —
whom she had seen in the dining hal yesterday. She recognized the almost wedge-shaped heed, flat on
top, and the angular brow turned toward her in the gloom. His presence, watching her, was unsettling.

Y ou will find others, she remembered Highwing saying. That seemed avery long time ago now.

The Clendornan’ s eyes shifted, seemed to sparkle amost luminoudly, as though he were sensing her
attention and returning it. She flushed with embarrassment. She glanced down at the I/O with its controls
and helmet. Impulsively she placed the helmet over her head and adjusted its contacts against her
temples. She took a deep breath and squeezed the hand control.

Her externa vision was gone, but against the blackness she saw a glimmer of blue radiance, which
warmed and became an enveloping mauve. She felt agentle sense, not exactly asound, of lapping
waves. Evenin her present sate, she found it soothing, calming. As her mind relaxed, something became
vighblein the distance, dowly drawing into focus. Shapes. Words. She somehow redlized that she needed
to breathe dowly, to deepen her state of relaxation, to bring them into focus. As she did so, they became
clear, floating in holo-space before her, a series of French-curved solids which framed the
three-dimensiond words:

ENVIRONMENTSALPHA
1. BURNISHED MESAS



2. MOUNTAIN VISTAS

3. TROPICAL RAINFOREST

4. GLACIER BAY

A moment later, aline of ingtructions appeared:

TO EXPERIENCE AN ENVIRONMENT, FOCUSON ITSNAME AND SQUEEZE.
SQUEEZE AGAIN TO EXIT.

Ah. But what was her mood? She wanted stimulation aswell as comfort. Perhapsthe rainforest: greenery
and creatures. She focused on salection 3 and squeezed the controller.

The menu image faded, leaving a cyan afterglow. She waited. Then sheredized that she was hearing
something. Or fedling it. It was the sound, or the sensation anyway, of faling rain, gently drumming rain.
There was no wetness, but a softly rhythmic concussion surrounding her, asthough rain were beating on
aroof while she sat shugly inside, listening.

Almost, she could imagine atropica forest outside, soaking up therain ...

Soft and shadowy shapes were beginning to emerge from the blue-green glow. Asthough afine mist
were clearing around her, she began to seefirst the outlines, then the full forms of trees and shrubs. The
mist disappeared atogether. She was standing in a place of shelter, looking out at ariot of greenery, the
lush fullness of arainforest, completely surrounding her. The gentle drumming of rain continued alittle
longer; then even that subsided and a glow of sunshine swelled down from the sky to takeits place. The
invisible shelter seemed to open and st her free, and abreeze full of chlorophyll and earth caressed her
face.

She wondered if she could walk here. Asthe thought crossed her mind, she found hersdlf gliding across
thetiny clearing, floating like apirit. As she passed atree, she saw rainwater streaming off the ends of its
broad green leaves. Perched on the upper part of alarge leaf was asmall orange-toed, red-eyed,
iridescent-green froglike creature. It watched her without moving, except for itsthroat fluttering in and
out. Overhead, agroup of birds screeched and flapped their multihued wings againgt the sky. Jael
squinted at them for amoment, then moved on. In front of her, two large blue-and-white-checked
butterflies pirouetted around each other in midair. She reached out to touch them. They giggled in tinkling
voices, then fluttered away. Jael chuckled.

She thought she heard another chuckle, then sensed amovement, in anearby tree. Sheturned. A large
bird with blazing scarlet and green wings, an enormous golden beak, and bright emerald eyestilted its
head to peer a her. It followed her movement as she approached, then hopped to alower branch and
squawked awelcoming cry. She extended a hand, knuckles up, and the bird gently mouthed her fingers
with its open beak. “ Aren't you a pretty thing?’ she said, thinking that there was something familiar about
thisbird. It took a moment to make the connection. It reminded her of abird she had often seenasa
child, in apetting zoo near her home. It had been afavorite animal of hers, in ahappier time,

“Awwk — yawss,” answered the bird brightly.
Startled, Jad cried, “Oh, you talk, do you?’
“Tawwk — tawwk,” the bird croaked, winking.

“Ho.” Jadl grinned and tickled itsthroat, pleased to be able to touch it. Itsthroat festhers were silky
smooth. “Do you have aname?’



The bird winked again. “No name! Nope — awwk!”

Jeel studied the bird, tilting her head one way and then the other. The bird mimicked her movements. “I
wish | had something to give you, but — “ Jael opened her empty hands“ — sorry.”

“Rawwk! Pocket-t-t — pocket-t-t!”

“What?" Jadl reached into her right-hand coat pocket (Since when was she wearing a coat?) and felt her
hand close on something. Shedrew it out. It was acluster of bright purple berries on astem. “Why,
what’ sthis?’

“B-b-berries!” shrieked the bird. It cocked its head back and gave an open-beaked cry:* Scraw-w-w!”
It edged aong the branch, closer to Jadl. “ B-b-berries?’ it asked, eyeing her hopefully.

“Would you like these?’ Jael asked, holding the cluster up for inspection. The berrieslooked ripe and
full.

“P-plecez!”
Jael smiled and held them out toward the bird. “ Here you go.”

The creature bent forward and, with surprising delicacy, nibbled a berry loose from the bunch. Jeel
glimpsed the berry ralling onto its tongue; its beak clacked once, and the berry was gone. “Whaww!” the
bird exclaimed joyoudy, then bent for another.

“Takeadl you want,” Jael offered. She needn’t have spoken. Once the creature had started, it made short
work of the bunch. Jadl tossed the bare stem away and held her hand out again. The bird rubbed against
her knuckles, wiping berry juice off itsbesgk. “I’'m afrad that’sal | have,” she said consolingly.

“Arrk — plenty — thankew pleez!” The bird perked its head up suddenly and looked around. “Whooz
thet?’

Jadl turned. “What do you mean?’

“Sorry,” she heard, from behind one of the trees. Someone stepped out, raising his handsin apology. It
was the Clendornan she had seen in thelounge. “I don’'t mean to intrude,” he called.

Jodl stared a him. * Excuse me, but — what are you doing here?’

“Wdll, | ...” He gpproached cautioudy. “We chose the same environment, it lookslike. And —* he
looked at the ground, then up again “ — the system put me in here with you.”

“Isit supposed to do that?’ Jael asked, squinting.

The Clendornan tilted his head, turning his silver-blue skinned face; the movement reminded her of the
bird's. “ That' salittle hard to say, actudly. It' s supposed to be ableto tell if both parties want privacy or
not.” He made anoise reminiscent of throat clearing, except that it overlapped with his next words. “Do
you object to my being here?I’ll gladly leave. I've no wish to intrude.” He made asighing sound. “Itis
very peaceful here, isn'tit?” Hismouth formed into a zigzag shape; she wondered if that was supposed to
beaamile.

Jadl felt ascowl coming on — and remembered Highwing' s parting advice. She was aware of tenson
growing in the back of her neck. Shehad wanted to be aone, she' d thought. And yet, now, shedidn’t
quite want to send him away. She could always leave hersdlf, she supposed, if it got to bother her. She



resisted the frown and shrugged. “It's okay. | don’t mind.”

“Thanks.” Asthe Clendornan glanced around, Jadl tried to get a better look at his eyes. They seemed
clear and oddly luminous. “My nameisAr,” hesaid, not quite facing her. “What' syours?’

Her breath caught, as she remembered another time when names had been exchanged. She had been the
oneto spesk fird. “I — that is,Jadl,” she sammered. “Jael LeBrae.” She froze with embarrassment,
thensaid, “I’'m sorry ... you said your name was—"

“Ar.” Hismouth zigzagged again. “That’s A-r, usudly, though it actudly just meanstheletter R, whichis
short for Rarberticandornan, which ismy legal Clendornan name. Most people don't even try, they just
cdl meAr.”

“Ar, then.” Jael nodded tentatively. “I’ d introduce you to my friend here— “ she gestured at the bird,
which had been quietly hopping about while they' d talked “ — except that he doesn’t seem to have
a_”

“ Jayl!” the bird shrieked. It cocked its head, peering at her with awide-eyed expression. “Jayl!”

“That'sright,” she answered, then glanced back at Ar. “He svery friendly, but he says he doesn’'t have
a_”

“Arr! Arr!”

“Right. Ar.” Jael squinted at the bird, wondering suddenly if it were having fun at her expense. “You sad
you don’'t have aname, right?’

“No name! No— AWWK!” The bird fluttered its bright wings as Ar shook afinger initsdirection.
Suddenly it screamed,” Name Ed! Name Ed!”

Jadl’ smouth opened dightly. “Oh! | see”

“Thank you, Ed. Honesty isamore appropriate quality,” said Ar, coming to stand alongside Jael. He
frowned up a the bird, then muttered in an aside, “He' s quite an exuberant bird, Ed is.”

“| can seethat. Y ou two know each other, then?’ Jadl tried not to show her disappointment. She had
rather liked the notion that this bird was her own persond discovery.

Ar turned to face her directly, giving her afirst clear ook at his eyes. She was stunned speechless.
Deepset in hisamost triangular face, they looked like clear crysta orbs, shining with apaeinner light. He
seemed to have no irises, whites, or pupils. But as she gazed, haf-aware of her rudeness, sheredized
that his retinas— or whatever took the place of retinas— were visble. They looked like tiny purplish
puffs of stedl wool, or glitter, nested at the backs of his eyes. She was suddenly aware of his amusement,
and she blushed. “I’'m sorry, | didn't meanto—"

“Don’t mention it. Everyone doesit.” Ar’slips straightened, then crinkled. “ Actualy, I'm considered to
have quite lovely eyes on my ownworld.”

She couldn’t tell if he was being serious or teasing. “Oh. Yes, well | ...” And sheredlized that she had no
ideawhat they had been talking about, before she’ d glimpsed his eyes.

Ar turned toward the bird. “I’'m sorry if | sounded asthough | have some specia intimacy with Ed, here.
I’ve only met him twice before, and I’ ve been in this environment quite afew times.” He extended a
long-fingered hand toward the bird. Ed prodded at hisfinger with his golden besk.



“He doesn’'t show up every time, then?’

Ar rocked hishead from side to side. “No, | think the environment senses when he might be good
medicinefor whoever hascomein.” Hewas slent amoment. “ After dl, thisis a generated environment.
Even though it doesn’t feel that way.”

“Yes,” Jael said. She had dmost forgotten. That meant, of course, that Ed was a construct, aswell.
Somehow she found that thought disgppointing.

“Ed fedsred to me, though,” Ar continued. “I think he'sacopy of an actual bird mated to an evolving
intelligence program. It looks asif he' s taken something of ashineto you. That's probably why he was
teasing you about hisname. |an't that right, Ed?’

The bird drew his head back and snapped his beak at the air, as though trying to catch invisible insects.
He gave no sign that he had heard.

“Comeon, Ed,” said the Clendornan. “Y ou like Jael, don’t you?’

Thebird bit at the air with finality, then cocked his head and squawked wordlessly. Jadl frowned. He
hopped closer to her. “ Jayl?” he murmured. He opened his beak and closed it gently around her wrist.
“Gwawk.”

Jael was moved by the gesture; sheregretted that he was only amachinething. “1 wish you were ared
bird,” she murmured wistfully.

Ed squawked and fluttered hiswings violently. He launched himsdf into hovering flight and banged
among the branches, screeching,” Awwk — reeel — REEEL —awwwwk!” Helighted on ahigher
branch and glowered down. “Hurrrrt — hurrt feedling! Ed reed! Rarrk!” Hefdl silent and gazed
mournfully down a them.

“I'msorry, Ed!” Jeel said in surprise. “1 didn’t mean to hurt your fedlings! | didn’t know you wereredl.
Can | makeit up to you?’

The bird hopped back down, with aflutter, to his previous perch. “Okk-kay,” he squawked. “ Okk-kay!
Made up-p. Like Jayl — like Jayl.”

“Doesthat mean you' [l come see me again — next timel’m here?’
Ed dipped his besk. “Be here. Ed be here. Bye, Jayl! Bye, Ar!” And with aflutter of color, he was gone.

Jeel blinked in amazement. Hesitantly, sheraised ahand asif to wave farewell. Shelooked at Ar,
suddenly embarrassed by her gesture,

“Sendtiveguy, | guess,” he said. “Would you like to see some of the other environments? They can be
pretty interesting, too.”

Jeel consdered the offer dazedly. The artificidity of this setting came hometo her suddenly, dong with a
fedling of restlessness. She shook her head. “1 don't think so. Not right now.” She hesitated, not knowing
what to say, just knowing that she suddenly felt uncomfortable being around this stranger, and she
wanted to leave. “Um ... bye, | guess.” She squeezed the controller in her right hand.

Therainforest dissolved in agrey fog.



Sixteen

Ar

Removing the helmet, she rubbed her eyes. The gloom of the lounge seemed unred to her now, after the
environment. But one thing that brought her back, with ajolt, was the sight of the Clendornan removing a
helmet from his head and looking awkwardly in her direction. Of course. He s <till here.

For amoment, she didn’'t move amuscle. She' d left the environment because she had wanted to get
away fromhim.Or did you just panic because you didn’t know what to say?

Ar rose and walked toward her. He paused, resting a hand on the back of the second seat over from
hers. His gaze, clear and luminous even in the gloom, met hers. “I’m sorry if | upset you. | didn't mean to.
But | wasn't sure ... how eseto ...” He hesitated, a strange, soft gargling sound coming from histhroat.

“I beg your pardon?’ she murmured, puzzled.

He seemed embarrassed. His voice sounded as if he were underwater. “How to introduce myself. Since
you're new here, | mean. And since, when | followed you into the system, it didn’t keep me out —”

“Y ou figured you wereinvited in?’ Jadl asked in sudden irritation.
“Yes, wdl, | ...” Hisbreath went out with an animd-like sigh. “ The system is supposed to know ...”

Jadl frowned; she wondered why she had felt that moment of annoyance. Shetried to think of another
reply.

Ar’'shead wastipped, his mouth flattened. “Wdll, as| said, I'm sorry. | won't do it again.” Hiseyes
dimmed. “I just wanted to apologize. I'll be going now.” He started to walk away.

Shedrew abreath. “Wait.”

He stopped, turned.

Jedl felt dizzy, her head full of uncertainty. “I’'m ... sorry, too. It'sokay, redly. | guessif the system
thought | didn’t want privacy, then ... it wasn't your fault ...”

When she couldn'’t finish her thought, he said in asteadier tone, his voice like smoothly sanded wood, “I
understand you' ve had — ah, adifficult beginning here.”

She shook her head. “Come again?’ Suddenly she understood, and asthe full redlization unfolded, she
gared a himin horror. The entire spaceport knows about me, that | killed Mogurn! Everyone
knows.

“Wadll, I ...” hemurmured apologeticaly, asthough he' d read her mind. “ The authorities are not dways

asdiscreet asone might wish. Yes, if that’ swhat you' re thinking, most of us know that you brought your
shipin after ... defending yourself ... against your captain.” Hetook along, whispering breath. “Itis, if |

may say S0, both an darming and an inspiring story.”

Jeel could not answer. Her worst possible fears were confirmed. Everyone knew. Everyone was
watching her.

“And | senseyour unease with thissubject,” he murmured. “Again, | am sorry.”



She looked away and spoke hoarsdly. “If you know al about it ... thenthere snoneed ...”

Ar’ svoice quavered again, drawing her attention back. “Please— | do not know all about it. Nor can |
read your thoughts, as perhaps you fear.” Jael tensed, as he voiced precisdly her fear. The Clendornan
shook hishead dowly. “I can sense emotions only, and that | cannot help doing. But | do so— |
suppose you would say, andyticaly. | perceivethat thereis pain, for example. But in merely knowing
that, | can neither peer into your soul to know your secrets, nor can |, unfortunately, do much that might
dlevigtethepan.”

Jedl felt athicknessin her throat. “Y es? Well, I’'m not looking for a counselor, anyway.”
“No no no, | did not meanthat.” Ar’sbreath cameinalong sigh. “1 am sorry, | should not have sad —"
“Wdl, you did say it!”

Ar drew himsdlf up; hisangular head seemed dightly off balance atop his shoulders. “Let me put it
differently, if | may,” he whispered. He hesitated for several long moments, then said, “I ... do not fly
solo. | must find arigging partner before| can fly again. And therefore ....”

Jadl held her breeth, frowning.

“Well — | do not seek apartner only. | amin need of afriend, aswell. And | thought ... | senseda...
resonance, if youwill.” And his bresth sghed out, and he stood very iill, looking down at her with his
luminous, liquid eyes.

“Wdll ...” Jadl cleared her throat. She didn’t know what to say to that. Didn't this, this Clendornan,
know what an emotiona wreck she was? She felt aflush of weskness, she thought of the palisp, and
how much she had wanted that thing,did want it, even now; and she thought of Mogurn, and just the
memory of the man made her sick, but the main thing she remembered was,| killed him, | killed a man.
Sherested her head back in her chair, fighting awave of nausea.

Ar waswatching her expectantly, waiting for her to finish her reply. There seemed so much to say, so
much to get straight in her mind. “I — | guess | could use someoneto tak to, if that’swhat you mean,”
she murmured &t last.

Thezigzagin hislips degpened.

Sherose, unsteadily, and stuck out ahand. “Glad to meet you — Ar.” The Clendornan gripped her hand
gently; hisfingerswrapped nearly dl theway around hers. Sheforced asmile. “ So, did you have anything
gpecid in mind? Can we maybe get out of this dungeon for awhile?’

* * *

Ar did have an idea, but he was hesitant about launching straight into it before they had timeto get to
know each other alittle better. Jael assured him that the last thing she wanted to do was sit around
making smal tak, if there was any chance of getting out of therigger hdl for awhile. Ar thought a
moment, then agreed. Hisidearequired permission from the police— but when he accompanied Jael to
the station and explained, Commander Gordache granted the okay with abored wave of his hand.

“You'll need awarmer-vest,” Ar said, leading her to the other end of the spaceport building, through yet
another underground tunndl. “It can get pretty cold outside. But we' |l bein atransport bubble, soit’s
redly just for safety.”

A half hour later, they’ d checked out the necessary equipment and started across the open spaceport ina



trangport bubble. It was an aircar, but so tiny and light that it felt like little more than afloating air pocket;
the canopy was just atransparent forcefield that enclosed them like a soap bubble. Despite theicy winds
gusting acrossthefidd, Jadl fdt toasty. “Where exactly arewe going?’ she asked, peering around &t the

ramps filled with parked spacecraft. She could not seeCassandra, which was probably just aswell.

Ar pointed into the distance, far beyond, the field. “ See the second pesk to the right of that tracking
tower? That'sit. It'll only take afew minutesto get there.”

“Y ou' ve been there before?’

Ar'seyesshone. “Oh, yes. It'smy favorite spot on Lexis. I’ ve been waiting for an excuse to seeit
again”

Jael took agood look back at the mesa-top spaceport. As the bubble accel erated out beyond the edge
of themesa, she glimpsed ahoverrail train climbing the sde of the diffsfrom aspur linefar below,
disappearing into atunnel near the top. The ground trangport facilities were all embedded in the upper
part of the mesa. Lexiswasaworld of substantial wealth, but from this vantage point, the outlying land
from the spaceport looked like awild frontier.

The bubble sped away from the mesa, and she sat back and enjoyed the view. Ar’s handswerein
constant motion, pointing out sightsto her. The trangport bubble knew where it was going and didn’t
need their help getting there. Jadl felt her somach drop asthey began rising toward the distant peak. She
gasped, looking down. “It’s beautiful!” A ruggedly contoured valey wasvisblefar below, haf blanketed
with snow. From asettlement nestled in the valley, whiskers of smoke curled into the air.

“It gets better,” Ar said.

They flew on, steadily gaining speed.

The peak seemed to rotate in space as they approached it in acurving sweep from the southeast. It was
atremendous work of stone and wind, sculpted by the ageless forces of nature with aseeming
indifference to gravity. Like an up-stretched arm, it seemed to speak of the earth’ sown primitive desire
to reach to the sky. Asthey circled its cliffs, Jagl clung to her sest, peering bregthlesdy down over the
tumbled dopes. It wasimpossible not to fed that at any moment the bubble of their trangport might burst
and dump them, like seeds from a pod, onto the rocks far below. She was embarrassed by her
nervousness. After dl, there was nothing here that she could not envisionin arigger-net, and shewasa
skilled and fearlessrigger, wasn't she?

The bubble zoomed closer to the ice-sheeted rocks, cresting adizzying illuson of imminent impact. The
bubble cut to the left and dowed dramaticaly; then it shot upward, asif making for the summit, and
suddenly shifted again into forward motion and glided terrifyingly closeto asheer red-stone dliff. It
hugged the tortuous contours for twenty seconds, before rising to meet aledge near the top of the cliff.
Seemingly abruptly, the bubble cameto ret, perched upon the ledge. Jagl’ s breath caught in her throat.
They were practicaly among the clouds, perched in an aerie where birdswould scarcely dareto fly.

For thefirst few moments, she was terrified. They seemed so precarioudy perched that the dightest puff
of wind could send them tumbling. “Redlly, we re quite well secured,” she heard someone saying, as
though in afog, and eventualy she focused on Ar’ swords, something about “ gravity anchors.” She
nodded to show that she believed him, even as she struggled to make her eyes and her mind absorb the
redlity. Findly she drew adow, deep breath and began to enjoy herself.

The view was astounding: mountain pesks contesting for dominance againg the sky, ravinesand
wilderness valleys etched with barren rocks and snow, with ridges and tufts of winter trees. There was no



sgn of civilized life. The inhabited valley was out of Sght behind the peak. They might have been
thousands of kilometersfrom the nearest intrusion of society. Graceful arcs of cirrous clouds drifted high
over the peaks. One towering summit was shrouded by awhite mist that seemed to have gathered at that
peak and nowhere else. In the other direction the sky was an astonishing cerulean blue.

“It makesmefed likean angd,” Ar said softly, his breath whispering in and out beside her.

Jael’ s eyes widened at theimage, but she didn’t speak; she was too moved by the grandeur. She
suddenly was conscious of being aone here with aman, an alien man whom she hardly knew,
experiencing such an unexpected depth of wonder. It seemed ... odd. She thought wistfully of Highwing.
Thiswas a place he would enjoy, would know how to love properly with dragon dignity and magica
wonderment. She sighed silently. It was no good wishing for afriend who would never, could never, be
herewith her.

“Jeel, would you like toreally seeit?’
Sheturned her head dowly, reacting to Ar' swords.

Ar wasgazing at her, hisdear eyes dmost ethereal with aluminous presence that seemed somehow to
reach out to her across an enormous gulf. She shivered; and he smiled, in his cracked and crinkled way,
and sheredlized that he was waiting for her to respond. “If you think it’s beautiful now,” he murmured,
“it’ spossbleto makeit come even more divein your mind. It can give you visonsto rig by, visons
you'll never forget. Would you liketo try?”’

The meaning of hiswordswas dow in penetrating. “Wdll, | ... don't know ...” she murmured, as shefdt
thefirst tug of gpprehension.

The Clendornan gazed back out over the mountains. “It's breathtaking just asitis, isn'tit?’ he said softly.
“There sno need to do anything differently, if you don’t want to. Look down in that valey.” He pointed.
Sunlight had just broken through a cloud to blaze into a series or ravines where snow seemed to be
glittering in the air. “ See those puffs of snow?Wejust missed seeing adide, | think. I'll bet no one has
ever been down there on foot, at least no one of your race or mine. It’ s pure wilderness, and so closeto

the spaceport.”

Jael peered in the direction he was pointing and felt atug of regret, wondering, despite her ingtinctive
fear, what he' d been planning to offer. She was astonished at the trust she aready felt toward him. He
seemed to have no intention of forcing anything upon her, and she found that greetly reassuring.

Ar’'seyes sparkled as he scanned up and to the right, where something — adark speck — was moving
aong theface of animpossbly steep dope. “Let’ sseeif we can get the magnifier on that,” he said,
touching one of the controls. There was a sudden distortion in the bubble as the forcefield produced two
circular lenseffects, onein front of each of them. Moving her head, Jael could see the magnified image of
the mountainside swimming beyond the lens. After amoment, she located the dark speck, enlarged. It
was afour-legged animd, perhaps akind of mountain goat. But this high? It wasimpossible. Surely there
was nothing for it to graze on at thisdtitude.

“| think it'samarten’ s centaur,” Ar said.

“A flier? It lookslike agoat to me. And apretty brave one at th— * Sheinterrupted hersdlf, as
something began to unfold on the animal’ s back. She gaped in astonishment asthe anima stepped off the
sde of the mountain, wings spread wide. It began agraceful looping flight high over the rocky dopes.
Jedl logt it in the magnifier, but she could il seeit unmagnified asatiny black speck intheair. “What' sit
doing dl theway up here?’ she murmured in amazemen.



“Prowling for hawklyn eggs, probably,” Ar said, flicking off the magnifier. “ They’ re superb hunters.”

Jael nodded, astonished. She looked back at her new friend. “ Ar? What was it you were going to
suggest?”

Ar drew something from his jacket pocket and placed it on the narrow console between them. It wasa
smdl polyhedron of some sort, made of aglassor crystal asclear as hiseyes. It was mounted on abase,
with tiny controls.

Ohno ...

Ar touched one of the contrals. “It’ sjust an enhancement device, to let the emotiond effect accumulate.
I'll et it at alow —* Hisexpresson changed, his mouth flattened as he noticed Jael’ s reaction. “ Do you
not want meto do this?’

“ljust ...” Jeel drew adeep breath, struggling to push down memories of the palisp, and the fear. But
surely thiswas nothing so powerful asthe pallisp. Probably morelike ... “Ar, isthis— isthisadreamlink
device?’

“A dreamlink —?’
“A synaptic ... augmentor?’

His head tilted dightly. “In amanner of spesking. But it'san extremely gentle device. Y ou will retain full
control of your ... thoughts.”

Jeel closed her eyes, trying to focus on reason. Wasit so wrong? Was there any harm? For amoment
shefet aterrible rush of anxiety. She thought of the rime with Dap, and how she had dlowed her fearsto
ruin an innocent and beautiful experience. Would this be the same? Perhaps— but could she continue to
be ruled by her fears? She swallowed. “Okay,” she said huskily. “But put it on the lowest setting— and
turnit off, if 1 yell.” She opened her eyes. “All right?’

“Of course,” Ar whispered. Hisfingers hesitated over the controls. “We don't need to do this, you
know.”

Sheweighed her fears. “WE ll try ... just alittle”
“Okay.” Ar touched the switch and sat back.

Jeel felt her breath go out in along sgh. She fdt an inward melting sensation. A feding of relaxation and
well-being filled her. It wasindeed gentle, unthreatening. She imagined the wind outside the bubble,
caressing them and floating them away into this scene of staggering beauty, thisland of magjesty and
grace. Sheimagined hersdf floating on that wind like the marten’ s centaur. As she gazed into the
distance, the peaks and valleys, the contours of rock and ice and sky, seemed to merge into her own
being. She fdt that the world out there was dive, that they were sharing in one life energy that flowed
around and through this place high in the mountains.

And beside her, shewas aware of Ar. Clendornan, new-found friend. She was aware of his
companionship, of hisfedingsfor thisland, this place of ancient geologic violence and astonishing peace.
Shefdt hersdf drawn toward him, sensing that here indeed was someone she could trust, someone who
could give her warmth ... warmth and companionship ...

Likethepdlisp ...



“Turnit off, please,” she whispered. She was not even aware of the desperation in her voice until Ar's
hand darted out to flick off the device, and the fedings of wariness that had so quickly grown in her
began to fade. She was aware of Ar looking at her in puzzlement, and perhaps hurt. Her own eyeswere
focused on the opposite peak, on infinity, on the spaces that were dowly growing cold and vast again,
magnificent but distant. Distant and safe.

After aminute, shelooked a Ar. His clear, purple-retinaed eyes were watching hers. She didn’t know
what to say, except ... “I’'m sorry.” But what she was sorry for, Ar could not know, could not
understand. How could he?

“I percaiveyour fedings,” Ar sad findly, hisvoice alondy sgh of wind. “1 have unwittingly stirred
sorrow.| am sorry, Jadl.”

It'snot your fault. Y ou can’t know. No one can know.

“Isthere anything | can do?’ he asked, gesturing helplessy to the mountains and valeys, asif they
somehow possessed the powers of comfort that hisinstrument had not.

Can you take away the past? she thought hopelesdy. Can you take away the pallisp and what it has done
to me?* Perhaps,” she whispered very softly, “we should return now.”

“From thisbeauty?’ he said, hisvoice alament.

She nodded. Y es. From this beauty. From this awesome, terrifying beauty. She closed her eyesand
nodded again.

She heard and felt nothing, but when she opened her eyes, the bubble wasin flight, arcing through a
windswept pass between two peaks, speeding back toward the spaceport.

Seventeen

Remembrance

She spent what remained of the afternoon aone, scowling in thought and wishing for things that could not
be— wishing for acaptain she' d not have had to kill, for afather she did not haveto forgive, for a
dragon who could makeit al happen by magic. By evening, she' d been done with her thoughtslong
enough. Vowing that thistime she would be honest and open with him, she sought out Ar.

Shefound himin therigger hal dining room, picking at a cakdike substance that had been provided for
dessert. His eyesfollowed her as she gpproached histable. Neither of them spoke, but his mouth formed
atentative crinkled shape as she paused; she set her tray down and took a seat across from him. She
didn’t know what to say, or how to start, so she smply nodded sdlf-conscioudy and began to eat. Ar
remained slent, poking at his dessert.

“It seems,” Ar said suddenly, as she was hafway through her rice with beancurd sauce, “that thereisa
problem when you are confronted by something that makes you fed emotionaly warm in acertain way,
or perhapstoo close to something.”

She paused in her chewing, nodded, and continued egting.

Ar watched her, glancing down at his hands once in awhile, perhaps so as not to Sare at her. He
seemed ill at ease, making a soft muttering sound. Probably he thought he’ d stepped over some human



boundary again. Nevertheless, hetried again. “Isthere a chance that you might want to air the problem,
or perhaps use another person for feedback, or as a source of context?’

Shewasjust starting her dessert at this point. She frowned, considering his question — which she
understood to mean,Do you want to talk about it? She nodded. Before Ar could say anything else, she
took a bite of the cake. It tasted like moldy bread. “ Aack,” she said, spitting it out onto her plate and
hurriedly covering it with her ngpkin. “Isthis abad joke?’

For an ingtant, Ar seemed puzzled. He rubbed the left ridge of his skull, where hishair was thinnest, with
hisfingertips. His eyes seemed to darken flickeringly. Findly, after swalowing somewater to get rid of
the caketaste, Jael laughed at hisexpression. “I didn’t mean you,” she said. “The cake. | meant the
cake.”

“Ah”

“Andyes, | would liketo talk to you. But you must be — that is— well, patient. It' s not easy, everything
that | ... might want to say. | want you to know that beforehand.”

“1 understand.”

“Wdll, I'm not sure that you do, redlly. When we were up on the mountain today, there were some rather
srange things going onin my mind.” Her face grew hot. “Well ... | don’t actudly know how to explainit.
I’m not sure | understand it either, you see.” She looked down at her plate, and pushed at the repulsive
dessert with her fork. “But | think | ... want to.”

“Good.”
Shelaughed uneasily. “Y ou might not say that onceyou've heard it dl.”

The Clendornan carefully brought hisfingertipstogether. “I guessthat’ swhat we' Il haveto find out. 1sn’t
it?" And he echoed her laugh, but hislaugh was a hiccupping sound, from deep in histhroat. It sounded

odd, coming from someone who seemed so solid and strong and ... if he were Human, she would have
thought him quite masculine. She didn’t know what he was as a Clendornan.

With ashrug, she said, “Y ou know someplace we can talk?’

The place they found was asuite near Ar’sroom, in the nonhuman rigger dorm. Asthey walked over, Ar
explained the housing policy here, noting that Clendornan were housed separately from humans, despite
the smilarity of their physiologica needs. Hethought it alittle silly, if not outright discriminatory, but there
were advantages to the arrangement, as well. The nonhuman section was greetly underused at present,
which meant that more spacious quarters were available. He didn’t know why the nonhuman population
was down; it might just have been part of some naturd cycle of interstelar commerce. It did, however,
meake thingslondly sometimes.

“I had afriend here who was a Pendansk,” he said. *'Y ou know the Pendansk?’ Jael shook her head.
“Very tdl, spindly felows, with narrow faces. Low-oxygen breathers. We weren't really suited for
rigging together, but | enjoyed his company until he rigged out with another Pendansk, a few weeks ago.
Hereweare.”

They entered asmal stting room, musty with the smell of some prior inhabitant. It was quiet and
secluded, and that was al Jael cared about. Ar fussed, making two cups of Clendornan tea. Jael sipped
the sharply aromatic blend. To her surprise, the flavor was quite ddlicate, reminiscent of lemon-grass. She
waited afew moments after swallowing — mindful of alergic reactions— and when she felt nothing,



went ahead and took another sip. The gesture, theritua of drinking the tea, was soothing.

Ar asked if alog firewould be all right, and afireplace and crackling fire appeared in the center of one
wall, between the stuffed chairs. Jael could fedl the heat from the holo, and could have sworn that she
smelled burning wood. “ Ah, that’ sgood,” Ar said. “We don’t have fireplaces on my world. But they are
awonderful invention, one of humanity’ strue giftsto civilization. | try to enjoy them whenever ’'mona
human world.” Hetilted hisangular, top-heavy head and gazed into the flames. The flickering light
danced within hiseyes.

Jael nodded. Shefdt the same way, though she would have preferred the red thing. Still, the movement
of the flames cdmed her spirit. As she stared into the heart of the fire, she began to think again about
what it was she wanted to tell Ar. Somehow, gazing into thefire, the prospect of sharing her fedingsno
longer seemed so frightening.

She began to talk. It was hard at firdt, partly because she didn’t know whereto start. “1 flew with
Mogurn because he was the only one who would give mework,” she explained. But that wasn't what
shewanted to say, redlly. Now that she' d brought it up, however, she felt she had to explain about her
father’ s reputation on Gaston's Landing and how it was atruly parochia colony where more than one
person’ s career had been ruined by rumor. Ar listened silently, apparently following the threed, as she
digressed even further. “I had one good friend there, my cousin Dap, who was arigger too. Isarigger.
Except that we had a problem just before | |eft with Mogurn. And that' swhy ... well, when we were on
the mountain, and you turned on that enhancer, | had such areaction....”

She became breathless talking about Dap and the dream+-link, partly because the memory till disturbed
her, and partly because she was avoiding other things that she needed to talk about — Mogurn, for
instance, and his attempt to endave her with the pallisp. And his more direct attempt at domination, when
the paligp had railed.

But Ar was apatient and gentle listener, and in time she got around to describing Mogurn. What she
didn’t get around to was something that she was afraid even Ar wouldn't believe. But it was never far
from her thoughts.

The firewas crackling low, as the holo-logs burned. Ar touched the switch to put on another log. Asthe
flames climbed higher again, he peered at her with hisliquid eyes. “1s there something missing from this
sory?’ he asked softly, giving no sign that he wastiring of listening to her. Shelooked a him asthough
shedidn’t understand what he meant. “ Perhaps | have listened cardlesdy. But | till do not understand
why this Mogurn was o angry with you. Wasit only because you rgjected his pallisp?’

“Hewasfuriouswhen | said | didn't want it anymore,” sheingsted, though she knew perfectly well what
Arwasdriving &, evenif Ar didn’t.

“Wel, what wasit that enabled you to break free of the palisp? Y ou said that you were becoming
addicted to it. It soundslike atruly frightening instrument — and | do understand now why you were so

cautious up on the mountain, athough the enhancer we were using was entirely different from what you
have described.”

Jedl blinked, gazing into thefire. In the dancing flames, in the glowing cods a the heart of that fire, she
could dmost swear that she saw the stirrings of ... dragon magic. She sighed, nodding. She knew that
now wasthetime, if ever therewasatime, to tel him about Highwing. But she had trouble starting again,
because this was so much more difficult to explain. Ar waited, slently. Eventudly the sllence itself seemed
to prod at her until the story she’ d been longing to tell began to rise up, to bubble up, in her heart. “Ar,”
she asked softly, “do you know of the legends of dragonsthat livein space, in the FHux, dong the



mountain route to the southwest of Lexis?” As she spoke, she felt the memories stirring to life.

In Ar’ssilence, she sensed his puzzlement. “Waell, the legends are true,” she whispered, and she didn’t
stop until she had told him the entire story of her encounter with Highwing: how he had saved her from
the other dragons; how he had looked into her soul, and their spirits had become entwined in friendship;
how the dragon, through his gifts of sight, had helped her to begin to break free of some of her inner
demons. By thetime she was finished, her voice was strained and cracking, her eyes brimming with tears.

Neither of them spoke for awhile after that. She dabbed at her eyes, feding embarrassed — until she
remembered that Ar wasn't human, and somehow that reassured her. Somehow, she didn’t mind making
afool of hersdf in front of anonhuman, as she would have with one of her own kind. Shedidn’t know if
that made any sense, but it was how she felt.

At last she looked up into Ar’ s gentle, curious gaze and wondered if he believed her, orcould believe
her. She wondered if anyone at this starport could believe her. She had burdened Ar with agreat deal
thisevening. But ... hewas her test casein this, aswell asbeing anew friend. His gaze was luminous
with empathy, but there was a certain reserve. “Wel?" she murmured at las.

Ar gtroked the upper ridge of his skull for amoment. “That,” he said findly, “isavery moving story. | am
awed by the imagery — by the vividness of your emotiona awakening — by the changes you began to
experience within yoursdlf. It was splendid, is splendid. A truly inspiring example of rigging.”

“Well — thank you. But, Ar ...” she began, and stopped, suddenly uncertain.

“It must have seemed very red to you, Jael. Asred asif literaly true” Ar closed hisliquid eyesand
reopened them.

Hedidn't understand, then. Didn’t believe her. “ Ar,” she said softly, trying to make her voice strong and
steady. “Itwas red. Those things happened to me. I’'m not making it up.”

The Clendornan eased his head to one side. “I’m sure it was extremely redl to you, Jagl. And that isthe
mark of apowerful rigger.”

Shefelt apressurein her forehead. Was this how everyone would react? She was grateful that she had
not risked trying to convince the police. Bad enough with afriend. “No, Ar, you' re not getting the point.”

“But | do understand the phenomenon.”

“No, youdon't.”

Hegazed & her. “Please ... what don’t | understand?’

Jodl fdt terribly inarticulate. After all shehad justtold him ...
“Theimagesyou cast were extremdy vivid, asyou —"

“Ar, it wasnot just images. That’' sthe whole point!”

“Jedl, wait.” Therewasagroan of distressin Ar’svoice. “Please. We must take care to distinguish myth
from redlity. Now, | hold myth and imagination in the highest esteem. They help usto ded with our
redlity, to understand it in waysthat may sometimes be clearer than literal definition.”

“Ar, I'm not talking about that.”
He continued without hearing her. “But you must know which iswhich. Of what benefit isthe symboal if



we confuse it with the object? What isthe use of amap if we confuse it with the territory it represents?
But isn't that the challenge of rigging — to map the territory imaginatively, and to know the territory by the
map — becauise we can never redly know it directly? That' swhy an experience like yoursis so moving,
because it pushesto the very edge, until the two become nearly inseparable.”

Ar’ swordswere so earnest, and hisingstent redefining of her words so acute, that she found hersdlf
thinking, Why am | so sure? But shewas sure; she knew what had happened to her. Didn't she?

The Clendornan paused, staring at her. Hisvoice logt its steadiness. “Do | need to apologize again?|
sensethat I'm causing you confusion. I’ m not reacting the way you'’ d expected, or hoped.”

“Wel —no
“But you wouldn't want me to speak dishonestly.”

“Of course not.” Jael groaned, wondering how this had al become such aconfusing jumble. Why' wasn't
it clear? Why couldn’t he believe her?

Ar stroked the ridge of his head, considering. “Y ou wish me to accept the literd redlity of what you
experienced on that flight?’

“Yed That' swhat I’ ve been tdling you!”

Hewas slent amoment longer. “I have never heard anyone speak of such athing, Jagl. Not serioudly,
soberly, | mean. Itis... difficult.”

“I know!” She sighed, “That’ swhat the library says, too. But the library’ swrong! Damn it, Ar, do you
think | would have let Mogurn get that mad a me for something that was just imaginary, for something
that | could have turned on or off & will?’

Ar rocked back. “I wouldn't assume that you could turn any image on or off at will, under any
circumgtances. If theimageis powerful enough, if it is convincing enough —"

“That'snot it, Ar!”
The Clendornan fell silent. “Well, then, thereisredly no way to know, isthere?’
“If you'd just believe me—"

“Objectively, | mean. For someone who wasn't there when it happened, there’ s no objective test to
separate imagination from redlity.”

Jael shrugged unhappily. “I guess not. | guessthereisn’'t.” She sat back and stared at thefire, a the
flickering, unreal burning of the holo-flame, and thought, | know the difference. Don't 1? Shelooked at
Ar again. “Don’t you think it' s possible that | could makethat distinction?”

Ar'slipsdowly formed into ahaf crinkle. “ Of course, Jagl. But thisis my nature— analytic. Please
forgive me. | cannot help beingwho | am.” Jadl started to answer, but Ar waved her to silence. “Still, |
perceive that you believe very strongly. And though | know you but little, | respect you. | will consider,
Jeel. | will consder asbest | can.”

Jadl nodded into the flame. That was about al she could ask, wasn't it?Wasn't it?

Eighteen



Ed

Thoughts of Highwing were driven from her mind the next morning by acal from the spaceport police,
followed by a meeting with one of the investigating officers and a representative of the spaceport shipping
commission. At issue was the digposition of Mogurn’s starship. There was no way for Jael to collect her
pay until the cargo and ship were disposed of;; and that couldn’t be done until the ship’ stitlewas
assgned — ether to Mogurn’s company, or hisheirs, if any, or to the government of Lexis.

What the officids wanted from Jael was more information about Mogurn. She had little to offer beyond
what had been found in Mogurn’s cabin, and none at al about the legd status of Mogurn’s ship. Her own
contract was of little help. There was no indication that he' d had a company or partnership other than his
private ownership of Cassandra. Neverthdess, the officias kept her for the better part of the day,
questioning her about the contract, aswell as pursuing further details of Mogurn’s desth. She boreit al
with stoic patience. What choice did she have?

By the end of the day, however, shelearned that no action was contemplated against her for Mogurn’s
death. Thiscame asacongderablerdief, even if she' d seen no reason for them to question her actionsin
thefirs place. But it was clear that she had no chance of receiving her flight pay anytime soon. And that
meant that she was going to have to try to find work, which meant arigging assgnment. When she saw
Commander Gordache and asked if she would be allowed to fly, he shrugged and said, “Y ou haveto
egt, don't you?’

She sighed, glad that if nothing else, they recognized that fact. But how she was going to get work, and
with whom, she didn’t know. She thought about what Ar had told her, that he waslooking for rigging
partners. Sheliked Ar, certainly, despite hisfrustrating obtuseness last night. But would she be abletorig
with someone, knowing that such agulf in understanding existed between them? Would anyone else be
more likely to believe her? Ar, at least, didn’'t question her sanity; shewasn't sureif the same would be
true of others.

She returned to her quarters, weary and discouraged. There was amessage from Ar, asking if they might
mext later. She didn’t bother to reply, assuming that she would find him at dinner. He wasn't there,
however, and she ate her evening med in londly solitude, staring at some of the other riggers and thinking,
Would you believe meif | told you about dragons on the mountain route— real dragons? When they
looked at her, she wondered, did they see anything but arenegade, a captain-killer? Thoughts of the
palisp drifted into her mind, and she chased them away angrily. She was starting to fed the old despair
creep back into her thoughts.

After dinner, she paced through the lounges, looking for Ar. When she didn’t find him she decided to pay
avigt to Ed the cyber-parrot. Shefound avacant Environment Alphal/O, donned the helmet, and
entered the psychetronic space of the system.

She was horrified to find that the environment selection menu had changed: the desert-mesa scenario was
gone, supplanted by a methane tide-pool, and the rainforest had been replaced by an ocean sunset. Ed!
she shrieked silently to the holographic image. What have you done with Ed! Trembling, shetore off the
helmet and sat upright in her seet, enraged, glaring around the gloomy lounge. *Y ou bastards— how
could you changeit?’ she whispered. How could they? She stalked out of the lounge, looking for
someonein charge.

It took awhile, but eventualy she found ared-eyed young man working in aback office who considered
her question with some puzzlement and said that, yes, the scenariosin Environment Alphawere replaced
periodicaly for variety. It wasjust a matter of swapping data grainsin and out of the control console. He



wasn't really supposed to, he said, scratching at the scrawniest beard Jagl had ever seen, but he guessed
it would be dl right to put the rainforest back in aslong as no one else complained. “ Thank you,” Jeel
bresthed, surprised by theintensity of her own fedlings. She realized now that her reaction had been a
little extreme.

“Thething is, though — they’ re getting ready to take those machines out and replace them with new
hardware, and al new datagrains,” the young man remarked, as he rummaged through a drawer, looking
for the rainforest eement. “ So enjoy it while you can, becausein afew daysit redly will be gone. Hereit
is” Hegrinned and held up asmadl nodule between thumb and forefinger. “I’ll gick it in. By thetime
you're back in the system, it’ll be up and running.”

Jeel hurried back to the lounge and donned the 1/0 helmet again. As promised, the rainforest selection
was once more on the menu. Thistime she materidized waking, or floating, dong afootpath under a
canopy of dense greenery. There were blossoms everywhere: in purples, oranges, yellows, whites, and
pinks. She glimpsed, darting through the tree branches, severa birds and one snake. She didn’t see Ed.

Gliding dong the path, she spotted a pair of monkeylike creatures swinging from branch to branch,
speeding through the forest. A long, bushy-tailed rodent peeked out of the underbrush and chittered up at
her. It scraiched at the ground, ingstently, peering up hungrily. Peanuts or desth! sheimagined it
threatening. With afrown, she checked her pockets and found an assortment of nuts. She tossed them
toward the animal, which scrabbled about, gathering them up. Three more of the rodents dived out of
adjoining bushes, and they began quarreling over the nuts. Jael walked on.

The ground underfoot was springy. She stooped for a closer look and discovered that the path was
carpeted by athick, spongy moss. As she pressed her fingersinto it, asmall purple-blossomed plant near
her hand drew away, leaves rustling nervoudy. “What' sthe matter?’ she asked, ingdinctively reaching out
to touch it. She stopped herself when the plant rustled again, and with ashrug she stood up. As she
walked away, she heard atiny sgh. Behind her, the plant was tiptoeing across the path. Noticing her
glance, it scuttled quickly into the brush. There were some awfully curious bessts here, she decided.

Moving on, she noticed alarge cluster of leaves nestled in the center of ashort broad-leafed plant. The
cluster was shaped like alarge blossom, the color of dark cinnamon. At her approach, it broke gpart into
adozen fluttering insects. Startled, she stepped back. The insectstook wing straight toward her, then
swerved away. Flashing apart, they flew to anearby tree and converged on abranch like areversed holo
of an explosion. Rising onto her tiptoes, Jael peered up at them. They looked just asthey had before; like
adark, heavy flower.

“Rawk! Bugd Bugs!”

Jael spun, looking for the source of the voice. She couldn’t see him. “Ed! Isthat you?’
“Yawp!”

“Where areyou?’

“Up here! Up here!”

She craned her neck, twisting around. She saw atree with dender branches minusleaves, but with askirt
of hairlike tendrils that looked like fine rootlets. The parrot was perched near the top of the tree, peering
down at her. Hefluttered his green and scarlet wingsin greeting, “Ed! | waslooking for you!”

“Alwaysherel Alwaysherel” The bird cocked his head, surveying the land.



“Come on down?’

“Aarrwwk! Sure.” Ed swooped. He landed with a dazzling flutter on abranch near Jad’shand. “ Hi,
Jayl!” he squawked.

“What have you been up to?’ She held out her hand to let him rub the side of his beak against her
knuckles.

“Rawk. Who,me?” He turned his head to ook around.
“No — your cousin Ned. Of course | mean you!”

Ed opened his beak, asthough considering what to say. Histongue twitched. He made a stuttering hiss,
which might have been laughter. “But Ed not red! 'Y ou say Ed not redl! How can poor, not-redl Ed be

uptoany —’
“ Ed, stop that!” she scolded.
He clacked hisbeak shut and gazed at her silently. “ S-sorry.”

“Good.” Shetook abreath. “Hey, let’ s be friends, okay? No smart remarks about what’ sreal or not, at
least between you and me. Okay? We're both real. Right?’

Ed sneezed. “ Arr-right!”

“Good.” She frowned, remembering suddenly what the attendant had told her — that Ed might not be
around much longer. She shivered, trying to put the thought out of her mind. She'd just made afriend,
shedidn’t want to think about losing him. “Ed,” she Sghed, “hdf thetime | don’t even know what' sregl
anymore. Y ou know, with al of these worlds, and this stuff in here” — she waved ahand around the
landscape, which was difficult to think of asan artifice— “sometimesit’ s hard to keep track.”

“Y awp. Ed knows.”

“Doyou?’ Shesquinted at the brilliantly colored bird, who was now preening himsdf. “ Do you, Ed? Tell
me something. Do you know about riggers?’

Ed stopped preening. “You rigger,” he stated.
“Right. But do you know what we do? When we re working, | mean?’
The bird seemed to squint at her, consdering. “Ffly,” he said hesitantly. “You fly. Yawp?’

“That’sright, wefly. Butit'salittle different from the way you, well ...” She paused, trying to think how
to explainit to Ed, who lived in aworld that in certain ways resembled the Flux. He probably had no
undergtlanding of the difference between hisredity and hers. But she could think of no way to explainit,
S0 she changed the subject. “ Anyway, | wastaking to Ar yesterday — you remember Ar, don’t you?’

“Ar. Sure.”

“Waell, we were talking about someone | met awhile back, someone who was aterribly good friend to
mewhilel waswith him—"

“Awk? Parrot?’ Ed interrupted, stretching his neck.

Jael laughed. “No — no, hewasn't aparrot. Actually he was adragon.”



Ed cocked his head. “ Graggon?’
“Dragon. Sort of agreat giant lizard, except that heflies, likeyou.”
“Arrwwk. Glizzard — yokk.” Ed tilted his head thisway and that, asthough trying to pictureit.

Jadl continued impatiently. “Y es, well anyway, the point isthat | wastelling Ar about this dragon, and Ar
couldn’t believe me when | told him that the dragon wasredl. It was as thoughl couldn’t believeit when
you told me that you werered.”

The parrot flexed hiswingsvigoroudy. “Ed red!”

“Yes, | know. | made amistake before, when | said that you weren't. And that’ swhat I’ m trying to tell
you. I'm sorry and | wish | hadn't said it. | understand now how you fedl, because of the way Ar reacted
when | told him about my dragon friend.”

Ed pushed his beak toward her and nuzzled it into the crook of her elbow. She murmured and gently
stroked the top of his head. He suddenly hopped up onto her shoulder and began to nibble at her hair.

Jedl laughed sdlf-conscioudy. She hadn’t meant to bare her soul to the parrot. And now that she thought
about it, was it even true, what she had said? She' d implied that Ed wasred in the same way that
Highwing was, and vice versa. But Highwing lived and breathed, in the world of the Hux. Hewasnot a
construct; he was objectively real. That was what she had struggled to convince Ar of. But what about
Ed? Helived — and breathed, she supposed — herein this cyber-redity. He learned and changed —
and thought, apparently. And hadn’t Ar said that he was based on ared parrot?

Ed stopped nuzzling her hair and announced, “ Glizzards.”

Jael’ s heart dmost stopped, as an image of flying dragons crossed her mind. An instant later, she redized
that Ed wasn't talking about dragons. Perched on aboulder nearby, haf shrouded by overhanging
branches, were three bright green, ruby-throated lizards, each the size of her forearm. They appeared to
be doing pushups, risng and sinking on their front legs asthey breethed. “They're very pretty,” she
murmured. “A bit different from what | was talking about, though — different from the dragons.”

“Aww?' Ed rustled on her shoulder. “ Ed would like — awwk!”
“What, Ed?”’
“Like see graggons — dragons!”

Jael turned her head until she was practically eyeball to eyeball with the parrot on her shoulder. “What's
that?’ Shelaughed. “ You' dlike to see dragons?’

Ed squawked, deafening her. “Y ep. Ed like see dragons.” He twisted his head one way and then the
other. “Y ou take Ed? Go see dragons?’

“Ah—* Her voice caught as she remembered what the young attendant had said.
“Yes? Awww.” He nuzzled hisbesk in her hair. “Ed like Jayl.”
“Wdll, I wish | could, Ed. I'd liketo.”

“Yes?Yes? Thebird hopped about excitedly on her shoulder, then jumped to the nearest branch and
began prancing in front of her. “Good! Good! Ed happy! Rawwwk!”



“Ed, wait aminute!” She thought furioudy, heart pounding. How could she explain her way out of this?
“Ed, stop that aminute. Please!” The parrot became till, except for his darting eyes. Jagl drew a breath
and exhded noisily. “Look, Ed. | said I dlike to take you with meto see the dragons. | didn’t say | could
doit.”

“What? No?’" Ed sfeathersruffled, ablaze of scarlet and green, and dowly drooped. His eyesturned
down.

“I just don’'t know how, Ed. | don’'t even know ifl can ever seethe dragonsagain.” Her throat tightened
as she said that, as she thought of Highwing. She kept talking, morerapidly. “Evenif | could — thething
is, Ed, | wouldn't know any way to take you dong with me. You live here, inthisworld. And | can't take
it with me.” But even as she said that, sheredlized that, in principle, a least, what she' d said was untrue.
Thiswas acyber-world and Ed a cyber-bird, and in theory there was no reason why it couldn’t al be
carried in atiny software nodule that could be tied into the rigger-net. But she had no ideahow, in
practice, she could obtain anodule containing Ed.

She gazed at the parrot. With head bent and neck feathers askew, he looked about as dejected asa
parrot could look. Her heart sank for him, and for herself. She' d certainly misshim. “Maybethere sa
way,” shemurmured. “Maybe. I'm not sure. I'm not even surewhen or if I'll beflying again. But if
there saway ...if thertéd saway ...”

Ed' s head came up afraction of aninch.
Shedghed. “I'll ssewhat | can do, okay? That’ sthe best | can offer. Will you accept that?’

Ed hopped back onto her shoulder and pecked affectionately at her hair. “ Ed happy. Happy as can be,”
he said — not quite with the same joy as before, but with hope, at least, in hisvoice.

“Good.” She stroked the side of his head with afinger. “And now, old friend, | think perhaps| should
seeif | can find my other friend, Ar. Be herewhen | come back?”’

“R-r-right here! Right here! B-bye!” With aflash of color, Ed launched himsdlf up into the thick tree
Ccover.

Jadl waved, and then the rainforest dissolved around her.

Shedidn’'t haveto look far to find Ar. He was Sitting at anearby station, playing with a screen-display
game that flickered shifting colors onto hisface. He looked up, crinkle-mouthed, as she approached.
“Jodl,” hesad.

“Am | interrupting you?’

He passed a hand over the display screen and it went dark. “1 was just waiting for you. | thought you
were probably — well, that maybe you' d rather not be interrupted.” His luminous eyes met hers.

Sheblinked. “It would have been okay. Actually | waslooking for you earlier.”
“Oh? Do you have news?’

“Me?No, not particularly. | just thought maybe—"

“I have news,” Ar said brightly. He gestured to the seat beside his.

Startled, she sat. “What isit?’



“That depends somewhat on whether you are free to take arigging job. And whether you want to.”
Jael opened her mouth, dumbfounded.

One corner of Ar'smouth went up; the other corner went down. “Does that mean that you are? That you
do?’

“Wdl, | —yes — | mean, of course, I'd haveto apply for clearance.” She ssammered, only half sure of
what she was saying, because she was trying to absorb al of the possibleimplications of his question.
“There sthat wholelegd thing.” Still, she remembered, Commander Gordache had implied that they’d
alow her to work.

“I undergtand,” Ar said. “Buit if they’ rewilling to let you go, there’ s an opening on aflight coming up, for
atwo-crew.” He hesitated. “1 know thisisawfully quick. But would you beinterested in rigging with
me?’

The rush of thoughts made her dizzy. “Yes—that is, | think so. Yes. But ... Ar? There' sone other thing
| haveto ask you.” Thiswas going to sound ridiculous, but she had to say it. “ Do you remember Ed, the
parrot?in therainforest environment?’ Ar’seyes glimmered as he nodded. “Well ... Ed sort of asked to
come dong with methe next timel flew.”

Something funny happened in Ar’' s eyes. They brightened, then darkened. “Hewhat?” The left corner of
Ar’'smouth formed azigzag.

“He, uh— hewantsto see dragons, he said.”
“Dragond”

Sheraised ahand hagtily. “ Okay, okay, don’t say it! | know. | told him | didn’t know any way to doit.
Butl ... wdl, | promised totry to find away. And— | just found out that they’ re taking him out of the
system soon. Thewholerainforest. HE sgoing to be— * she swallowed * — terminated.”

Ar made a soft wheezing sound, which might have been alaugh, or asign of distress. “Ed? Dragons?’

“I know. | know. | told him I might never get to fly that way again, anyway. But he wants to come aong.
In theory it ought to be possible, right? It’ sjust atechnica question, isn'tit?’

“Wel — I don’'t know, redlly.” Ar'seyebrows flexed, dusty silver againgt his bluish forehead.

“It must be. Okay, so you don't believein the dragons. | supposeyou'll say that Ed isn't redl, either.”
Jadl |ooked down at her clenched hands. She could hardly blame him. Certainly she had given him
enough impossible thingsto believe dready.

Stroking the ridge of his head, Ar answered, “I wouldn’t say that exactly. Ed isacyber-parrot, yes, soin
onerespect heisan artifact. But if he's based upon ared parrot, and if his personality has been alowed
to evolve nauraly, then | would have to say that heisred. Evenif he doesn’t exist outside of the
psychetronic environment.”

Jeel felt an impulse to ask how, then, he would distinguish Ed from the dragons he thought unred, but she
thought better of it. Time enough to argue about that later. Instead, she asked, “If | can get clearance,
and we rig together, will you help metry to get acopy of Ed onto our ship?’

Ar stared at her for along time. His eyes seemed to flicker, asthough very finelines of fire were dancing
upon the violet wool in their clear depths. Then hisface brokeinto abroad, cracked zigzag. “Y ou have



made yoursdlf,” hesaid, “aded.”

Nineteen

Cyber-rescue

Getting clearance from the police took just one visit with Commander Gordache. The police were no
longer interested in restricting her movements, and Gordache encouraged her to find work so that she
would not have to continue drawing housing credit from the spaceport adminigiration. It seemed likely
that her clam for flight pay against the Mogurn estate would be held up in the legal process for weeks or
months.

With Ar, shewent to the rigger offices and applied for the posted two-crew position. They were hardly
the only riggerslooking for work, but the Stuation wasfar less grim than it had been on Gaston's
Landing. Asit happened, most of the present competition was vying either for larger shipsor solos.
However, since she and Ar had never crewed together, they were required to take asmulator test to
demongtrate compatibility. They did that in the afternoon, in the basement of the rigger hall.

They wereingalled in linked rigger-gtations, where they rehearsed dl norma checkout procedures for
flight. Computer-generated Flux smulations were fed into the sensory net, along with randomly selected
flight problems. It was strongly reminiscent of her training smulations, and Jeel fdlt in the groove dmost
from the beginning. She and Ar developed a quick rapport, trading images back and forth asthey zipped
through the synthetic landscapes. With surprising ease, she put her fears aside, closing off those areas that
she wished to keep private, and testing only the imaging powers that she needed in the net with Ar. But
then, of courseit was easy: she knew it was only atest. That was both the beauty and the weakness of
tests of this sort; they were useful enough as a gross measure of competence, but they could not redlly
show how ateam would function in the actud tricks and twigts of the Flux. Only starflight itself would
reved that.

With their partnership rating in hand, they were | eft to await word on the position itself, which could easly
take days. That gave them timeto think about other matters— among them, Ed. Rescuing the parrot
was not going to be easy. She knew, even as she planned to do it, that her desire was not entirely
rationa. But the parrot had somehow found aplacein her heart — quite unexpectedly — a place of
warmth that in a strange way reminded her of Highwing. Could a cyber-parrot give the same kind of
friendship as a person — or a dragon? She supposed he would be closer to apet. But shedidn't care;
shejust knew she didn’t want to lose Ed, not now, not without giving it her best try to rescue him.

Unfortunately, she could not locate the young man who had helped her last night, and the people who
worked in the back roomstoday either couldn’t or wouldn't tell her exactly when the Environment Alpha
system would be removed, or even whether the rainforest eement would be left intact until then. Shedid
learn that the data grainswere al imported from off planet and allowed to grow and maturein place. The
Ed that she knew was a unique denizen of thisparticular artificid inteligence “ datagarden.” If she
couldn’t save him before he was removed, there was virtually no hope of recovering him. There dso
seemed little hope of her obtaining adata readout of his persondity in any straightforward manner. Her
spirits were low as she reported back to Ar.

Ar told her that he had an idea or two. The rest of the afternoon, while Jagl worried, Ar did some asking
around the spaceport. That evening he met her inthe dining hall. “1 might have amethod,” he reported.
“It'snot foolproof. But it sthe only thing | could come up with.” With asurreptitious glance each way, he
held up asmal black case. He opened it carefully. Cushioned on red velvet was apair of thin



cerametdlic disks, each about a centimeter in diameter. “ These could be Ed' sticket out,” he murmured.
Joel peered a them curioudy. “What arethey?’

“System probes. They have data grains sufficient to hold Ed’ sidentity matrix, plusthe Al growth
medium, plus at least some of the ambient datathat convey the rainforest environment.” Ar’'svoicewasa
husky whisper. He seemed actually to be enjoying this. “Y ou’ Il wear these on your temples when you go
into the environment. They’ |l take control of the input/output circuitsin the helmet. Once you'rein the
environment, they’ Il send probing commands back into the Al systemitsalf.” His voice dropped lower.
“They’ re actudly security-breaking probes, which makesthem ... well ... don’t ask mewhere| got
them, okay?’ He hiccupped and continued, “1 don’t expect that this system was designed with extensive
Security, so the penetrating Al modulesin here should be able to get in and set up the readout without too
much trouble. | hope so, anyway.”

Jedl cleared her throat. “We re going to hijack him right out of the system?’

Ar amiledin hispeculiar way. “We re saving hislife, yes? Anyway, hisexigencein the system will
continue, until they pull his plug— but we' [l have him, too, and we should be ableto load himinto a
nodule that you can connect with the rigger-net systems.”

Jael nodded hesitantly. She hadn’t expected quite such a clandestine operation.
“Areyou ready to giveit atry, then?’
Her breath eased out in asigh. They rose and walked to the rigger lounge.

Both Environment Alpha1/Oswere occupied. Jagl shot Ar an uneasy glance. He shrugged and gestured
to the nearby seats. They would haveto wait. Jadl tried to relax, staring dternately at the ceiling and at
her fingernails. Don't worry, she thought. Ed’ s till there; hel s safe. But she might aswell have been trying
to hold back an avalanche. What if they pull the rainforest again before| get in there? What if they
dready pulledit? What if they turn off the whole sysem? By thetime one of theriggersin the
Environment Alphaseats stirred and lilted the I/O helmet from her head, Jagl’ s nerves were awreck. She
tried not to Stare asthe other rigger rubbed her eyes and readjusted to the outer redlity. Findly, an
eternity later, the woman rose and vacated the sest.

Jael hurried to take her place. Ar caught her arm as she was about to set the helmet on her head. He held
out the open case containing the probe disks. Right. Don't forget your tools. She sat quietly while Ar
fitted one disk to each of her temples, then checked, as she lowered the helmet, to ensure that its probes
rested on the disks. She took adeep breeth, aware of the lingering smell of the woman who had just
worn the helmet. Shefelt like acrimind. Remember, she thought, you'retrying to save hislife.

“Goon,” Ar murmured in her ear.
She squeezed the trigger.

Therainforest, blessedly, was till in the system. But Ed was nowhere to be found. The forest was damp
and misty, and strangely quiet. The light seemed odd, grey and flat somehow. Apparently it wasearly in
the morning in this place, thisworld.

She wondered if the Al thingsin the probes were dready in the system, recording. She didn’t want them
tofill up on thewrong things.Leave room for Ed, shethought hopefully.If I can find him.

**Scanning and recor ding ambient data. Please state when primary data matrix has
appeared.**



Theinstructions appeared in her mind, rather like avoice in the net. Good, she could dedl with that.It has
not yet appeared. Searching for it now, she answered.

Did Ed have some way of knowing when she had entered his world? she wondered. She could only
hope s0. She walked toward a break in the underbrush. It seemed to be the beginning of a path. There
was a patch of dense mist hugging the ground in the break, but she didn’t think much of it as she stepped
through — until something grabbed at her ankle, and a spike of pain shot up her leg.” Owl” shecried,
jumping back, rubbing her ankle. She glared down at the little bank of fog and kicked at it.

A smdll bush ran out of the fog, screeching nagtily. It swiped at her leg again with athorny branch, but
shejumped clear and watched warily asit retreated across the open ground. Before it had gonefar, it
plopped down with an indignantwhuff. “Fine. Now stay out of my way,” Jael snapped. The plant gave
no response, but amoment later, began issuing fog from itsthorns. Within seconds, it was completely
hidden by anew bank of vapor.

Jeel curled her lip at it. Suddenly it occurred to her that the thing was probably being recorded. Gret,
shethought. All I need is something like that popping out in the net.If you can under stand me, she
thought to the system probes,don’t keep that plant!

**Deleted.**

Relieved, she stepped onto the path from which the plant had emerged. More wisps of mist rose from the
branches, curling about her face. Fearful of meeting more hostile life, she moved with extra care. What
was going on here? she wondered. Why wasit so foggy, anyway? She waked for sometime,
encountering only mist-shrouded trees and occasiond scuttling creatures— heard, but not seen. “ Ed?’
she sang softly. “Areyou here?’ Asthe minutes passed, she began to worry that something might have
happened to him. Wasit possible that a part of the environment had been removed, and Ed with it? She
searched the mist with growing anxiety.

A branch brushed her neck, startling her, and something red fluttered with ashriek in her face.” Gah!”
shecried, jJumping, asit flew up out of Sight.

“Yawk!” cried thered thing, fluttering down again.
“Ed!” she shouted, hope and fear pounding in her heart.

A patch of mist cleared. Ed was flapping hiswings on aperch lessthan an arm’ slength in front of her
face. The path, hidden by the fog, had taken a sharp left turn. She had nearly walked into athicket of
branches. “Jayl!” Ed squawked, hopping up and down on one of the branches.

“Ed — thank God! | was beginning to think you were gone.”
“Nope. Ed here. Right here.” Hiswings folded closed.
“Didn’'t you hear me cdling?’

“Yawp! Woke Ed. Early — it' searly!”

“Early! Isthat where you were— adeep?’ The parrot nodded and let hiseydidsfal shut for amoment;
then they sprang open again. She laughed. “Wdll, good. Don’'t move. Don't go anywhere. There's
something we have to do.” Ed cocked his head and a once began to pace nervoudy side to side on the
branch. “I meanit,” shesad. “Don’'t moveat dl.”

“Urkk.” The parrot became still. He blinked once.



“Great. Stay right there.” Thisisit. Thisis Ed, she thought to the system probe.Primary data matrix.
Can you find all of him, or do we have to do anything?

**Probing now. Recording. Please do nothing.**

She nodded again, dmost imperceptibly. “Ed, this hasto do with your coming with mewhen | leave. Do
you gtill want to come?’

“Awwrrrk. Yes Yed!”
“Good. Then please say very ill. Don't talk.”

The parrot obeyed so completely that he looked dead. His eyes grew wide and dark, and remained
unblinking. He appeared to have fallen into atrance. Jael waited. She wasn't sure what she expected,
perhaps that he would smply sit there while his memory was drained, or copied. But she wasn't
prepared for what happened next.

Ed' seyes seemed to grow larger. Hisdark pupils gppeared to expand in his head, at first looking alittle
odd, then grotesque, asthey grew out of proportion to the rest of him. Soon his pupils threatened to
swalow hisentire head in darkness. The final expansion happened very quickly, agreat circle of
blackness ballooning out to absorb not just Ed, but the entire forest. Jael was uncertain whether the
darkness had actualy expanded, or her own viewpoint had zoomed into the pupil of Ed’s eye.

In the darkness, she began to glimpse images of abrightly colored, fluttering parrot winging through a
forest; of the same bird, smaller, pecking itsway out of ashell; of it eating seeds and berriesin the wild,
and flocking with others of itskind. And more confusingly and fuzzily, images of being enveloped in anet,
and captured; of being confined and wired at the head; of being drained off, poured off, and let loosein
another and atogether different place, which at first seemed to havelittle redlity or substance. But
eventualy that world became clearer and more solid, until it resembled the origind. It wasaworld of
curiousinhabitants, where peopl e appeared and disappeared, where the bird could spegk articulately,
whereit could learn, where it could converse and get to know these people called riggers. A world
where, in time, it met someone named Ar and someone named Jayl.

The images became a blur, past and present merging. Eventudly Jagl could see nothing but agrey fog.
Then thefog cleared, and she was staring at Ed, seated on his branch. The bird cocked his head, one
way and then another, looking puzzled. “R-r-r-k-k-k,” Ed sputtered.

“You okay?’ Jael asked.
“Ukk.” Ed stretched hiswings. “What — awwk — happened?’
“I’'mnot sure,” Jael admitted.Did you get him? Were those his memories?

**Ed’sprimary memories and physical characteristics have been merged into our system. We
require additional timeto collect further ambient environmental data, plusredefining
adjustmentson Ed.**

Jeel looked around cautioudy.What do you want me to do!
Shefelt an odd whirring sensation that seemed to surround her hearing and vision, before she heard:

**| nsufficient capacity for all aspects of the environment. Explore elementsof this
environment that you would most likerecorded, taking Ed with you, if possible, for contextual
fit.x*



Jeel blinked, absorbing the instruction. She looked a Ed. “Well, Ed ... what happened, | think, isthat
you're now living two lives. One of themisin my head.”

“Hawwwww-k-k-k?’ He peered at her.

“Yes Wdll, it salittle hard to explain, redly. But apart of youislivingwith menow ... and it will go with
mewhen | leave. Along with amemory of thisplace.” She gulped, wondering if Ed could possibly
understand what she was saying.

Ed hopped closer. “I come with you? K-k-k-k?’

“Inamanner of speaking, yes. You' ve been split. You'll be here. But you'll also bewith me.”

“ Rawwwkk! Not want stay! Want go! Want go! Not split!” Ed fluttered hiswingsin distress.
“But, Ed—"

“No no no nono!” Ed hopped furioudy, tossing his head. “Want go with you! Only!” He cawed
raucoudy, then peered into her eyes. “ Jayl take? Not leave here? Pleez, Jayl?Pleeez?”

Jael’ s breath came with great difficulty. She should have thought of thisbefore. Ed wasn't going to be
happy just being told that a part of him waswith Jael. But she hadn’t planned on actualy removing him
from the system. She didn’t even know if it was possible. Isit? she asked the probe.Can you take him,
and not leave a copy behind!

**Do you wish total transfer and removal 7**
She hesitated. Yes, | think so, shethought nervoudly.
**Wait.**

She waited. Ed looked at her nervously. He seemed to loom closer. His eyes expanded again, his dark
pupil swallowing the entire vision. And then it turned transparent, and the forest was visble again. But Ed
wasn't. The branch upon which he had been perched was empty now. There was no evidence that Ed
had even existed. “Ed?’ she asked cautioudy.

“Y-k-k-k,” she heard. But the sound was from inside her mind. Looking around, she still saw no sign of
the bird.

“Ed, where areyou?’
“Gokk. Don't know. Here with you. Somewhere. Think. Awwrk.”

Jael nodded to herself. She had done it now. There was no turning back. She took a deep breath and
began waking dong the path again. Probe, no more removal. Copy only. “Okay, Ed— | want you to
watch what’ s hgppening if you can. Tel meif you see anything you want to take along with you. Thiswill
be your last chance.”

Feding more like athief than aliberator, she moved through the forest, noting the most beautiful e ements
and tucking theimages slently into her invisble pack.

Twenty



Return to Space

It took less than three hours from the time Ar received acall, for them to meet and reach agreement with
the master of the two-rigger ship. The ship was corporately owned, fully registered, and under the
command of one MaridllaFlaire, an affable bus nesswvoman whose homeport was the same asthe ship's
next destination, aworld named VeaOasis. Flaire was atal woman with rosy skin and silver-streaked
reddish hair drawn back into atight coif. She spoke with Ar and Jadl for amaost two hours, showing them
the pertinent logs and reviewing their rigging performance records. Flaire seemed favorably impressed.
Jeel felt apassing urge to ask why she was even being considered for the job — she had, after dl, killed
her last captain — but Flaire addressed the question without being asked. Looking straight at Jael, she
sad, “You come wel recommended by the police investigation team. They said that you know how to
take care of yoursdlf, and your psych-profileisgood. | guess you had atough flight last time.”

Jael opened her mouth and closed it, staring at the woman. She seemed to be waiting for areaction. Jael
didn’t know what to say, so she just swallowed and nodded. Flaire' s eyebrows went up afraction of an
inch. “Isit safeto say that if | don’t give you ahard time, you won't give me ahard time? Can we work
together?”’

For amoment, Jadl felt her voice frozen in her throat. The last time she' d trusted aship’scaptain ...

But thisisn't Mogurn. Ar trusts her, and Ar can read emotions better than | can. Something loosened in
her voice then, and she heard herself saying, “Yes, ma am. I'd like that alot — to be able to work
together. To cooperate.” Thewords, in her mouth, sounded empty; but in truth, she meant them.

Flaire cracked a smile and turned her attention back to the records, nodding in apparent satisfaction. Jael
remained slent after that, her heart thumping.

A short timelater, Haire granted them their commission, and they shook hands al around. They would
belifting off the next morning.

StarshipSeneca was atdl, shiny craft, no larger then Jagl’ slast ship, but with astedly, needldike
appearance that contrasted withCassandra’s teardrop shape. Jael hoped, gazing up at it, that it would
contrast in other ways, aswell.

“It lookswell kept,” Ar remarked, standing with her on the ramp. “ The maintenance log was quite
complete”

Jael nodded. Her thoughts were scattered. She was thinking about the world they were setting sail for,
and wondering how they would fare on it; she was thinking about rigging with Ar, and wondering what it
would be like to have a partner in the net, after flying aone with Mogurn; she was thinking about Dap,
whose gold chain she dtill carried. She was thinking about a bird whose persondity and memories she
caried intiny datagrainsin her pocket; and she was thinking about Highwing. “ Shall we board?’ she
murmured.

Ar hefted his bag, and together they strode up the ramp. A lift took them to the entry point, high on the
ship’sgleaming slver flank. Stepping aboard, they found the flight deck, bridge, and living quarters. The
accommodetions were arrayed along the ship’slong axis, flanking a.central halway, with the bridge at
one end and the commons at the other. They went to the bridge first, to acquaint themselves with the
layout.

They were not long on board before Maridlla Haire arrived to join them. Sheinvited them to take their
pick of the empty cabins, of which there were several, and disappeared after saying that she was ready



for departure whenever they were.

It took them very littletimeto settlein, and by the time Flaire regppeared, they were completing the final
checkout on the bridge. Jael was in the number two rigger-station, testing the Burnhardt neura network,
while Ar monitored the systems from the external contral. “ Does the ship meet with your approva,
riggers?’ Haire asked, standing at the rear of the bridge.

“Everything seemsin order, Captain,” answered Ar. “ Jadl, are we ready?’

Jael washdf inand hdf out of the net. “Anytime,” she answered, her voice coming out in adreamy
drawl. She withdrew from the net and lifted her head to peer at Flaire. “Do you have any specid ...
requests ... about the route?’” she asked, remembering Mogurn and the mountains.

Flareraised her eyebrows. “ Just get me there safely. Do you have dl the information you need?’

Ar responded from the forward end of the bridge. “We have everything provided by the library, Ma am.
And | mysdelf have passed aong this stretch more than once. | anticipate no problems.”

Flaire nodded. “Make ready for the tow, then.” She stepped to the com and called the spaceport
dispatcher.

Hourslater, when the tow released them to the darkness of space, Jadl and Ar were waiting, poised to
take the ship down into the currents of the Flux, visible from within the net as a soft layer of clouds
beneath them. They grinned at each other across the winking traceries of the net, and when Flaire gave
the okay, they reached out together and seized the cottony stuff of the Flux and drew the ship down into
it.

The wispy clouds caressed them as the ship sank, and then the Flux turned clear asaglassy sea. Jadl and
Ar became swimmers, stroking side by side through the water, dipping their amsin rhythm. After atime
Ar dropped back alittle, bringing up the rear with a smooth backstroke, while Jael took the lead. They
had to cross afew shifting currents before they found one coursing in the desired direction, but from that
point on, they made smooth and steady headway toward the distant shore of VelaOasis.

Time passed quickly in the net, as did the leagues, miles, and kilometers of the Hlux — &l of those units
of measure being equdly irrelevant to the light-years of normal-space. They made good progressin their
first hours, and in the sessons that followed, and they found that they wereindeed well suited to working
together. Ar had a deft touch in the net, and agood sense of stability, while Jadl excelled in glimpsing
changesin the stream and crafting new imagesto hel p them move smoothly through the changes. Jael
adjusted quickly to sharing the net. If she occasionally missed her solitude, she felt more than
compensated by the joys of mutual aid and chalenge, of trading and sharing images with another.

The sea became adancing stream, and they, fish darting in it. Later, the stream of water became ajet of
golden ail coursing through a clear-walled pipdine, and they, apair of bubblesjoined at thewaist to a
larger billowing bubble sailing down the stream of oil. Take care that we don’t burst! Ar laughed, as
they quivered and stretched in the stream. And she answered, poking and testing at the limits of her
bubble, If we do, we'll just make ourselves over! There was no real danger aslong asthe flow
remained stable; the only thing they really had to watch for was adivergence or turbulence in the stream,
which could indicate dangerous conditions developing aong their course. So far, the way was smooth.

Out of the net, in the ship’s commons, they talked of the route ahead and of the future. Jael felt acurious
contentment in working with Ar, akind of happiness she'd not felt in along time. She was amazed to
discover that they were growing steadily closer in friendship, and she wondered, had her life before this
been so londly that it could shock her to sense atrue friendship developing? Did she dare trust what was



happening? It was a disorienting prospect, growing close to this Clendornan; yet it was easer in away
than it might have been if he' d been human, and therefore more threatening.

Stll, for dl that they were comfortable together, she felt an avkwardnessin discussing certain subjects
with him ... such as Highwing. She suspected that Ar smply did not like the thought of dragons. Severd
times he skillfully deflected their conversation away from the subject, or smply drifted off into areverie,
humming Clendornan chants. It was clear that he did not believe in the redlity of her experience, though
he soberly respected the effect that herperceived experience could have on her life. Eventudly she gave
up trying, and asthe trip went on, her memory of the dragon realm blurred alittle more around the edges,
seeming ever lessred, evento her. Alonein her cabin, she thought often of Highwing, but her memories
had an increasingly dreamlike quality.

Oneworry shedidn’t have, and for which she was grateful, was whether her friendship with Ar would
turn into something sexud, red or potentia. While there was, physically speaking, nothing to prevent
intimacy between a human woman and a Clendornan male, the urges didn’t seem to arise, at least not as
they did between the human sexes. Perhaps the reasons were biochemical, perhaps something else. It
was aconcern that shewas frankly relieved to be free of; shewas far from ready for that sort of thing,
even with ahuman male, had there been a suitable candidate around. She was content to spend long
hours close to Ar, knowing that the bond growing between them was of the mind and the spirit, rather
than of the bodly.

It wasn't until they werewell into the flight that she serioudy entertained the idea of releasing Ed from his
cybernetic containment. Since she was alittle uncertain how Ed would work out in the net, she’ d held off
until she and Ar had worked out their own rhythm of flying together, smoothing out minor differencesin
style, and until they had earned Flaire' s confidence in their rigging. But by the fourth shipday of the
journey, shefdt ready totry.

It's okay with me, Ar said.But will he know what to make of this landscape? They had taken the
form of great-winged birds, soaring over a softly rolling plain marked with patches of scrub.

Why don’t you change it to something he might like, while | step outside and hook himin.

Ar agreed, and sheleft him flying while she withdrew from the net. She paused amoment, relaxing with
deep breething. They were dready accustomed to working in overlgpping shifts— sometimesrigging
together, sometimes not — so there was no need to hurry. Once shefelt back in her own body, she
climbed out of the rigger-station and went to her cabin. She retrieved the data interface device containing
Ed and brought it back to the bridge. Reclining on her couch, she peered overhead for an input socket to
the rigger-net computer. After examining the clear plastic connector on her storage device, she plugged it
in, then tested the connection. But she hesitated before returning to the net. She was eager to see Ed,
yes... but alittle nervous, aswell. What if something had gone wrong in the capture process? Or what if
it went wrong here? She wondered if she could accidentaly terminate Ed by hooking him up incorrectly.

Quit worrying, she thought. The ship could spring aleak, too, but you' re not worried about that, are you?

She closed her eyes and sank back into an awareness of the Flux. The landscape was changed,
gartlingly so. The scrub and the plains were gone. The currents of the Flux were flowing by in greet literd
streams, colored in gorgeous sunset hues of oranges and reds and golds. The ship itself wasasmall oasis
floating in asea of color: atree anchored on an uprooted, flat-topped clump of earth, just large enough
for theriggersto wak around on. Tree and ground, the entire oasis was gliding mgesticaly through
gpace. Ar was Sitting cross-legged under the tree, seemingly lost in meditation. Both hands were pressed
to the ridges high on the sdes of his head; hisluminous eyes were fixed straight ahead. He was humming
soft, strange syllables, through pursed lips. He was humming severd pitches smultaneoudy, with aresult



that could not be called harmonic.
Joel stepped carefully around the tree.Let me know when | can talk, she said softly.

Ar nodded amost imperceptibly; he was steering the ship from within his meditation. Jael sat besde him
and enjoyed the view. After atime, the humming stopped, and she sensed him emerging from his solitude.
He turned his head and smiled in crinkling fashion.We' re stabilized. Do you have him ready?

| think so.Jadl gestured at their surroundings.What' s all this?

Do you likeit? | thought we'd give him atree, for starters, and keep everything else spare. We'll
fill in as we need to.

Jael nodded. Shall we let him out now? Shetried to keep the worry out of her voice and failed.
Ar tipped his head dightly.Are you having second thoughts?

Just afraid it won't work, that’s all.

The Clendornan’ s eyes widened, luminous and expectant. He nodded dowly.

Jael worried her lipstogether.Well, here goes then. She closed her eyes and reached back into the
system, nudging the controls with her thoughts. Opening her eyes, she extended ahand and gestured
upward into the tree.

There was a shimmer in the lowest branch, and aflicker of emerald green, then asquawk — but no
parrot.Ed? shecadled.

Yawk! said the branch.
| can’t see you. Do you see us?

The branch rustled, and the parrot’ s head appeared, disembodied.Jayl? Jayl! Bramwmwww/! it shrieked,
turning to and fro, trying to locate her. Jagl Sarted to call out again, when the parrot-head findly tilted
down and spied her.Yawk! Jayl! The head hopped forward, and asit did o, the rest of the body
emerged, apparently from thin air. Ed stretched hiswings and tail-feathers wide. Trilling in wonder, he
peered around.DID IT! Yawk! You did it! Did you do it?

Jeel grinned up a him.Looks like | did, Ed. | wasn’'t sure until now. She beamed at Ar.Thanks, Ar.
Yow! Where — b-b-rawk —where are we?
How do | explain that to a parrot? she wondered.

Shedidn't haveto. Ar replied,We' re about halfway between wher e we wer e when we met you, and
where we' re going to be. When that dicited only apuzzled craning of the neck from the bird, he added,
You're arigger now, Ed. We're between the stars, but what you' re seeing is something that only
weriggers see.

Ed made a creaking noise degp in histhroat and hopped down from the branch with aflutter of scarlet on
green. He paced up and down the strip of ground between Jael and Ar, and looked from one to the
other.Rigger? he crowed.Rigger ?

That’sright, Ed. Be prepared to see a lot of things you would never have imagined, Ar said.



Rigger! Braaw-w-k! No kidding!
No kidding,said Jedl.

The parrot cocked his head and peered up at her with aglistening dark eye. He made a swallowing
movement, seemingly speechless. He peered a Ar. He hopped forward to the edge of the flying wafer of
earth they were riding on, and peered over the edge, at the streaming currents of space. With ashiver, he
stepped back. He flapped his wings and hopped up onto Jadl’ s knee.Long way down, he said, clacking
his beak.

Long way, Jael agreed.

Ar, crinkling asmile, extended a hand toward their direction of flight. He closed hiseyesand did
something. The earth, the tree, and the riggers came gently to anew heading and picked up speed.

Twenty-one

Parrot Rigger

MaridlaHaire joined them in the commons that evening. They had seen little of her sincethe trip had
begun; she seemed to have had her own work to do, which kept her in her cabin much of the time. But
now she wanted to know how her riggers were faring in the journey.

Ar and Jadl glanced at each other over their dinner plates. Jael wondered, should shetell the captain that
they had loosed a parrot in the rigger-net? There was nothing unusua about riggers bringing helpful
data-additionsinto the net, but most riggersdidn’t bring inlive additions. Flaire seemed to sensetheir
unspoken communication. “Y ou both ook pretty happy with yourselves,” she observed. “Does that
mean it'sgoingwell?’

Ar and Jael nodded together. “Progressisfine. We'reright on schedule,” Ar said, sparing Jadl the need
to decide how to answer.

“That' s encouraging. So you haven't had any problems? Y ou will let me know if you do?’ Flaire looked
from oneto the other, with abemused smile. “Isit my imagination, or are you both being awfully quiet?”

Jael dtirred sdf-conscioudy. It was agood-humored query, and yet she found the unwel come memory of
Mogurn and his suspicions crowding into her thoughts. For an instant, her head wasfilled with her past
warring with her present. Ar, however, was aready answering Haire squestion. “| think we' re both
remembering some of theimagery from the net,” he said. “ Sometimesit stayswith us afterwards.
Ordinarily we don't discussit on the outside. But we can, if you wish—"

Haireraised ahand to stop him. “Not necessary. | don’t believe in interfering with the work of my crew,
beyond expecting an honest accounting of progress, or of problems; if you're having any.” Her gaze
shifted to Jael. “ And you're not having any. Isthat correct?’

Jael nodded emphaticaly, forcing asmile onto her face. “Yes,” she said, clearing her throat. “We' re
working together quite well. And the route so far has been smoother than we could have hoped for.”

“Good. ThenI’ll leaveyou toit.” Flaire rose from the table, disposed of her own dishes and, wishing
them agood evening, retired to her cabin.

Jadl sighed, glancing a Ar. He grinned, in his crinkle-faced way, and after atime, she felt her tenson melt



away like snow on asunny day.

The next morning, back in the net, they woke Ed from the storage device to join them in flight. Jeel
ingtructed him to stay clear of their manipulations of the Flux, but the warning seemed unnecessary. Ed
appeared content to perch and watch, perhaps rustling around from time to time, but generally staying out
of theway.

At least, that was how the day started.

Thefirg difficulty came when Jad tried to bring apiece of Ed’ srainforest into the net. They were only a
few shipdays shy of VelaOas's, and their path was laid out before them in aglorious spangle of celestia
highways and gd actic whirlpools, aromantic’ s vison of the universe, agrand vista of exploding light that
took Jeel’ s breath away. They moved through the vison in astately waltz, their ship asmal gardenina
bubble gliding upward along aluminous milky path. Their movement, and the image of the garden,
seemed stable enough to risk letting afew eements of Ed’ s origind environment into the net.

Tryjust alittle at a time, and we' Il smooth out the wrinkles while we fly, Ar suggested, taking up a
positionin front.

Rrrick-k-k! Yes!

Jael quickly discovered, however, that there was no smple way to introduce the rainforest gradually. Ed
himself was aspecid case; he had been partitioned by the storage device asthe “primary matrix.” But
bringing in something like asingle tree was not so Smple. The ambient environment was stored
ingenioudy and compactly, but not conveniently for limited retrieva. As she probed the storage medium,
shefdt likeachild groping blindly in amagician’ s bag, wondering what her fingers were touching. After a
minute, she decided she might aswell create theimage and put it to use. A black satin bag materidizedin
front of her.

Yawk! Good, good, Ed chortled, hopping down to alow, surredlistic-looking bush so that he could peer
at whatever was coming out.

Say back, now,Jagl warned. She glanced around. Ar was seated on alarge rock, steering their course
by shirting his body weight from sideto sde. He was humming, as usud, araspy, vagudly dissonant tune.
A flurry of sparkling things flew by, carried on the gentle breeze made by their headway. The objects
were probably Flux analogs of accreting heavenly bodiesin formation — planets or asteroids, perhaps.
Seneca was bypassing aregion of space that was heavy with star and planetary formation. Flux
abscess — adangerous digtortion of the continuum — could occasiondly be aconcern in such regions,
but al the indications |ooked safe. Okay? she called.

Yes, we're in the clear, Ar said, barely interrupting his humming. See that cluster up ahead? He pointed
to adistant patch of light at the end of along, twisty pathway. That’s Vela Oasis. We're already homing
in.

Jael nodded. She reached into the magician’s bag. Ed clucked and craned his neck, bobbing his head
like apigeon, trying to see.Here goes , she murmured, feding something on her fingertips. She drew it
forth; with aglint of light, something unfolded into three-dimens ondity — then seemed to vanish. An
instant later, there was a grest fluttering around her head, and she ducked down, artled. The air
overhead wasfilled with leaves, al suspended in midair, and clustered in the shape of atree.Good grief,
she muttered, as Ed squawked in ddlight and puzzlement. Where was the rest of the tree— the branches
and trunk? She probed in the big again. Something large and cold unfolded into the net.

Hrrawwk! Ed cried.



Jael scowled. 1t was adamp stone face, with four sticky lizard' sfeet, without the lizard, walking up its
sde. Thiswas not helping. She felt abreeze on her face and glanced up just in time to see the suspended
leaves blow away on thewind.

Tree gone, Ed announced.

So | noticed, she sighed. Now what? She reached into the bag once more and drew out along tree
branch. Therewasasmall cluster of leavesat itstip, and apair of bright red lionflies stretching their

wings
Ed legped from his perch and dived toward the insects. Hawwwwwik! Eat!

Ed, wait! Her cry cametoo late. The parrot shot past the lionflies asthey fluttered up into the air, over
her head.Ed! The parrot banked and circled, pursuing the two bright morsdls. They dodged nimbly
through the air, fleeing higher and higher, and Ed pursued energeticdly, seemingly undaunted by the
panoply of gaaxiesreigning overhead.

Jael watched anxioudy. How far could they range out of the center of the net without upsetting Ar's
gableflight?Ed, come back! she pleaded.

Ar stopped humming and turned his head.|s anything wrong? We' re coming up on a divide, and we'll
need to keep it steady.

Uh-oh, Jadl breathed. Ed was now almost to the edge of the bubble that surrounded them in their idyllic
garden. If hewent much higher ...

She felt ashudder asthe parrot rebounded, squawking, from the bubble’ s edge. That answered one
guestion; hewas as“red” in this net astheriggers, and despite his small size, he could rock the net with
aurprisng leverage.Ed, get back down here! she shouted. But the parrot was too preoccupied to pay
attention.

Jael, | need help, Ar murmured, hisvoice hardening with greater urgency.We' ve got to get past this
divide, and we're veering.

Jael felt amoment of faintness. Veering off course, because of Ed?Is it that bad? He didn’t hit us that
hard, did he? She reached out to assst Ar, but not before another jolt rocked the net. They were losing
their fine control. Terrific, she thought — and we told Mariellawe were doing so well. Foolishly, for an
instant, she dlowed her thoughts to dwell, not on how to deal with the problem but on having to report it
to her cagptain. The memory of Mogurn rosein her thoughts, looking angry and spiteful. Damn you — get
out! she thought. Y ou are no longer my captain! MariellaFaireis my captain now!

Shereached out, fusng her strengthwith Ar's.

Ar was busy trying to untangle the forcesin the splitting stream of milky light. They were on thewrong
sde, in the left-hand stream; the one to the right was already curving away, and diverging fast. If we can
just dip across—

Ar’'swords were interrupted by a metamorphosisin the starscape in front of them, an enormousface
materiaizing in the sky, looking sdeways but turning to face them asit became three-dimensond and
solid. It wasthe face of Mogurn, raging. His eyes were mad with hatred. My God — Jagl whispered.
Shetried to choke off her own breath, but it was out aready — her terror was out in the net. Could
Mogurn have survived somehow and returned to seek his revenge?

No, surdly it'simpossible ...



Mogurn loomed closer. The ship, the garden, the bubble began to turn and list. Jael knew that her fear
was the worst thing to allow in the net right now, but she couldn’t stop her terror as Mogurn leered and
drew close enough toreach ...

Jael, get rid of that —!
Ar’'scall was drowned out by Ed’ s Y-y-aaaarrr-w-w-k-k!

The parrot came plummeting down, landing on Jadl’ s shoulder with amad flutter of wings. Hisclaws
gripped her likeiron, but hiswings flapped in panic.Arr-arr-arr-arr-arrkkk!

Ed, stop it! she hissed. But she knew the reason for histerror. It was her own, radiating, distorting the
energy baance of thenet.Ed, it'sjust ... it can’t be ... But sheredly wasn't sure anymore. Could he
have survived, somehow, with his hatred and hislust for domination? Who knew what was possiblein
the Hux?

Jadl, it’s not real! Ar shouted, as he struggled to keep the ship under control. Angry tremors were
shaking the net; the heavens were swvarming threateningly around them. They were beginning to spin.

Not real, Jael forced hersdlf to think. Not real. She drew in agreat breath and rose up suddenly to
confront the face of Mogurn. Her breath escaped in an angry exhalation, and the face dowly became ...
trangparent ... then vanished. The tremors began to die away at once.He' sgone , she reported,
ashamed of having endangered the ship by alowing a cardless memory-image into the net. Mogurn was
not here threatening vengeance, and never had been.

She closed her eyes and whispered, Ed — shhhhh. It s all right, calm down. Shewastalking to herself
asmuch asto the parrot, but she felt his nails easing their grip on her shoulder.

Rarrk, Ed murmured, kneading her shoulder gently.What ... Jayl ... what happened?

She gasped as her heartbest finaly dowed. It was something ... that once terrified me. | don’t know
if I can explain it. But there' s no need to be afraid now. Ar ... I’'mreally sorry. Unhappily, she
squinted to focus on the stars.How do we stand?

Regaining control, Ar replied. The rotation of the Sky was stopping as he stabilized the net.l’ m afraid
that we are now off course. And I’m not, immediately, quite sure how to get us back on.

Thewind blowing through the garden seemed cooler and damper now. Jadl shivered, looking off and
down to starboard. The current that they had lost was il visible as a streamer curving off into the
distance.It’s a bad break, Ar said.If it hadn’t all come just as we were hitting that divergence, we
could have taken it in stride. He was clearly unhappy, but wasn't laying blame. He didn’t have to.

Ed twisted his neck, looking anxioudy from oneto the other.We do wrong? he croaked in athin,
frightened rasp.Ed do wrong?

Joel closed her eyes.No, Ed. | mean ... that is, we both did something wrong. It s not your fault.
But ... in the future ... we can’t have you flying around wildly like you were a minute ago. That
makes it harder for usto keep control.

Ruk-k-k. Didn’t mean to, the parrot said mournfully.

| know. You didn’t. She glanced at Ar, who was righting them on the stream and examining various
aternativesfor getting them back over to the correct current.It was more my doing. My car el essness.
When | got scared by that face, you did, too.



K-k-k-scared. Not now.

Jael nodded, dismissing the subject. She needed to help Ar with the navigation. Without speaking, she
gazed out into the spangled light againgt the dark, trying to spy out aroute that might take them toward
the hazy patch that wastheir destination. It was visibly receding from them now, or seemed to be. There
must be some way to get back over there.

Ar crooned agtuttering tune to himsdf.We might have to take a long way around.

While Jael wasthinking about that, a shudder passed through the net and something flashed over their
heads like a meteor. She ducked ingtinctively. It was agood reminder: they were passing close to some
disturbances in the nearby layers of normal-space. There was no cause for panic, but one thing was
certain: they should try to move clear, to avoid the risk of more serioustrouble. Ar, maybe we' d better
change this for a fresh perspective.

Ar’sluminous eyeslooked to her, awaiting suggestions.

Her mind went blank for amoment, then she drew a deep breath and took control of the net from him.
The night sky full of wonders disappeared, and atremendous crystd of frozen water appeared inits
place. They were surrounded by clear ice, stretching to infinity. It was shot through with hairline cracks,
white and slver traceries that meandered through the icy realm, betraying flaws and boundary layers and
points of stress. They were moving through one such flaw in theice, like amicroscopic creature floating
through afine seve-work of melted icein the heart of aglacier. Off to their left, acluster of dirty spotsin
theice betrayed the locations of nearby gravitationa disturbances. Tiny cracks emanating from that
region crossed their own pathway, especialy ahead, where the cracks became dangeroudy dense. They
could steer clear of the hazard by sinking deeper. As one, they stretched out the net and angled the ship
gently downward.

Joel peered off to the starboard, toward their original route. If only they could move backward, against
the current, torgoinit ... but that wasimpossible. Farther ahead, the correct path branched with fine
tracerieslike the fernlike shape of ice crystals forming out of liquid water. It seemed so close to them,
and yet so far out of reach. She couldn’'t quite tell whereit led, or visudize their ultimate destination
through theice Ar, can you see anything?

The Clendornan was shaking his head, as another voice broke in: Excuse me for interrupting. May |
speak without disturbing you?

Ms. Flaire?Ar asked.
Yes. | felt dizzy, several times—and thought | felt the ship shaking. Isthere any trouble?

Ar’sluminous eyes met Jael’ s, before he answered, We had some difficulty, yes. But we are out of
immediate danger.

The answering voice carried adistinct note of worry.Out of immediate danger? Does that mean there
isstill a problem?

Jadl fet aflash of annoyance, and an unreasoning urgeto tell Haire that they could straighten it out faster
without her interference. Didn’t she know that they were the riggers— not her? Jadl struggled to control
the thought; she knew it to beirrationd, an echo of Mogurn.

Yes, Ar said, seeing that Jael was keeping her slence. There is a problem, still. But not a serious one,
we hope. We are having to choose a somewhat different course. We experienced turbulence and



momentary loss of control. But we' ve stabilized the situation.
Rawk, Ed interjected. Right.
What was that?

Ar met Jadl’ sglance of darm and said, That was Ed. He' s an enhancement we' re using. We'll ... be
ableto tell you more, a little later.

There was a pause, before Flaire answered, Very well. You are theriggers, and I'll leave you to your
work. Enhancements and all. But please remember —I’ll want a full accounting.

Of course,Ar replied.But just now we need to focus on correcting our course.

With what seemed to Jadl a grudging acknowledgment, FHaire terminated contact with the net. Jadl
looked at Ar and said, What do we do now? Then she thought bitterly, Why are you asking him? Aren't
you arigger, too?

Ar’sclear eyes seemed to track over her face, evaduating what he saw there.Jael, you can't rig
properly if you're feeling angry. Or guilty.

Damn it — | know that! she snapped, her frugtration finally erupting into the net.1 can’'t help it. That's
just the way Mogurn was, watching over every little move | made. Shefdt hersdf flushing; shewas
being unreasonable, and knew it. But she couldn’t help resenting Flaire' sintrusion.

Ar hummed dissonantly for amoment. He reached out along-fingered hand and tickled Ed’ sneck. The
parrot stirred, opening one eye at the Clendornan. If you' re feeling guilty because of letting Ed in,
don't.

Arkk. Right.
Jael fumed. That’ s not it! But wasn't it? she thought. If not, why was she reacting so strongly?

Jael, she was within her rightsto inquire. | thought she was actually quite restrained about it,
considering that she felt the whole ship shaking.

Taking abreath, Jad! tried to voice her agreement, and couldn’t. Once more she found Mogurn returning
to her thoughts, she forced the memory away with an extreme effort of will.

Ar touched her arm with hislong, delicate fingers.Jael, do you trust me?
She was dtartled. Yes. Of course | do.

Then trust me now. Hisluminous purple eyesfocused on hers.| am no expert in Human relations, but
onething | am sure of. You have to decide whether to trust people and work with them, or not.
And if disturbing memories linger from someone you' ve trusted mistakenly, then you just have to
let go of them.

She closed her eyes.| can’t just make my feelings go away.

No. Perhaps you cannot erase them, but you can learn to manage them. You can decide not to let
them interfere with your work, or with the way that you react to people who are innocent.

She gazed a him for what seemed avery long time. It was probably only afew seconds. Then shefdt
something pushing at her hand. It was Ed, nuzzling her knuckles. She laughed, despite hersdlf, and



stroked his back. She felt her tenson dowly easing.Okay, she said, with asigh.l would have gotten
over it anyway, you know. But thanks, | guess . She looked beyond Ar, to the redlm of their flight.
Ice, ininfinite dimensions of distance.Now, hadn’t we better decide what we're going to do?

Ar nodded, turning. He gazed into the ice for some time without speaking. Jael tried to visudly trace out
the distant pathways, but it was difficult to determine where they ultimately led. Ed tiptoed around,

peering hopefully.
It appearsto me that there's a large body of water between us and where we want to go,Ar
reported. Jael saw what he was pointing at: an areaof blurriness, or refraction, which upon closer

scrutiny seemed to be an enormous pocket of water in the heart of theice. At least, it was aboundary
layer of some sort, and their destination was on the far sde of it.

Can we pass through it, do you think?

The question is whether we can get to it. Ar traced out the met-flaw they were moving in now, and
whileit seemed to meander in the generd direction of the water boundary, it wasimpossibleto tell
whether it actualy cameinto contact withiit.

Jael immersed her handsin the current of icy cold water. There' s only one way to tell, isn't there?
Ar agreed, and together they bent the ship’s course, seeking adownward flow into the fracture.

The curvature of the flaw was clearly visible now, and it was evident that it turned away from the water
boundary. They were so close to the boundary that the feeling of frustration was dmost papablein the
net. An gpparently impenetrable layer of ice separated them from the liquid sea that might otherwise carry
them toward VdaOasis. Vdaitsdf was visble as ashimmering mirage-like goa on the far sde of the

watery deep.
What if we change the image?Ar suggested.

The structure is there in the Flux, Jael said doubtfully.We can try, but | don’t know what good it can
really do. Still, they were now drifting past what seemed the closest approach they would maketo the
water layer. If there was anything they couldn’t see because of the peculiarities of theimage, now might
be the timeto try something new.

Yawk, yawk! Ed sputtered, hopping in front of her.Go now! Go now!
Jadl frowned a him.What are you talking about?
Now! Now! Let me! Cawww! Go for break! For broke!

Ed don’t —Jael began, then paused. The bird was redlly quite agitated. He was stalking to and fro,
peering down in the direction that they wanted to go.Do you see something we don’'t? Wasit possible
that the bird’ s eyes and ingtincts could show them away that they might miss themsdlves?

Ar rubbed the ridge on the sde of his head, looking thoughtfully at the bird. Ed? What do you mean?

The parrot beat his scarlet-feathered wings, launching himsalf up over their heads. Hewas abrilliant flash
of emerald and red, darting back and forth.Brawwwwk-k-k! Ed can get you there! Let Ed do it! Now!
Now!

Ar’sluminous eyes showed no more certainty than Jad fdt, but if therewasany way ...



Okay, Ed,she said nervoudy.| don’t know what you have in mind, but you can try it. But be careful!

YAVWWWWWWAK-K-K! The parrot flashed upward, spirding high abovethem.Yes, | do it, camehis
voice, thin with distance.

But what is he doing?Ar asked.

Jeel didn’t answer. She watched Ed reach the peak of his upward arc, watched him flip over into adive.
My God, she thought. The parrot was hurtling downward like arocket, toward them ... toward the
bottom of thenet ...

Toward the layer of ice.

Did Ed know what he was doing? He couldn’t possibly understand ... could the net withstand the stress
he was about to put on it?

She gtarted to scream to Ed, to tell him to pull out — then changed her mind and shouted to Ar to let go
of thetension, to alow as much dack in the net asthey possibly could. She felt the net loosen and dip —

SCREEE-AAIIIEEEE-E-E-E-E ...!

Ed flashed down past them, down. The net stretched. Jael had an afterimage in her mind of Ed’ s beak
outthrust like a battering ram. Ed and theice layer converged, and he hit theice with aconcussion likea
thunderclap — and the ice shattered, a heavy pane of crystal breaking into fragments that tumbled away
from the impact point. A hole appeared behind him as he dived deep into the water below.

Jael gazed down in astonishment and heard the parrot’ s voice distantly caling,Jayl ... Ar ... follow ...
follow.... The parrot turned, circling at the utter extremity of the net.

For the barest fraction of asecond, Jad and Ar exchanged glances of disbdlief; then, combining their
powers, they reshaped the net and pitched the ship downward on the path blazed by Ed. The Flux itself
had been dtered, as water from their channd flowed dowly into the opening Ed had created. The ship
moved duggishly, at the best speed they could coax from it.Hold on! she called to Ed.Don’'t tear the
net!

Hurry ... hurry ...camethe digtant reply.

|ce was dready beginning to form again, to close off the opening. They reached the hole just asiit
contracted to the ship’ssize, or perhapsalittle smaller.Gather it in! Ar shouted, drawing the net in close
onthe sides. It helped, but they were till too large; and they hit the opening with aCRUNNNCH , and a
grating sound, asthey dowed. Jadl kicked out to the Sde, hard, and something gave way — and they did
free

They were through, gliding downward into theicy clear waters.

Ed spiraed up, swimming gracefully. With ashriek, he popped up into the bubble and perched between
them, neck twisting thisway and that, as though he were trying to look everywhere a once. Yawk, yawk!
Wedid it? We did it?

Wedid it, Ed! Youdid it! Jael hooted.

The parrot clucked, clacking his beak.Good! Good! Yuck-yuck! Yup! And with agreat happy sigh, he
fel slent and watched as Jadl and Ar turned their full attention to rerigging the ship.



Sowly they oriented themselves and spied the distant hazy form of their destination. Now they had only
to locate the best current in these waters, but dready they were moving in the right direction. Behind
them, the realm of ice was receding into memory, and the way ahead appeared clear and true.

Twenty-two

Vela Oasis

“I'm happy to report that we should be arriving ahead of schedule,” Ar announced, as Ms. FHairejoined
them in the commons. Jael had aready eaten haf her dinner; she was starving, after what they had been
through today.

Hairelifted a decanter to pour hersdf aglass of wine. She paused in the middle of the motion. “Ahead of
schedule? | thought we werein trouble. Infact, since | spoke with you earlier, | thought | felt another —”

Ar’snod cut off her words. His voice rumbled deep in histhroat, and Jagl recognized atone of humor.
“What you fdt was us making a readjustment in the optionsthat were availableto us.” Flairefrownedin
puzzlement, and Ar explained, “We passed through a boundary layer — truthfully, with more success
than we expected — and we |ocated quite a strong and steady current toward Vela Oasis. Our
degtinationisnow wdl insght.”

Flaire' s eyebrows went up as she tipped the decanter and poured a small glass of ruby-colored wine.
“Just likethat?” With agesture, sheinquired if either of them would like aglass. Jadl blinked, and nodded

emphaticdly.

“Wadll, it wasn't quite that smple,” Ar conceded.

Flaire poured for Jadl. “1 imagine not. Are you certain you don't want any?’
“No, thank you. One of us needsto stay clear.”

Faire nodded and held her glassto the light, rotating it by its stem. “ So. Are you going to tell me about
Ed?’ Shesmiled wryly. “1 thought you might fill mein on the nature of the problem that you had?” Her
gaze shifted from oneto the other.

Ar glanced at Jael and said, atrifleless confidently, “Yes ... Ed. Wdl —"

Jadl cleared her throat. “Never mind, Ar. I'll explainit.” Shefelt her voice tighten, and she took asmall
sp of wine, determined to tell the story without regret or self-consciousness. Ed, after dl, had proved
himsdlf quite arigger inthe clutch. “Ed,” Jad sad findly, “isaparrot ...”

Ms. Haire' s eyebrows rose again, higher than before.

TheVeaOass sarport loomed before them like agreat golden-spired city on the horizon. Starship
Seneca was araft on afast-flowing river flanked by gently rolling green hills. They dl clung to the raft as
they were swept aong by the current, Ed perched firmly on Jagl’ s shoulder.

Thetrip was nearly over.

Only afew hourslater, they brought the ship spiraing out of the FHux, into the starry night. Hoating in
interplanetary space, they put in acall for atow. Then they had sometime to rest and plan what they
wanted to do after planetfal.



Ar wasin favor of getting back into space again as soon as possible. “ After having alook around Vea
QOasis, of course” he said, asthey relaxed in his cabin. He was fiddling with asmal music synth,
producing an gppalling series of arhythmic sounds, pulsing with strong, semiharmonic begts. Jael had
cometo redizethat Ar’sideas about music were considerably different from her own; it was something
shewas going to haveto learn to put up with. Obliviousto her occasiond winces, Ar continued, “Once
you're doing well, it' s best to keep working if you can, | think. At least until you' ve established agood
record.” He added sheepishly, “I’ ve never managed to get more than two flightsin arow, myself. But
with any luck, Ms. Flaire may ask usto keep rigging for her.” He silenced his synth and peered a her, his
eyes gparkling with hints of gold in the purple webbing of hisretinas. He stroked his head-ridges with his
fingertips. “Of course, you might fed differently. Maybe you don’t want to.”

Jeel laughed. “Isthat your way of asking if I'd like to keep rigging with you? The answer isyes.” ASAr's
lips crinkled, her thoughts turned inward again. Shewas't redly thinking of the immediate future so much
asthelong term. Aware of Ar’s curious stare, she sighed and murmured, 1 wasjust thinking abot ...
Highwing. And wishing | could fly that way again sometime.” Her lipstwitched with awistful amile.
Truthfully, though, it was not just Highwing but aso the pallisp that had been fluttering through her mind.
Nearly thisentire flight has passed without her thinking of the palisp, and even when she had thought of

it, she' d only fdlt vague flutterings of desire. That was a comforting redlization.

“Highwing,” Ar echoed. The room light angled into hisface as hetilted his head, and reflected brightly
from the violet filaments deep in his eyes. Hismood seemed to turn pensive. “Highwing isgill very red to
you, isn't he?’

“Yes, Ar, of courseheis. You ill don’t bdieve —"

“I was surprised,” Ar said, interrupting, “by what Ed was able to do today. Cracking theice like that. |
was surprised that such athing, such achangeto the Flux, was possible.”

Joel sghed in exasperation. “What' sthat got to do with—"

“I’'mtrying to say that I’m not sure anymore what is possibleand what isn't,” Ar said. A faraway look
cameinto hiseyes. “I’'m not saying that I’ m convinced, and | don't think one should go flying into
dangerous places without good reason. But — “ his gaze flickered back to Jagl “ — | appreciate your
fedlings. Your desires”

“Ah”
“Evenif | don't ... sharethem, exactly.”

Jael nodded, gratified to have achieved that much progress, at least. “Right. | know. Still ...” Shelet the
thought go, with ashrug. “Maridllahasn’'t hinted to you whether she wants usto stay on, has she?’

Ar shook his head. “ She seems happy with us. But no, not yet.”

And that, Jadl reflected, was the bottom line. They couldn’t choose their future when they didn’t know
what their choiceswere. For now, it was just amatter of waiting. Of flying into anew port, and waiting.

But that, she thought, wasthe life of arigger. Thelifethat riggers everywhere accepted asnormd ...
evenif it felt anything but normd to her.

MaridlaHarewaslittlein evidence during therest of theflight into Vela Oasis. Jadl noted from the
bridge, though, that there was agood dedl of communications activity between Flaire's cabin onSeneca
and the planetside network. Business activity, she presumed, though they knew little of the nature of



Flaire’ sbusness. During the tow, she and Ar contented themsaves with watching the growing ball of the
approaching world, an ocher-and-green planet with thin, wispy clouds. They passed some of thetime
trying to devise amethod for |etting Ed out into the spaceship proper, so that he wouldn't be confined to
the net. But once it became clear that the required holotronic circuitry wasn't on board, they postponed
the effort.

It was only asthey were on find approach orbit that Flaire appeared on the bridge. “1 apologize for the
long silence,” she announced, “but I’ ve been tied up with some rather difficult negotiations planetside.”
She rubbed her fingerstogether uneasily. 1’ d hoped to be able to continue on directly from here, with
you two as my crew — if you were willing — on a series of rather tightly scheduled stops. But ...”

Jad’ s heart sank.

“ ... I’'mafraid I’m going to be held up here for awhile with some bureaucratic problems. Nothing to do
with you, or this ship and its cargo, but it could wreak havoc with my schedule. However.” She looked
up suddenly, intently. “1’ ve been quite favorably impressed with your handling of this ship, and with your
forthrightness and dependatility.”

So you'll give us agood recommendation? Jael amost said doud.
“Sowith that in mind, | have aproposa for the two of you.”
“Yes?” Ar murmured.

“I"dliketo retain you to rig afour-system circuit, following my original schedule. Y ou would beflying
aone, while | stayed on Oasis. Your last stop would be back here. At that time we could discuss future
arrangements, if everything in the meantime has worked out satisfactorily.” She paused, looking uneasy.
She seemed to fed out of place on the bridge, as though uncomfortable with the trappings of star piloting.

Jadl noticed thisin adisconnected sort of way, because her own thoughts were spinning in astonishment.
Had Flaire just asked them to take charge of her ship and rig with it, just the two of them, for an entire
series of flights? Shelooked at Ar. His gaze was unperturbed, as though he had been expecting thisall
aong, but she knew he' d expected no such thing. It was not unheard of for riggersto be put in sole
charge of the shipsthey flew, but it was uncommon. Usually, it happened to riggers with considerably
more experience.

“Y ou can take sometimeto decide,” Flaire said. “I redize that this may put more of aburden of
respong bility on you than you would care to take on. But it’ simportant to me that these flights be made
on schedule. | trust the two of you, and | don’'t have anyone on Oasiswhom | would careto put in
command over you.”

“Thank you,” Ar murmured.

“Do you need sometime aoneto discussit?’

Ar and Jadl glanced at each other and nodded. Flaire, looking vaguely relieved, Ieft them on the bridge.
“She seems preoccupied by this corporate problem,” Ar said.

Jael nodded. “But what an offer!”

“Yes” Ar'seyesrotated to look at her. “It sounds attractive. But two cautions come to mind. We don't
know the situation; but suppose that, by the time we return to pick her up, her businessturns out to have
fdlenon hard times”



“We might not get paid. Isthat what you' re saying?’

“Judt that it'sapossibility. Persondly, | believe that sheisan honest woman, and thet it' sarisk worth
taking. What do you think?’

“I think 0, too. But you said two cautions.”

“Oh, yes. Well, just that ... we have never flown together without a captain to provide backup stability,
and to take ultimate responsibility for the ship, which isno smdl thing.”

Certainly, that wastrue, Jagl thought. And they were not without their own weaknesses as riggers, as
they had learned on thisflight. But, remembering the kinds of captainstheycould find themsaves serving
under, she wasinclined to take on the respongbility, if their employer found them worthy of it. “I don’t
think we should turn down an opportunity likethis” she said findly. “1t might never come again.”

Ar studied her for amoment, considering.

“Although,” she added, as an afterthought, “I guess| would want to know what we' d be carrying.” She
thought Haire was honest, too, but she remembered Mogurn and hisillega cargoes.

“Agreed. But if the cargo’ ssatisfactory ... 7°

Joel amiled. “Let’sgive her acdl, shdl we? | want to fly.” By the time they landed on VelaOasis, they
had anew contract with Haire and atentative flight schedule. Their ground time on Oasis would be
short — just aday and a hdf, enough time to service the ship and to offload their cargo of commercia
data grains and semiprecious crystaloids, and to reload with amanifest of local art and light-tech
products. Soon they would be on their way again. That suited Jael. She was curious enough about the
world before them, but more than that, she was eager to be on to her next rigging challenge.

The city of Carndliuson VeaOasis was anoisy and exotic place, one that reminded Jael of the lore of
the ancient Middle East on Homeworld Earth, long before Humankind had first set out for the stars.
There were outdoor bazaars, jewelry merchants, and street after street of brightly bannered buildings
crowded with shops and trading malls selling textiles, carpets, fine stones, holo-art and hard-art, and
goods of every sort. Everyone seemed to be sdlling, but Jagl couldn’t quite figure out where dl of the
buyers came from. Offworlders, probably. Bargaining and bartering seemed to be the norm here.

Jeel had red spending money now, for the first time since she' d left Gaston’s Landing, but she felt
reluctant to spend much of it on goods and fineries. With Ar, however, she searched the holotronic
supply housesfor devicesto enable them to project Ed into the ship. They found that and more. Entering
one shop specidizing in environment enhancements, they found themsdlvesin agrove of exatic plantsand
sculptures, ranging from solid “smdlies’ to sparkling tranducent “impressions’ that glowed and twisted in
theair. Jael was enchanted by aholographic aviary, in which breathtakingly colored birdsflitted in and
out of nothingness and swooped over their heads or perched and sang out their courting songs. “Ar — “
she whigpered, “do you think Ed might like some birds for company?’ Even as she said it, she wondered
if they could possibly afford something like that, anyway.

Ar, studying one of the birds, bent to murmur something to it. The bird squawked and flew away. Ar
straightened. “1 don’t think they’ re smart enough,” he said. “They don’t seem to be talkers.”

Probably just aswell, Jadl thought. Ed might fed territoria about his position aboard the ship. And the
ship’s owner might fed strange about having her ship overrun by holographic birds. Jadl turned to leave
the tore, but paused when she glimpsed an unusua treein acorner of the grove. It was small and
delicately shaped, like abonsai; its branches were dusted with gold, and its leaves shone with apaeinner



glow that seemed to brighten as she approached. She gazed at it with delight. “How much?” she asked
the shopkeeper.

Hewasatiny man, just likethetree. “Itisarare one, N0?’ he beamed. “It isalimited edition, astondai. |
sold one only dightly less beautiful last week for three hundred cassaccas. But | can seethat you
gppreciate it for more than its outward novelty. | would only ask from you” — he made asmall
supplicating gesture with hisfingers— “two hundred fifty. For the chippette. Have you a projector?’

“Wedo,” Ar said, indicating the parcel under hisarm. Jael leaned closeto Ar and asked how much two
hundred fifty cassaccas was. He closed his eyes, caculating, and told her. She blanched. “Bargain him
down,” Ar suggested.

Jael sghed. What did she know about bargaining? She was innocent of such skills. Wl ... Shetook a
breath and said to the shopkeeper, “Yes. Wl ... | likeit very much, yes. But | do think, ah ... that
it's... ah, atrifletoo much, redly. Would you consider, maybe— “ she coughed delicately “ —less?”

The man studied her gravely. He seemed frozen in place. Suddenly he flashed a smile and nodded, with
the barest movement of hishead. “Y ou areindeed a careful shopper,” he murmured. “I suppose| could
let you have it for — oh, dear — perhaps for two twenty-five. That would be— well, the best | can do,
redly.” Hisfacetightened asthough he were reconsdering. “I ... yes” Hesghed. “I think | could let it
go for two twenty-five. Yes.”

Joel gazed at thetree, agonizing. Ar’ s hand, inconspicuous at his side, was making a pushing-down
motion. She swallowed, and her voice seemed to freeze in her throat. “1, um — “ She coughed again.
“Two fifteen?” she squawked, her voice cracking like Ed's.

“Oh!” The shopkeeper’ sfacelooked pained. “Oh— my — “ Hedidn't movefor avery long time; he
just stared at the tree. Then he sighed deeply. “ Yes,” hewhispered. “Y es, we do need the business.” He
looked up and smiled faintly.

Jodl felt apang. Was she being unfair? But it was still alot of money, for adatagrain. She glanced at Ar;
he shrugged. “Okay,” she said. Ed, | sure hopeyou likeit.

Joel was quiet asthey |eft the Sore, the small casein her pocket. Ar findly broke the silence. “What’ sthe
matter? It' savery beautiful tree. It will ook fine on the ship.”

She nodded, striding through themall. 1 got taken, didn’t I?” she said at last, stopping to face him.
Suddenly shefdt very young, foolish, and incompetent.

Ar'slipscrinkled. “Do you likeit? Wasit worth it to you?’
Shelaughed and didn’'t answer, except to hersdf.Oh, | hope so.

On theway back to the ship, Ar stopped at a booth and purchased a new music synth; one that
apparently made only discordant sounds. Jael stood by, trying to be encouraging, trying not to wince as
he sounded afew barsfor her. “1 will play it only in private,” Ar promised with achuckle, puttingitin his
pocket.

Before they reached the spaceport, she found her interest in buying had fully awakened, and she returned
to the ship carrying two beautifully dyed blouses. Undoubtedly, she’ d paid more for them than she might
haveif she' d bargained more skillfully, but she no longer cared.

Later, Ar talked her into returning to the city for an evening balloon ride. They watched the sun set over
the dusty plains surrounding Carndlius, and over the spaceport far out on the plain. They saw the spires



and towers of the city glinting crimson and gold below them, and the street lights, many of them oil or gas
lamps, coming on astwilight settled in. The baloon pilot provided arunning commentary on the sights,
but Jadl paid little attention, her thoughts were turning to the sun and the sSky. The city seemed a beautiful
place to touch down in, and to spring away from, as though on amagic carpet.

By the next afternoon, they were indeed ready to spring away. Seneca was |oaded and cleared for
departure, their flight plan filed and approved. They said farewel to MaridlaHaire a the spaceport and
took their final orders. Soon afterward, atow was lifting them into orbit around the planet, and then out
of orbit, into deep space, away from thisworld of exotic beauty.

In the shipdays following, they rigged down along channel in the Flux, following aheavily trafficked
pathway among the several worlds of the Velaclugter. It was one of theironies of starfaring — that the
known Flux pathways among these rdatively close-together (in stellar terms) worlds, were comparatively
long. Flux distances were dways many orders of magnitude shorter than normal-space distances, but not
awaysin direct proportion. And so they had avoyage some seventeen dayslong crossing the few
light-yearsthat spanned the Veacluder.

They grew steadily more proficient in their teamwork in the net, and even began to introduce Ed to some
of the rudiments of their work. Jadl still marveled at the parrot’ s actions that had brought themto Vela
Oasis, but she suspected that it had been largely luck that the parrot’ singtinctsin breaking through theice
had been the right ones for the particular Situation — though she couldn'’t discount the possbility that Ed
had actualy perceived something that they’ d missed. While she didn't propose to make afull-fledged
rigger out of the parrot, she hoped that he could learn to sense when he should stay out of their way, and
when he could befreetojoinin with their actions.

During rest hours, they began assembling the holotronics to allow Ed freedom to rove the ship, or at least
the commons and their quarters. They were four days into the flight when Ed first materidized in the
commons, and they celebrated by toasting one another with carbonated fruit drink. Ed dipped his ghostly
beak into Jadl’ s glass and came up sputtering. Since his beak was only a holo-projection, the drink
remained undisturbed; but Ed squawked happily and burbled at how wonderful and strange, terribly
strange, this spaceship was. Jadl’ s stondai tree sparkled in the corner of the commons, surrounded by a
soft-focus holo-garden, and Ed promptly adopted the stondai as hisfavorite perch.

After that, the parrot was awake most of the time that they were, either in the net if one of them was
there, or flying about the ship. They set up the last remaining projector in one of the empty cabins, and
after some experimentation succeeded in projecting part of the rainforest there, so that Ed could have a
placeto retreat to if hefelt homesick. It wasn't quite asred to Jadl and Ar asthe Environment Alpha
system had been, but Ed seemed to enjoy it.

Thetime passed, and before they knew it, they had aready madetheir cal at VVela Delta Prime, where
Ar looked up a Clendornan friend from his pre-rigging days and Jael spent aday sunning herself on the
sandy shore of awarm, hissing ocean. Soon after, they were in space again, bound south and
clockwise-inward on the galactic spiral for Seraph’s Heaven, a collection of worlds where they were
scheduled to make three stops. That was ajourney of thirteen days, to be followed by aflight northward
again, back toward the Aeregian worlds.

Theflight to Sergph’s Heaven went flawlesdy, and it was alively collection of worldsthet they visited.
But on the return northward they ran into trouble again — and thistime it wasn’t something that Ed could
help them with.

Part Three



Dragon
Twenty-three

Accident in the Flux

Jeel had just joined Ar in the net. It was a strange new image that he was rigging through: avast network
of what looked like the needles and branches of afantastic evergreen tree, illumined by various colored,
eerily reflected light sources. None of the landscape was quite in focus, so that the needles formed
crisscrossing patterns that evoked a sense of form and shape without actually defining it. The shipwasa
slent, dark raft gliding among the needles. Ar was perched astride its nose, and Ed was on his shoulder,
muttering softly.How do you like it? Ar asked, without turning to look at her. His voice wasamurmur;
he seemed not quite in atrance, but close.

It'svery pretty. What isit?

Ah, I’d hoped you would recognize it. Ar looked back. He seemed disappointed.Don’t you know the
tradition of Kristostime, the festival they celebrate on, | don’t know how many worlds —

Kristostime?Yes,of course | know it. Jagl created a perch for herself beside him.But what made you
think of that? And what does it have to do with this? She waved her hand at the scenery.

Ar hummed to himsdf.When | was young, | once visited a human family during that festival. They
had a tree of needles that was decorated with lights and shiny colored ornaments. It was very
beautiful. He glanced at Jadl. One of the human children and | spent hours lying under that treein a
darkened room, peering up through the branches and needles at the colored lights, and imagining
entire universes in what we saw. And those images have lingered in my memory ever since.

Jael stroked the neck of the parrot, marveling. She had no such memories from any festivas, but this
landscape made her wish that she had.

It's an image from an ancient human tradition, you know, Ar continued.It was our stop at Seraph’s
Heaven that made me think of it. That name comes from the same tradition, | believe. Though |
don’t understand the tradition itself very well, | find it a source of many vivid images. Do you like
this one?

Jael nodded. She relaxed and followed hisinstructions. She gazed without trying to focus her eyes on any
onething. Thelights became blurry reflections of ruby and emerald and gold, lending quiet energy to the
landscape, while the angled branches, with their dark needles, suggested form and boundary. She
smelled basam and spruce, and imagined exotic scents from other worlds. And as she let herself merge
with theimage, she knew that Ar had chosen well.

Foating dreamily, like thought itself, they wended their way through the intricate spaces evoked by the
tree. The actua way was clear to her by intuition, if not by eye. It was as though they were being led by
onelight among dl of those here, and though itsidentity seemed to flicker and change, they dways
recognized it: sometimes asaglow of ruby, or of deepest cerulean, or of amethyst purple. Alwaysthere
was a gentle incandescence leading them in the direction they needed to go. She grew to fed content with
that, as both Ar and Ed seemed content with it, asthey wound silently around and through, like spirits
moving in aworld where no mortal being could live or breathe.

And so they traveled for along and satisfying time ...



Until ablinding light burst off to their |eft, as one of the colored globes exploded. For an ingtant, it
seemed to be only aflash of light. But Jael had scarcely turned to ook before the concussion hit. The first
shock was mild, hardly more than arumbling in the net. But something felt wrong, frighteningly wrong. An
instant later, a second concussion hit, with atremendous BOOOOM-M-M-M ...

Ar —

A blast of ice-laden air dammed through the tree like atidd wave, exploding needles and knocking aside
brancheslike feathers; and in the wrenching blur, she felt the ship veering to one sde, asamighty force
tilted and turned them. There was nothing to do but hold on.

Swinging branches swept into Jael’ sface, and lightsflashed in her eyes, and she smelled something
burning. At first she thought it was the net on fire, and she had to suppress her own panic, quenching an
image of asheet of flame flashing through the net. Then sheredlized that it was coming from the outside.
She heard Ar shouting, and he sounded miles away, but she heard ... check the net configuration ...
tell if we're ... then hisvoice was momentarily lost in the hiss. But she knew that he was contending with
the ship’s movements so that she could deal with the net itself. She scanned backward and discovered
that it wasindeed unraveing. The power baancesin the flux-field were flickering like candlesin a tiff
breeze. She would haveto correct it fast ...

Jael, can we move out of this— Ed, calm down! — can you tell if it’ s safe to |eave the Flux?

Ar’scal stopped her in mid-effort, because she was getting nowhere stabilizing the net. Perhaps he was
right, they should surface and reestablish themselvesin norma-space. Take us up S OWLY! she
answered.We don’t know what we' re going to find!

Ar was aready doing just that, and she extended al of her sensesto detect what they might be emerging
into. They should be escaping from the worgt of the storm asthey surfaced ... except that the storm was
growing steadily more furious as they rose through the layers. Soon the entire Flux was glowing brightly
with energy. The remaining tree branches were burning around them.

Jael, can you tell what we're getting into?

The sky was not darkening asthey spiraled toward norma-space — it was brightening. Therewasa
terrible glare in the sensors, and little detail; but the energy flux wasincredible. Ar, take us back down!
GET USTHE HELL OUT OF HERE! They were surfacing in atornado of cosmic activity — anova,
or ablack hole, or who the hell knew what. They had to get out of there, and fast.

Jad, | need help! Ar shouted.We' ve got to ride it through!

Without answering, she worked furioudy to strengthen the flux-field, to give Ar the power and leverage
he needed. When she shifted her attention back to the outer net and the Flux, she found awinter
avadanche carrying them thundering down amountainsde, great blasts of snow erupting on dl sides. Ar
had produced an image that he understood, but he could not change the forces that were there.
Wherever and however they were being taken, they had no choice now but to ride it out, to try to keep
from being buried or destroyed. It took the full power of the flux-field, and dl of their strength to keep
any control at al over ther fal. And not only theirs: she aso glimpsed Ed bent in flight, head down, al of
his effort focused on flying straight and true in the midst of aterrible tempest.

She saw blurring snow, flashing white, and fdt the ship rumbling and skidding and threatening to tumble
end over end, and dl she could do was brace hersdf behind Ar and join in hisefforts. Time itself seemed
stretched and distorted, affecting her perceptions. But as they clung and shouted encouragement to one
another, theintengity of the avdanche gradualy began to diminish. Eventudly they were able to steady



the ship inits downward plunge, and to keep it on the surface of the diding snow, skiing it down the
dopethat was ever so dowly flattening out before them.

And findly, with her own heart pounding and all three of them gasping, they shuddered and bucked and
cameto acregping halt. The sudden stillnesswas eerie, dmost frightening in itself. Ed cameto huddle,
shivering, under her arm. Only the dow sifting of snow beneath the ship reminded her of the fury they had
just been through. They looked at each other in silence, and they looked around them at alandscape full
of mountains, atremendous range of mountains— dl till, and white with snow. It dl looked alittle dark,
and that was because some of the power from the flux-pile was leaking away, instead of going into the
net. Jael wondered, and knew Ar was wondering, what had gone wrong.

And shewondered aswdl: Where are we now?

It took agood dedl of time on the bridge, studying the net-memory anaysis, to piece together what had
most likely happened. Apparently they had passed close to a Flux-abscess of some sort, aknot or
digtortion in the continuum that could easily have destroyed them. In this case, it seemed to have been a
linkage to some sort of cosmic-scale disturbance in normal-space — perhaps a powerful jet erupting
from some sort of highly energetic stdllar object, or even ablack hole system. They had not gathered
enough information to be certain. But one thing she did know was thet they were [ucky to be dive.
Whatever the object had been, there must have been an unusua degree of penetration into the Flux
continuum. And to have struck with o little warning — was it smple misfortune? Or had they made a
fundamenta error in their navigation? It was a sobering reminder of the need for constant vigilance.

Unfortunately, the analysis of the ship’s systems reved ed something even more sobering. The flux-pile
had been damaged, either by the storm itsdlf, or by the stresses put on it in riding out the storm. They
were going to be hard put to reach their destination, or any starport at al.

Jael and Ar faced each other across the instrument panels of the bridge, where the data showed al too
clearly on the screens. “Well — “ Ar said, and gestured silently.

“Wecan't repair it, can we?’

“I don’t think so. But we're not crippled altogether; we do have the power to continue. The questionis
how much leverage wé Il have in the net — how responsive she'll be”

“And how long it will last.” Jael tapped the display. “ The power drain was pretty severe.”

“So we have to choose a heading according to how difficult the rigging will be, and how quickly we can
make the passage. Those two factors are not necessarily compatible.”

Jael thought about that. They didn’'t know yet where they were, or how far off course they had been
knocked. It was hard to guess what their choices would be. They would have to spend sometimein the
navigation library.

Ar rose unsteadily. “ Jael, we both need to rest before we do much ese. But | think it would be wise to
go in shifts, and not leave the ship untended. Y ou can deep firg, if you like, while 1 go through the

library.”

Jael snorted. “Y ou think I’'m going to be able to deep after this? Y ou were in the net longer than | was.
Why don't you deep? 1’|l seewhat the library has on this” She was anervous wreck; she might aswell
try to unwind by doing something useful.

Ar agreed, and with acomforting touch on her shoulder, left her to monitor the bridge— left her to look



for clues, if there were any to be found.

By thetime Ar regppeared, she had spent hoursin therigger library computer and twice dipped into the
net to make observations, and she' d made an astonishing discovery. She could scarcely believe it hersdlf,
and wasn't quite sure how to tell Ar. “It'sno coincidence,” she said, feding more than alittle giddy.

“What isn't? Who said anything about a coincidence? Areyou feding al right?’

She nodded, in profound weariness. “1’m fine. But the mountains. It’s not a coincidence about the
mountains.”

Ar had brought her amug of cocoa. He et it down beside her, then sat and studied her face. He looked
more dien than ever at this moment, no doubt atrick of the lighting. His head seemed so top-heavy, she
thought it would tip off his neck. His mouth opened and moved. “ Jad. What mountains?’

She blinked. Words came with difficulty. “Theimage we finished with ... the avdanche. When we hit
bottom, we were at the base of amountain. A range of mountains. Don't you remember?’

“Yes, of coursel do.” Ar'seyes seemed to glow at her. “What about them?”

“I know those mountains. I’ ve been here before, but farther up the range.” She paused, wondering if she
sounded crazy. “| felt sure we weretoo far away, even though we' re en route to Aeregian space. But Ar,
we wentway off course— carried by the shockwaves, | guess. Anyway, I'm amost certain that we're
near the same mountains ... wherel met ... wherel met ...” Her mouth resisted forming the words.
“Where Highwing ... lives.” Her voice sounded like asigh, or an gpped.

Ar wasslent for along time, not looking at her. Shetook a series of dow, deep breaths, waiting for him
to answer. He murmured something to himsdlf and studied the instrument readings for awhile. Finaly he
sad, “If that' strue, then we'll haveto be extra careful, won't we?’

“Careful? Y es, but — “ Highwing!

“Dragons, Jael. Remember? If it' strue, what you say, then they’ re dangerous. Dueling, and so on.
Correct? Y ou can vouch for that.”

“Y es, but Highwing won't do anything to us—"

Ar’'s cautioning hand stopped her. “ Perhaps not. Perhaps not. But Highwing isjust one dragon. What
about the others? If your memories and the legends are literally true, asyou say, then we could be facing
any number of unknown dragons, bes des the one you know.” Ar’s voice was steady, sober. He
sounded worried; she' d hoped he' d be reassured.

“| supposethat’ strue,” she whispered, remembering suddenly that Highwing himself had said that not all
dragons would be aswelcoming to her as he had been. “But if we are anywhere near Highwing, if he can
helpus...” And her voicefailed, but she remembered clearly Highwing' s parting wordsto her: 1 will
hear you, though all the mountains lie between us . And she knew that even if Ar did not take those
words serioudy, she did. She must.

“Jeel,” Ar said gently. “What €l se have you learned about our course? What' s the shortest route to a
starport where we can put in?’

She sighed, and her head seemed to hurt as she spoke, though it wasreally not so much apainasa
blurring of her thoughts. “I don’t know yet. | just ... don't know ...” And her voicefailed again, because
the truth was that she had her suspicionsthat they would have to crossthe dragon relm in any case, but



shedidn’t want to say that, didn’t think Ar would believe her ...
She sarted, as Ar caught her. She'd been falling over, faling adeep.

“Timefor you to get somerest,” Ar murmured as he guided her toward her cabin. “ Time enough for al of
thislater....”

When next she spoke with Ar, it wasin the net, after she' d awakened from along, deep deep filled with
dreams. She could not remember the content of the dreams, but the intense fear and longing in them
lingered for hours after awakening. Shefound Ar ng the region they had |eft the ship in; he had not
changed the image significantly, nor released the stabilizers. He seemed in a pensive mood.

Have you determined the nearest port?Jagl asked softly. She looked around for Ed, but didn’t see
him.

Ar nodded. Raising his eyes, he noted the way she was|ooking around and said, Ed went to sleep. |
think I was making him depressed.

Jael’ s mouth opened. She didn’t know what to say. Until now, Ar had been her best defense against
depression. Findly she murmured.What did you find?

The Clendoman chuckled somberly, his greet, wide-topped head tipping from sde to sde. That
apparently you wereright.

She shook her head, confused.What do you mean?

These indeed seem to be the same mountains as those of the “ dreaded mountain route” to Lexis. |
found the three closest starports, but every possible course to them entails traveling through,
over, or around these mountains.Ar’ svoice wasflat, and that, more than anything else, revealed how
disturbed he was.

Joel gtared at him, trying to draw abreath. Conflicting emotionswererising in her; and she knew that she
had better sort them out quickly, because one thing she had not counted on wasthat Ar might be afraid.
Afraid of what could lie within those mountains. Afraid of what she had told him, what she knew to be
true; afraid he would learn that she had been right all dong. Hisfear was not visible, but she sensed it —
she knew.

Ar surveyed the mountains that rose from the horizon, above the dunes of snow cradling their ship.It’'s
going to be a hard way to go, he murmured finaly, making an obvious effort to be optimigtic.

Yes. It probably will be. Shetoo was aware of the limitations of their ship, with itsimpaired flux-pile. But
she could not keep away other thoughts, nor could she keep the beginning of a smilefrom her lips.But
there might be a way that’s not visible to us yet. A way that we won't find until we’ ve really
looked.

With Highwing' s help, she added in the sllence of her thoughts. But meeting Ar’s sad, frightened eyes,
she found she could think of nothing moreto say.

Twenty-four
A Realm Changed

FRIEND OF HIGHWING ...!



Her voice reverberated from the mountain cliffs asthey glided closer, ever closer to the
foreboding-looking peaks. It seemed a harsh land, grimmer and somehow less dive than she'd
remembered. They werein adifferent part of the range now, and perhapsthisregion has dwayshad a
different character. But her intuition, her rigger ingtinct, told her that something had changed, and she had
an uneasy fedling that it was more than just the outward appearance.

For hours now they had been rigging closer to the mountains; for hours she had been calling out to
Highwing — hoping that he would remember his promise to her, hoping that he would hear her voice.
Hoping that her memory wastrue, and that everything she had been claiming to Ar would be proved
now, when it mattered. There had been no response of any kind to her calls. But of course, Highwing
could be far away; he could be at the other end of the range. And while he had shown her powers that
seemed magicd, he was not omnipotent. She could only keep cdling, hoping, and trusting.

At her back, Ar was maintaining the fine-tuning of the flux-pile and the stability of the ship. Ed was
perched nearby, watching eagerly for Sgnsof giant lizards.It’s a long mountain range, Ar remarked.
The topography could be deceptive. Are you sure that we're downrange of the area you flew
through, before?

She shook her head.| can't really be sure of anything. Except that there is someone who will hear me,
and answer. But was she even sure of that? Who knew what length of time had passed herein the Flux,
while she had carried on her life on the outsde? Suppose Highwing had grown old and died ...

She deflected the thought. Can we angl e off to the starboard, toward that pass we saw earlier? It
looked like an easier way through. Unfortunately, the winds were unfavorable for moving in that
direction. But no matter which way they flew there would be difficulties and hazards.

Ar agreed, and the ship turned, coming to the new heading like asailing ship besting into the wind. They
continued moving steedily, if more dowly. Asthe peaks drew closer, she shouted again: THISISJAEL,
FRIEND OF HIGHWING! and again her voice echoed back to her, attenuated by the distance.

Rrrrraww. Smell glizzards there, Ed muttered. He had his head craned to the starboard, toward the
north of the pass, asthey’ d denoted the directions here. Jagl watched him uneasily, wondering if his
observation was serious, or just wishful.

There was alate afternoon haze in the air, obscuring distant details. Perhaps that was why she didn’t see
them until they were startlingly large against the dopes: dragons, at |least half adozen, whedling and
banking to close on the intruder, the spaceship. Jadl’ s heart dmost stopped as she focused on theliving

shapes. Ar —!

A tongue of flame billowed intheir path. A great-winged reptile swept past in front of them. A
dark-jeweed eye rotated to peer in their direction, glinting with unreadable intent.

Asthe creature veered away, Jael cried out frantically: 1’ m seeking Highwing! Whereis
Windrush-Wingtouch-Highwing — Terror-of-the-Last-Peak?

The air erupted with athunderous commotion as the dragons reacted to her cry. They flew oneway and
another around the riggers, rumbling and billowing fire. Jael sensed Ar’'saarm. Ed was beside himsdlf,
squawking, Graggons, graggons! Jael was speechless, thiswas hardly what she’ d been expecting. The
dragons, too many and too fast to follow, swarmed closer and closer, filling the air with smoke and fire.
She remembered now that thiswas how it had happened thefirst time, until she’ d made peace with
Highwing. Perhaps she could make peace again.

Please! she shouted.We want to talk to you!



A gnarled-faced dragon whedled around from the front. Jael started to speak — but abillow of flame
and sparks erupted in her face and avoice rumbled in her mind,DO YOU THINK TO MEDDLE
AGAIN IN THISPLACE, RIGGER? The dragon sheared away, rocking the net with turbulence. Jeel
gasped, struggling to maintain control.

No! sheyelled.Ar, be ready for a fight! Fireproof us! Ed, stay behind me and be still!

Asheasssted Jadl in strengthening the bubble of the net that surrounded them, Ar asked worriedly, Jad,
what’s going on? Are these real, or are they from your memory?

Were they real ? she thought in anguish. Of course they were! And yet — she remembered her false
image of Mogurn, and just for an instant, doubted. Could thisal be amanifestation of her own fears?
Highwing? she cried out desperately, hoping to drive fear from her thoughts.

Another blast of flame splashed over the net, and a great dark shape rocked them as it flew past. Begone!
it snorted contemptuoudly.

Or do you think yourself a guest here?laughed another, passing just as close.

Fear began to give way to anger.We are here to see Highwing! she shouted, as Ar strained to hold the
net firm. She waswell aware of their reduced strength in the net and had no idea how long they could
survive ared attack.

A new voice seemed to echo from the diffs.IF YOU HAVE COME TO SPEAK THAT ACCURSED
NAME, THEN YOU TOO WILL DIE!

Jadl shivered, and following Ar’ s push on the stern-position, hel ped him veer away from two dragons that
were rising from below. The creatures shot upward, past them, asSeneca rolled into adive. Flames

blossomed around them, but only for an ingtant. Jael, we have to know! Ar shouted.Isthisreal or isn't
it?

REEEL! IT SREEEL! Ed shrieked, taking flight over their heads. TERRIBLE! TERRIBLE! FLY AWAY!
FLY AWAY!

Ed, stay down, damn it! Jael shouted. Yes, it’sreal! | don’t know what’swrong! She did not dare cry
out for Highwing again. The best thing she could do wasto get them out of here. But how? Above them
soared asky fdl of dragons. The horizon offered only barren peaks where they would be as vulnerable
aslambs. Below them loomed cliffs and jagged dopes, and they were moving too fast to spy ahiding
place, evenif one existed.

I’m changing the image, Ar said, and Jagl offered no objection. Shefelt amoment of lightheadedness,
and her vison blurred periloudy — they were too damned close to those rocks now!

She heard a squawk. That way! That way! Hrawwwk!

Ed flew down toward the rocks, and the landscape shimmered and became solid again, unaltered. It
won’t change, Ar said, and his voice was cam, but tinged with fear.

No, Jael whispered. Thisis the landscape that is. But if we can’t change it, we can change ourselves
instead! She swallowed and looked up, where the dragons were circling — and saw them pedling off
one by oneto dive for the attack.We' ve got to make our selves smaller, and find a place to hide.

Thisway! Ed screamed, batting back up toward them and spinning in midair to dive again.



Jael didn’t hesitate, and Ar was right behind her. They wrapped the net tightly around themsdlves; the

three of them andSeneca became as one — ahawk speeding toward a crevice in the nearby cliff. The
parrot led the way flawlesdy; he was terrified, but his keen eyes brought them directly into the narrow

opening. The cliff seemed to swallow them, as a splash of flame seared their tail.

An angry dragon raked at the outside of the crevice with its claws.IF YOU WOULD BE OUR GUEST,
THEN COME WITH US it bellowed raucoudy, its voice reverberating through the stone. But they were
out of reach now, in anarrow cave that seemed to extend far back into the mountain.

They sped onward, transforming themselvesinto a bat, seeking the deepest recesses of the cavern. Was
there an end to this cave, this fracture in the mountain? Jagl couldn’t tell. Ed urged them onward into the
darkness. A stream of dank air flowed past, chilling Jael to the bone.

Eventudly they dowed, to rest and gather their wits. Jagl, trembling, whispered silently to herself:
Highwing are you here? Are you anywhere? And to Ar: Maybe we can go all the way through to the
other side of the mountain, and then we can ... and she ran out of words, because in fact she had
absolutely no ideawhat they could do, even if they succeeded in passing through the mountain.

Ar was very closeto her in the net, hisvoice cdming. They knew Highwing's name, Jael! They knew
it. But they hated it. Why?

Y es— why? she thought. She had reacted with such aarm to the immediate peril that she had not
focused on what the dragons had said: You too will die....

My God, she whispered. Had Highwing died, then — killed by his own kind? Or were they threstening to
kill im?Ar, if those were enemies of Highwing ... if it was something that | did ...

She hesitated, feding aterrible dread. She remembered suddenly the moment in which she had given
Highwing her name, and the tremors that had shaken the mountains in response. She felt asthough those
tremors were echoing insde her right now. She remembered that Highwing had said there would be
trouble because of what he had done, in befriending her. If he wasin danger now because of her ... Ar, is
it possible —do you think there is any way that we could —? Her voice caught, and she couldn’t
finish the question. But she knew this: if Highwing wasin danger, she could not just leave and pretend she
hadn’t known.

It was obviousthat Ar understood her intent. Jael, what could we possibly do to help your friend?
We'rein terrible danger ourselves. And we don’t even know where heis.

Their eyesmet in the gloom of the net. Jael wished she could somehow will him to understand how
deeply her heart went out to Highwing, and how much she would risk for the friend who had helped her
0. But she could find no words.

They were gliding dowly through the darkness, twisting and turning to follow the narrow passage. She
could sense the stone passing close by on either side of them, and was grateful for Ed's sharp eyes and
ingtincts. The parrot was completely absorbed in finding away through this [abyrinth of darkness. They
passed a patch of wal that glowed dimly, perhaps from phosphorescent lichen or moss. It was an eerie
sght, and she shivered as she turned to watch the ghostly light disappearing behind them.l know we're in
danger, she sad findly, her voice echoing softly.But | owe him, Ar. More than | can say. If there's
any way | can help him, | haveto try.

When Ar didn’t answer immediately, she took his sillence as deliberation. Therewasachangein him, and
she thought she knew what it was. It wasthat he believed her now. He had seen the dragons, seen their
fury — not asatae, but asredlity. And he wanted to get away fromit; hedidn’t like the dragon redlity,



didn't likeit at al. But now, it seemed, they would have to make some choices. And her choices might
not be the same ashis.

She had no ideahow far they had traveled through the body of the mountain, when Ed squawked,
fluttering hiswings, Aarrk. Coming out, coming out.

Jael peered ahead, and indeed there was a vague lessening of the darkness, and afresher smell to the air.
But would dragons be waiting for them on the outsde?\We must be very careful coming out. | suggest
we stay small, until we know we arein the clear. Ar didn’t answer, and she assumed control asthey
neared the exit point. The rocks widened, became a gloomy cave, dowly brightening. They were dtill in
theform of abat, quick and maneuverablein flight.

They emerged from the mountain, gulping in thefresh air, then began adow, zigzagging flight. They
searched the ky in al directions; there were no dragons visible, or anything eseliving. A smoky red sun
was going down behind aline of mountainsto their Ieft. They had emerged, apparently, deep within the
range. Which way should they go? Toward the sun? That might take them out of the range, Jadl thought,
out of the dragon redlm atogether. She wasn't sure. She hesitated, thinking of Highwing. Peering to the
right, she saw nothing in particular, but felt something, asmdl familiar twinge. She turned that way, ona
heading that would take them even deeper into the mountains. Ar followed slently.

I wish | knew what was happening here, Jael muttered, asthey sailed dowly through an evening
gathering into night, guided only by starlight and by intuition.| wish | knew what was wrong.

Ar’svoice betrayed histenson.One thing | know is that we don’t belong in this place. It’s not our
territory, Jael. And what about our ship? We're responsible for the vessel, you know.

She nodded, but had no answer. She knew that Ar’ sfear was intensified by his newly shaken
assumptions about redity. At least that was what she told hersalf. Maybe she was endangering her
crewmates and ship by proceeding on this heading, but she didn’t know that for sure, and she didn’t
want to think about it. Her concern now was for Highwing. She felt certain that he must bein some
terrible danger, that nothing e se would have kept him from coming to her. She refused to consider the
possibility that he might be dead. And if he was dive, she was determined to find him.

But how? Shewas afraid to cal out again. Something about this place fdt fundamentally wrong; she
could not tell exactly what, but something in her heart, some intuition told her that this place had
somehow been twisted andmade wrong. It was not just the behavior of the dragons. Shefdt it intheair,
in the darkness, even in the starlight reflecting off the mountains, and in the clouds scooting overhead;
something was not right here. Ed seemed to senseit aswell; he seemed quiet but skittish, asthough he
were expecting sudden disaster. She remembered the dragon magic that Highwing had once shared with
her. Now, she thought she sensed another magic, smilar in its power maybe, but dark and brooding, a
power that did not gpprove of her presence here. Shefelt that they were being watched asthey flew
through these night-shrouded mountains, and she did not like her feeling of what might be watching them.

Highwing would know what to make of it, if he were here. If he could hear her call.Highwing, she
whigpered, dmog dlently. Friend of Highwing. And she swallowed, afraid that even that soft murmur
would attract the wrong sort of attention.

A massive peak loomed off to the left. Ahead and to starboard, aridge of peaks seemed to Stretch out
forever. Ar was humming softly as he steered, wielding thetiller of asailing ship at sea— aseaof ar —
riding what breeze there was, as Jagl smelled and evauated the air. Ed was perched beside her, turning
hishead dertly. Smell something, Ed?

The parrot made aguttural sound, then said distinctly but softly,Lizards. Graggons. Nearby.



Jeel felt achill of fear ... and hope.Do you know ... can you sense ... whether they are friendly or
not?

Hraww. Nope. The parrot lifted his beak. Smell them. Close.

Jael sensed Ar taking adeep breath, then settling back. He was no longer humming. He was afraid, she
knew — terribly afraid of what she was getting them into. Nevertheless, he waswilling to follow.
Whatever shedid now ... shewasresponsible for hislifeand Ed's, aswell asher own. Shedrew a
breeth and said, raising her voice just above awhisper,| am Jael, friend of Highwing. Who knows
where is Highwing?

The night answered with utter Silence.

The dragons came in silence, aswell. Ed make a choking sound, and an ingtant later, Jagl saw starlight
reflected in the eyes of agreat winged serpent asit swept acrosstheir bow, shaking them violently. Jael
helped Ar to steady the ship, and as she did s0, she heard avoice like thunder, caling,
DI-I-I-I-I-E-E-E ... LIKE HIM-M-M ...

She could not seetheir foe, or foes, in the night. But she heard a scream of rage— and sheand Ar,
terrified, drew the net in tight — asablast of firelifted them and hurled them downwind. Ar, hold on! |
AM A FRIEND OF HIGHWING! she bellowed, knowing that it was stupid and futile.

A dragon shot pagt, itswingtip catching them and flipping them into adive, its own body illuminated by a
glow of dragon fire AWAY, BROTHER! Jael heard, as another dragon thundered past, raking the first

with flame. She and Ar struggled to pull out of the dive, cursing the duggishness of the damaged net; and
only after they were level again did it register in her mind that she had seen one dragon attacking another!

Sheturned to look. A pair of gleaming dragon eyes was bearing down on them from above and behind.
What do you want? she screamed, ashamed of the fear in her voice, but unable to keep it out.

There was no answer; there was only adark, reeking wing blotting out the night and enveloping them,
with acontrol so total that there was no hope of escape. Then avoiceroared,| CLAIM THESE
RIGGERSASMINE! And inreply, there were loud blasts of fury; but Jael, barely able to see beyond
the dragon’ swing, thought that she sensed the other creatures veering away, leaving them uncontested to
their captor.

Sheand Ar struggled to free themselves. She felt aflash of hope asthe wing opened and the night air
washed over them, but the hope vanished again as the dragon caught them with its powerful talons. Jeel
grunted as the net absorbed the force, and she felt awoolly darkness growing around her as the dragon
did something to the space surrounding her.

Asshelogt sight of the mountains and the night, she heard adragon’ sthroaty voice murmur, Why do you
call out to my father, you foolish riggers?

Twenty-five
Windrush

They flew onin slencefor atime, until Jael recovered her senses.What did you say? Areyou ... is
Highwing your father? Shefdt Ar closeto her and Ed trembling nervoudy under her arm, and the air
rushing past, but she could not see where they were going. She wastrying hard not to be afraid.



The dragon’ s voice answered throatily, That depends, | would say.
Depends? On what?she whispered.

On who and what you really are, rigger-demon. | am not so eager to give even my father’s name
without knowing —

Jadl interrupted the dragon, her voice amost failing.| am Jael, friend of Highwing!

Theair trembled suddenly, and the curious darkness that had enveloped them fell away. Once more the
mountains were visble in the night, beyond the great set of clawsthat imprisoned them highin theair.
Overhead, the dragon’ swings beat steedily. The dragon bent its head down to angle alook at them with
onegreen eye.l see. It raised its head again and snorted sparksinto the air. Then, Jael, it rumbled softly, |
am Windrush, Son of Highwing, and | am grieved and honored to meet you. | shall allow you to
see where we are bound.

Windrush! Jee! cried, recognizing apart of Highwing's own name.
Quiet! Do not shout my name, or my father’s name, again! Nor, if you are wise, your own name.
Jeel drew a breath and asked softly. Why? What is happening? Where is your father?

In answer, she heard a soft murmur that was amost like a chuckle, but it seemed to carry no amusement,
only sadness. Findly the dragon answered.In time, rigger. In due time, we may speak of that. But
first we must reach a place of safety.

We can fly, Jeel said.

No. | will bear you. It is safer that way. And | sense, rigger, that you are hampered. Your strength
isnot all that it might be. The dragon beat hiswings harder, gaining dtitude. Rest and conserve
yourself, and later we will talk about what will become of us. Hewas silent again for amoment,
before adding,And perhaps, in time, | will learn the names of your companions, as well. But until
then —

My name is Ar,the Clendornan interrupted, in alow voice.And thisis our parrot —
Rawk! Ed! My name Ed!

The dragon peered back down in surprise, losing some atitude as he craned his neck. His eyes glowed
briefly.So, he said findly, working to regain the logt dtitude. You are indeed a strange and impulsive
breed, you riggers. So quickly you decide. So quickly. Do you not know that the giving of your
name can open you to your enemies as well asto your friends? Heflew in slencefor afew moments.
| suppose | must follow in my father’serror. | can Windrush. Honored and grieved. | had hoped —
frankly — that you would not return to thisrealm, rigger-called-Jael. Why are you here?

We arrived by accident, as a matter of fact, Ar answered.

Accident! the dragon exclaimed, snorting sparks. It must have been some accident to bring you here at
such a time as this. Some accident, indeed!

Why?Jadl asked softly.What danger is your father in? Everything seems different to me here. What
is happening?

The dragon’ swings beet the air, making asound like asall flgpping in achanging breeze. These are dark



times, riggers, he said, after a pause. You come here at great peril to yourselves.
| can seethat. But | had thought, as Highwing’ s friend, that | would receive a better welcome.

The dragon snorted.Did you now? | trust that you have come to under stand otherwise. Jeel
swallowed and nodded. Still, the dragon sighed,| must recognize your friendship with my father.

We, too, recognize her commitment to Highwing, Ar said. Hisvoice trembled only alittleashe
addressed the dragon.

| see. Admirable of you. | know of Jael’ s vow — but not of yours, however. | think for now I must
blind you to our course. Perhaps all will be made clear later.

Before any of them could reply, an airborne darkness curled in like streaming ink and surrounded Ar and
Ed. And Jadl, discomfited, was | eft done with the dragon — aone, except for the faint rustling of the
parrot’ swingsin the region of darkness.

The agriewas high in the mountains, well hidden within alabyrinth of ridges and outcroppings. Jael hed
stayed in the net with Windrush, rather than withdrawing into the ship where she might spesk to her rigger
companions. She had thought it best to watch the route that Windrush was flying, in the event that she
had to retrace it without the dragon’ s help. However, she' d long since lost track of the twists and turns,

They did not speak again until the dragon cameto alanding. Wingsflapping vigoroudy, hefirst released
Jadl and the inky cloud containing her friends onto a narrow outcropping. Then he himself dighted,
gripping the rock with histalons. The dragon was enormous, perched beside Jagl.Can you continue on
foot? he asked, peering down at her.Will your ship —is that what you call it? —allow that? His
gaze shifted to the ghostly shadow of the ship that trailed behind her, only dimly perceptiblein the night.

Jael nodded and made the ship disappear.What about Ar and Ed?

The dragon made atsk ing sound as he peered at the dliff face above them. Smoke issued from his
nogtrils, and arumble from histhroat. Jael started. There was now alarge opening in the rock wall,
where before there had been none. The night air shimmered, and Ar stood beside her while Ed fluttered
intheair. The parrot made agrab for her shoulder.Glizzard! he scolded. Graggon tricks! Yaww!

Dragon,Jadl corrected gently. Hush, now, Ed. We're entering the dragon’slair, and you must be
respectful of hisways. And of his magic. Sheturned to Windrush, who issued athin stream of smoke
into the cave, asthough to usher themin. Jael drew an uneasy bresth and walked into the side of the
mountain.

The stone passageway that she had somehow been expecting wasn't there. Instead, they stepped directly
into amammoth cavern, which was dimly illumined by the glow of burning embers. Drawn indinctively
toward thefire, they approached a stone hearth at the end of the cavern, followed by the hissing dragon.
Their footsteps echoed hollowly. Jael stood before the hearth, marveling at the firelight that seemed to
issue from aslently burning bush. Shetipped her head back, peering upward. The shifting fireglow was
so dim, and the cavern vault so high, that the ceiling wasimpossible to see clearly. Ar, beside her, gazed
around with eyesthat sparkled purplish red. She touched hisarm, wanting to say something encouraging,
but not sure just what. She let her hand drop and turned to Windrush.

The dragon, more in the manner of an enormous dog than of a serpent, had curled up to make himsalf
comfortable on the floor of the cavern. He gazed at them with eyesthat, like Ar’s, caught the glow of the
hearth; but the dragon’ s eyes were far larger and more luminous, adeep emerad green like Highwing's.
Jeel approached the dragon to speak, but found herself captivated by something that seemed to dance



within those eyes. There was an entrancing play of light within them, acool, faceted fire that was more
than just light. It occurred to her how much like Highwing' s eyes they were— powerful and spellbinding.
She had intended to ask again what had happened to Highwing, but it was too late to speak now, too
late to stop whatever Windrush was doing to her with hiseyes. Y ou foal, she thought. Y ou should have
expected it.

The dragon’ s gaze was a bottomless well. She was dready submerged in it, sinking deeper into the
faceted fire, losing her awvareness of sdlf, drawn into the abyss of light by a consciousnessthat was
reaching out to touch hers. And now it was drawing her into itself, asirresistibly as another dragon had,
once before. And now it was studying her, observing what it was she wanted so deeply, why she was
here, and showing her why that could not be, could never be....

When Jad jerked hersdf back to a confused awareness, she stepped back involuntarily on the cold stone
floor and stared at the dragon in disbelief. Her mind was full of images she did not understand: visions of
adark enchantment across the land; of agrest mountain that could not be found, and of the shimmering
crystdline beingswho lived init; visons of warfare and strife among dragons, and of one particular
dragon persecuted above dl, one dragon held prisoner by an angry army of his own kind. She had not
been shown that dragon’ sface, but atight knot in her chest suggested who it was.

She shuddered, twisting away from the luminous eyes, from the smoldering nogtrils. You did not know of
these things, Windrush hissed, sounding surprised.

Oh, Highwing! Jael whispered to hersalf. And to Windrush,How could | have known? Sheturned to
Ar, who was watching their exchange in bewilderment. She wanted to explain, but her thoughts were
churning, so confused that she didn’t know what to say. Findly she turned back to the dragon.Is all this
—all that you’ ve shown me — and her voice stumbled, because there was so much that she didn’t
understand —is all thistrue? Hasit really happened?

The dragon’ s voice rumbled, not just with sorrow, but with anger.Do you think | create such imagesin
my imagination? | amno rigger to create demon visions! Hisnostrils steamed as he turned his gaze
away.Forgive me. | should not have used that word, “ demon.” | have known of you, rigger Jael!
His gaze turned back, and it wasfull of fire.l have known, of you! My father made known to me his
friendship with you. And | have wondered ever since whether to hate you for my father’s
suffering!

But why! she cried.Why has he suffered because of me? She could till see theimage that Windrush
had put into her mind moments ago: an image of alone dragon imprisoned by sorcery in achamber of
stone, imprisoned with no appeal, no mercy, no hope of escape. Theimage tore at her heart.

Ahh! Windrush sghed despairingly.Did he tell you nothing of what he was doing? Nothing of the
price he was paying? Nothing of the prophecy?

What?Jael whispered. And she remembered that, yes, Highwing had seemed troubled once or twice.

He' d spoken of aprophecy; he' d told her that he was doing something ... not done, whatever that
meant. His words had been disturbing to her, but she had been preoccupied and had not understood,
and then had forgotten ... as she had forgotten hiswarning, too late remembered, to beware of other
dragons. She remembered Highwing' s brief quarrel with another dragon in his garden; and she
remembered acreature cdled “iffling,” whose words concerning Jagl had seemed to trouble Highwing, as
wall.

Windrush' s gaze had flashed to Ar, who was gesturing for someone to explain.Would you know, too?
Would you see?



Ar' s breath whistled out.| would.

Then,the dragon cautioned,if you would see, you must be prepared to show me the nature of your
own soul, in return. You must allow me to judge your heart. Windrush paused.1, too, am now doing
what is forbidden. His eyes flashed deep sparks of fire.But my father discovered a truth in this
matter that | cannot ignore. If you say that you recognize Jael’ s commitment —

Look, and judge, Ar said impatiently.

Windrush fell silent. Ar stepped forward to meet the dragon’ s eyes, and at once stiffened into atrance.
Jadl, bursting with questions, could only watch. After ahundred agonizingly long heartbegts, she saw Ar
break his gaze from Windrush's. He seemed deeply troubled as he turned away. He didn’t speak, but sat
near the hearth, pondering.

Tell me, please, Jad begged the dragon.What has happened to your father? Is he alive?
Heisimprisoned, as| showed you.
But why?she whispered.What did he do that was so terrible!

The dragon vented steam.How can | explain, if you have not already seen it? How can | explain the
terrible darkness that has fallen over these mountains? The dragon groaned deep in histhroat, a
rumble that could be felt through the stone floor.How can | describe a curse that has so poisoned the
minds of my own kind — and hisvoicerosein pain—that | myself have become an outcast, even
among my brothers? How can | explain my father’ s kindness to a human rigger, which I must now
honor, because he asked it? | scarcely understand it myselfl He sghed deeply, agreat mournful
breath of wind.Do the ancient words hold so much power?

Jael shook her head. The dragon’ s voice seemed to have spun cobwebs between her ears. Ancient
words? Although Highwing had spoken of such things, he had never explained them.And a curse, you

say?

A cloud of sparksflew up into her face, and for an ingtant she thought that the dragon meant to attack
her.Curse —yes! What else could we call it? It isnot just a great power, it isa blight that has
overwhelmed our land since your departure!

But it didn’t come from me! Jadl cried, her head buzzing with anger and confusion. Shefelt
grief-gtricken, and guilty, though she didn’t know what she' d done wrong.

The dragon rasped histaons noisily on the stone floor. True enough. 1t didn’t come from you. | know
that ... now. But most in the realm blame you, even though they should not. He turned hishead to
dareinto the hearth. His scalesrippled and glimmered with the movement.Rigger Jael, it would seem
that your passage through this realm somehow awakened this ... power. Or perhapsit was there
all along, but your actions caused it to reveal itself.

She gestured helplesdy. But how?

Windrush gazed at her with eyes that were deep and sad beneath his massive brow. Thereisno simple
answer to that question. But your appearance, young rigger, was long ago foretold. Or so | have
heard, and so my father believed. The dragon’sleft eye opened wider, peering at her.l know little of
such things, myself. It is the draconae, the dreaming ones, who hold such mattersin memory for
my race. But still, by such Words were we warned. | remember a few of them, correctly | hope. He
spoke softly, reciting:



From beyond life will come one
From beyond hope will come one
Without friend will come one

And the realm shall tremble.
Challenging darkness will come one
Soeaking her name will come one
Innocent of our wayswill come one
And the realm shall tremble.

Hisvoicerose, grumbling. The Words ar e thought to say that the appearance of one fromthe
outside will cause a confrontation between, well ... dragon, true dragon ... and darkness ... such
as the realm has never seen. Hiseyesglowed at her.Others have come from the outside, and
sometimes dueled, and sometimes died, and sometimes escaped without consequence. What they
really wanted, we never knew. But you were different. My father believed you to be the One of the
prophecy, the One who would lead us out of a darkness that we didn’t even know we were in.

Jael was dumbfounded. She gestured futilely.But | don’t know anything about any of this , she
managed to say at last.

Isn’'t that what | just said? “ Innocent of our ways ...”
Jael closed her mouth, speechless.

When you first came, and then left without incident, my father thought that he must have been
mistaken, that he had somehow misread the signs. But he was not, and had not. Windrush paused,
garing angrily into thefire.No, rigger Jael, this curse has not come from you. But you have helped to
reveal its presence, and its power. It has, | believe, lived in thisrealmall along, quietly biding its
time while clouding our thoughts, influencing us without our being aware of it. It has lived among
us, but we have not seen it, nor wished to seeit.

Thedragon snorted, chuckling bitterly.Oh, even the draconi have always known that there are
powersin the world that do not love light, or mercy, or acts of sacrifice and kindness and
compassion. But we have hidden from such truths and called them legend. And yet ... even legend
tells us that such powers may liein hiding, quietly working their mischief, until the times permit
their reappearance.

He grumbled and smoke billowed from his nogtrils.But they must reveal themselves, sooner or later.

It was our good fortuneto live in quiet times, free of care —for a while. But no longer! We did not
listen to the draconae’ s teachings, or seek them out, until it was too late. Perhaps it was the
Enemy’ swork, muddling our spirit and our thoughts. We did not even realize that we had
forgotten our way to the Dream Mountain until it was already too late, and it was gone, and the
draconae gone with it!

And our world —if you could see it now! Friendships and clansliein ruins. War and madness
abound. Dragon honor, truegarkondoh,is condemned as unworthy. And our magic! Herumbled,
deep in histhroat, arumble of dismay.Ahh ... even our powersto create and cherish places and
spells of beauty have betrayed us. Our weavings have become fickle and difficult. Many of those



who have the skills of the underrealm have been ensnared by the Enemy’ s promises of power, and
turned their skillsto his service. Windrush' svoice grew despairing.My father’ s garden — his lovely
place of sanctuary — has been destroyed. Even this place of safety —itisall | can do to keep it
concealed.

Jadl struggled to absorb what Windrush was saying. Highwing' s beautiful garden, destroyed? What a
terrible crime! She wanted to ask more and to learn about thisthing, the Dream Mountain. But even
more urgently, she needed to know — and she asked in awhisper —What exactly has happened to
Highwing?

Windrush' s voice rumbled louder.My father has stood trial before a dragon assembly, on charges of
treason to the realm. And a bitter and vindictive assembly it was. Windrush's voice hardened.
Highwing stands condemned to die.

Jael’ s breath exploded from her. She reached out, her hands clenched helplesdy in rage.Why? she
whispered. Why?

The dragon considered her with his gaze of shimmering emerdd.For an act of foolish kindnessto a
stranger, perhaps. An act of friendship to a demon-spirit. They hold you, and my father,
responsible for the madness that has overcome themall.

Jod wasdlent.

But they are wrong. | see that, as my father saw it. Nevertheless, your visit and my father’s
unveiling of our world to you —that perhaps above all! — his revealing of secrets of our realmto
one who is not of us— has opened the door to much grief, and the promise of untold grief to
come.

Jadl turned away, numb with disbelief. How could such athing be possible? How could she, merely by
entering thisland, have sentenced the dragonsto aworld of madness, and her friend Highwing to deeth?
She turned back to the younger dragon.This ... darkness, shesaid dowly. Thisinfluence. What isits
source? Does it have a name? Something was jangling a the back of her mind, a name she thought she
had heard from Highwing, anamethat at the time had provoked afedling of dread.

Windrush fumed, clenching histalons. He didn’t seem to want to answer.

Caww! Ed fluttered back to Jael’ s shoulder from the hearthside, where he had been sitting quietly. Not
fair! Not her fault! Not Jayl’ s fault!

The dragon’ s eyelids blinked ponderoudy, as Jael hushed the bird. You may speak rightly, parrot,
Windrush answered.But the truth is that evil cannot abide the presence of good —and when it is
brought to light, it lashes out. My father realized that his actions had fulfilled a dangerous
prophecy. He had been told, and he believed, at least in part, and he feared the consequences as
much as any. But he knew that there was no turning back. And he exacted a promise fromme —a
rush of smoke went toward the ceiling —that | would honor his pledge of friendship to you as
though | had made it myself.

Despite her heartache, Jael could not help but be moved by Highwing' s determination.And was it just
you? What of your brothers?

They refused. The dragon’ s voice sharpened with anger. Turned against him. Called him a betrayer of
the realm, and a sower of trouble. It was two of my brothers who were attacking you when |
arrived to bear you away.



Jadl blanched.
My own clan, Windrush muttered, asthough he himself could not believeit.

A loud crackle came from thefire behind Jael, and she started, as a flame sputtered up from the embers.
Sheglanced at Ar, hiseyeswide and sober. A lump grew in her throat as she turned back to Windrush.
Then ... he must hate me , shewhispered.For what he did for me, all of this has happened! His own
sons turning against him?

Never! Windrush thundered. My father never regretted what he did for you. He would do it all
again—and | half wonder myself if heisn't mad. | believed in him. But how long can | believe!
Windrush raised his head and loosed atongue of flame that blasted the ceiling, and awail that shook the
cavern.

Jadl trembled. Animage rosein her memory, from the mindlink with Windrush, an image she only now
understood: three of the four sons betraying their father — two flying away in open rebellion, while athird
was dready |lost, seduced by the enchantments of a power that would not even reved itsdlf to the realm.
Only Windrush had stood firm, and Windrush was devoured by grief and by fear.

And following that image, another rose: a carbon black peak thrust tall against the sky, thetallest pesk in
the realm. Gathered near its summit were hundreds of dragons. She hadn’t understood that image, either,
when she had glimpsed it in Windrush’s mind. But now she did. A lone dragon awaited a sentence of
death on that peak. And nothing could stop it from happening. Nothing human, and nothing dragon.

It was too much for her to bear. Take me to him! Please! she cried out to Windrush, falling to her knees
beside the great dragon.| can’t just let him die — not because of me! Not like this!

And what will you do to prevent it! Windrush rumbled, hisvoice aconfused echo in her mind.No, there
is nothing you can do, and there is no point in all of us dying together. But | promise you this: My
father will die proud.

Jael wept helplesdy, leaning againgt the dragon’ sfordimb. Die proud? What good was dying proud? It
was too much; she could not even think or reason or speak anymore. It was dl turning to ablur in her
mind. Highwing,no...no...no...!

Someone was speaking to her.

She blinked away her tears and redlized that the face swimming in front of her was not the dragon’ s but
Ar’s, and the voice rasping in her ear was Ed' s, crying her name over and over. And then Ar folded her
into hisarms, and the tearswelled out of her eyes again as she wept with gresat, quaking sobs.

The cavern was cold, and no amount of pacing before the fire could warm Jael against the chill in her
bones, and in her heart. Ar sat and watched her as she paced. He had tried once to coax her into
withdrawing from the net for atime, to rest, to deep. She'd refused, unwilling to leave thisrealm for even
an ingant, fearful that she would somehow |ose even thislast tenuous link with her old friend.

Windrush was lost now in what seemed a strange and tormented deep. His eyes were haf-closed, rolling
intheir great sockets. From time to time arush of smoke and sparksissued from his nogtrils. It seemed
asthough he had fled away in spirit, asthough his thoughts were somehow abroad in the land, listening
for rumor or news, seeking word of hope or peace in arealm that had forgotten those qualities.

Jadl had no choice but to accept Windrush' s answer about trying to reach Highwing. If Highwing was
being held by spells of confinement inside the black peak, there was probably no hope of reaching



him — not tonight, a least. But when morning came, she would ask again. The morning light could bring
new answers,

Right now, she wished desperately to learn more about the eventsin the dragon realm since her first vist.
She stared at the degping Windrush, not daring to wake him, but wanting to question him while there was
gill time. How much longer could she and her shipmates remain in this reelm? Would the currents of the
Hux remain ill for them, or did those currents hold any force here, in this peculiar pocket of redity? She
didn’t know. Despite her wariness of the deeping behemoth, she could not resist tiptoeing closeto the
dragon’ s head, studying the rotating, half-closed eyes. Ocean green, even in deep, the left eye seemed to
focus upon her asthe faceted fire inside shifted, moving into view between the haf-open lids. She
hesitated, then found hersdf stepping closer, gazing into the living light. And before she knew what was
happening, she was drawn in again, into the bottomlesswdll ...

What do you want to know now?she sensed a preoccupied voice saying, and she felt her own mind
answvering,Everything ... everything about your world, about what has been happening ... And she
felt sad laughter echoing around her in answer, asthe owner of the voice opened its consciousnessto her,
or apart of it, even as another part of its mind was occupied in searching out pathways and powers that
lay far beyond her comprehension.

Visons seemed to unfold al around her, and the voice spoke asif continuing astory that had been
interrupted: ... at first there seemed no cause ... malice and confused desires growing among
dragons who had once dwelt together in peace. There have been timesin our history when such
things have happened before, but we do not remember those times well. Only the crystal ones
remember, the females, the draconae. But stories began to emerge of outsiders appearing in the
realm — some being chased away, others captured and transformed. No one seemed to know the
truth, and many discounted the stories altogether, but the stories themselves came to be a source
of discord and strife. What wer e these demons, these riggers? Were they intruders, to be killed or
enslaved? Wer e they innocent wanderers? Were they a prelude to events foretold by the Words?
Rumor s abounded, but where was the truth? The strife finally erupted with accusations against
my father, and quarreling over who would exact punishment for his actions.

Images unfolded of dragons feuding, coveting one another’ slairs and secret entrances, and breaking the
binding spdlsthat held such places of wonder as Highwing' s garden. That garden, and otherslikeit,
were now destroyed. Images unfolded of jeal ous contests for power among dragons to whom honor
meant nothing. Images of dragons being killed in duels. Of agreat mountain disgppearing. Of fledglings
vanishing from the few remaining places where they had been sheltered. Of the same brothers who had
oncejoined Windrush in flying the length and breadth of the relm, now forcing himinto hiding, fearing for
hisown life.

But this could not have happened for no reason, Jael thought, unable to fully comprehend what she was
sedng.

No. It only seemed so,whispered Windrush.But too many dragons wer e changing, as though they
themselves had fallen under a spell — one that rules not just the air and the rock and water, but
the mind, and the spirit itself. It is something that flows deep in the underweb of therealm. It is
beyond my understanding, but | know | must resist it. | must believe that others, like me, are living

in seclusion, awaiting a sign of hope. But while we hide, the spell continues to work its will over
thisland.

And ...she hesitated, remembering that she had asked this question once dready ...does it have a
name, this spell? Or its maker?



WAl ...The dragon’ s thoughts seemed ashamed.We did not know, or perhaps did not wantto know ...
its name. To truly know its name isto admit its presence, to be linked to it forever, for good or ill.
But Highwing knew, or at least suspected. And | came to suspect. And lately, | have even heard
the name whispered abroad —

Yes?

The dragon hesitated. His thoughts seemed to uncail, reluctantly, from around a great knot of fear. The
nameis ... Tar-skel. “ Nail of Srength.” It is the name of one who would take the realm by fear,
and bind it with its power.

Tar-skel, Jael whispered, shivering, remembering now. She had heard that name only once before,
muttered by Highwing, and fearfully.

It is a name known to us through ... legend. And through prophecy. The dragon’ s thoughts seemed
to sammer. Through stories whispered by the draconae. By those who dwelled in Dream Mountain,
nurturing the dragonlings, when they were not on wing themselves, singing to us words of history,
and tradition, and prophecy. They, and the ifflings as well, have spoken this name, Tar-ske,
warned us of itsthreat. We have long known it as a name to frighten dragonlings, a name to
inspire fear. But it comes from legend, you see, as well as from prophecy. And we have not really
believed the legend or the prophecy. And now both have become real. Tar-skel. Windrush's
thoughts trembled with shame and with fear.

Jeel felt adtirring of fear in her own heart each time the name was spoken. She glimpsed images—
scattered and fragmentary — of the dragon realm in an age past, when terror and discord were sown
through the realm like wind-borne seeds. Sown by one named Tar-skel. Felt, named, but never seen.
Not, anyway, for many, many generations.

In the time of my foredragons, long ago — if the legend is true — this one disappeared from the
realm, driven from our midst after a reign of turmoil and terror such as we can scarcely imagine.

Driven out? How?

| cannot say. Perhaps the draconae remember, if they still live. The rest of us have forgotten. Oh,
we draconi know songs and tales of battle, of heroism and tragedy, and sacrifice, embellished
over and over through the generations. The dragon’ s thoughts paused, reflecting.But | no longer
believe that that is the important or the true part of the story. We draconi, we males, never knew
or understood, | think, what sort of one the Nail of Strength was. Or even if “ Tar-skel” wasits
true name. Or even if —as one legend had it —it was an astoundingly ancient being, but one
never actually seen by any living dragon. Even after its defeat long ago, legend claimed that it
lived on, hiding and sleeping, waiting to return another time. He sghed.Would that the realm were
done with its evil forever!

Windrush' sthoughts were sllent for atime, before whispering,Our draconi memory islong, in clans
and contests and spells; in mountains conquered. But in this, our memory fails us. It is as though
my ancestors did not want to remember — as though the memory itself were the evil, to be
avoided. And so we believed, or chose to believe, that Tar-skel was nothing more than a tale told
to frighten the young ones in their lairs.

Lisgtening in dismay, Jael heard hersdf asking, as she floated in the dragon’ s thoughts, how it was that
they had cometo believe in Tar-skel now. Had some dragons spoken to the draconag?

Windrush answered mournfully.We have only their teachings to guide us now, such as we remember



them. The Dream Mountain eludes us, in a manner we cannot under stand, perhaps kept from us
by the power of the Enemy. And without the draconae, without the Dream Mountain, our race
cannot continue. There will be no memories or wisdom, no powers of creation ... and no more
young dragons.

He sighed deeply.We should have listened better to the draconae when we could. They understood
so much. better than we. But even without them, in whispers | hear the name Tar-skel. Not openly,
but in whispers of thought through the underweb of the world. Even among the draconi — yes,
among my own, | have glimpsed thoughts, and a spirit blacker than night, darker than the very
roots of the mountains. And corrupt. Yes. And in whispers and rumors among them | have heard
the name Tar-skel spoken — not with dread — but with awe and with respect.

And now the dragon’ s degpest fears came rising to the surface of its soul.Behind my father’ s capture
can be found Tar-skel. Behind histrial. And his sentence. And his death that will come. And
behind the rage — and the madness — lies the name Tar-skel. The madness that | fear will destroy
everything | have ever known ...

The dragon’s mind-voice was quiet, as an ocean lies quiet between changes of the tides, quiet but with
surges and ripples of expectancy benesth the stillness.

After atime, Jael asked what Windrush could tell her about Highwing since she had last seen him.

Little enough, murmured the dragon.l saw him rarely, though | knew that his once mighty reputation
lay in ruins. He came to me toward the end, pursued by scorn. | feared for him, but there was little
| could do or say. | was kept from histrial. | only learned the details of that through rumor ... and
through the ifflings.

Theifflings, Jadl thought. She had seen one once, with Highwing. She didn’t know what they were, but
she sensed that at least they were not on the side of the darkness. She sensed that they bore knowledge.
Can theifflings help you ... us? Help us to learn more about ... Tar-skel? And Highwing?

Therewas along, resonating silence. She sensed agreat frudtration in the dragon’ s thoughts, ranging
outward through the relm. Findly returning close to her, he whispered, Per haps they could. Perhaps.
But where are they? Where are the ifflings?

And then anew silence closed in, asad and find slence, shutting her thoughts away from the dragon’s
atogether.

Jael blinked and stepped back. The connection with the deeping dragon had been broken. Therewas so
much more she wanted to ask him. Why hadn’'t Highwing told her, warned her of the danger? Or had he
tried? Her thoughts and memories seemed cold and unfamiliar now, as though she were staring at them
through agrimy lens. She gazed & the dumbering Windrush, whose eydlids were now closed entirdly,
and wished that she could somehow open hismind again and ask al of her unanswered questions.

Jadl, no.Shefelt Ar'shand on her shoulder and turned unwillingly. You must stop this. If you hope to do
anything at all, even to find us a safe way out of here, you must rest. Ar’'seyeswerefilled with
sympathy and worry. She wondered if he had felt, or heard, any of what she had just learned from
Windrush.

He will wake when he wakes, Ar said.In the meantime, you, too, must rest.

| cannot, sheingsted. She appreciated his concern. But what good could Ar’s sympathy do in the face of
the imminent deeth of afriend and perhaps the destruction of an entire relm?



You must. For the sake of what hope you have left.

Jeel stared at him, then walked back to where they had been sitting earlier, beside the hearth and the
embers. Resting her head against the stone, shetried to clear her mind, to rest her thoughts. But she kept
thinking of Ar'swords. Hope. When had she last known true hope? She' d felt it reawakened for atime,
with Highwing. But redlly, when had shelogt it? Y ears ago, in childhood, when her father had succumbed
to hisdark and brooding depression, when the dreams of the LeBrae business had turned to ashes? Or
later, when her mother had died, forcing her to return to live with her father, whose depression had
turned to bitterness and cynicism?

Shefdt arush of anger a the memory, at thetaste of dust that it |eft in her mouth. Why were these
thoughts coming to her now, of al times? She had other worries, far more urgent than some lost
memories of her family. She blinked, suddenly aware of her desperate weariness. Will you stand watch?
shewhispered to Ar.Wake me if anything happens ... if thereisany sign of ... if Windrush
awakens?

I will,Ar promised.Why don’t you withdraw just halfway? You can rest without fully leaving the
net. I’ve already rested so, while you’ ve been waiting for the dragon to wake. | found it restoring.

Undoubtedly he wasright. Beside her, the parrot was adeep on astone perch, apparently doing exactly
what Ar had suggested. She would rest, then. And with waking, surely, would come new hope. She
prayed that it would. Because right now she had no hope at dl.

Twenty-six

Friend of Highwing

She thought, in her dream, that she glimpsed astrange, ddlicate creature that whispered to her of
Highwing in his dungeon — of Highwing hearing her call and dying many times over because he had no
way to answer her, no way to let her know that he believed in her ill, that he remained faithful in his
friendship. She thought, in her dream, that the creature entered the dragon’ s cavern like a spirit-being,
emerging from the burning embers of thefire, and disappearing again the way it had come. She thought
that the creature was afire dementa, and then she thought it was not that, after dl, but instead adim
lemurlike thing covered with silken fur, and that it dipped across the stone hearth with the stedlth of acat.
Its gppearance made her afraid at first, and then her fears were stilled.

Jad!

She felt ahand touch her, and heard arumbling snort. She opened her eyes, and saw the rigger-gation
controls as aghostly presence over her. She had nearly dropped al the way out of the net. But the
sounds she had heard were from the other side, from the world of the Flux. Dazed, she sank back into
the net and found hersdlf in the gloom of the dragon’s cavern, by the hearth. 1t seemed unred, impossible;
but she knew that it wasn't. It was asreal as her spaceship, asrea as her own hands pressed to the cold
gtone. Ar was shaking her gently. Ed was fluttering hiswings, making agargling sound.

And the dragon, Windrush, had raised his head and was |ooking around the cavern.Who is here?
We are, Jael mumbled.We never |eft.

Not you. Something el se. The dragon cocked his head, snorting sparks.An iffling. While | dept, an
iffling was here. His eyesrotated to gaze at hisguests.Did you see it?



Ar looked puzzled.An iffling? There was a moment . . .when | thought | felt, or saw ... something.
But | don’'t know what it was, and it passed quickly.

Jael remembered theimagesin her dream.l may have seen it, she murmured. She described the creature
that she had seen, or imagined, in her deep. Wasit like the being she had glimpsed once talking to
Highwing? She wasn't sure; she hadn’t seen either one very clearly.

But Windrush was nodding gravely, his eyes glowing with asmoky inner fire. He seemed perturbed by
her report, particularly the mention of Highwing's awareness of her presence. Helifted hishead and
sniffed the air and shot afrustrated flame toward the ceiling.

Then it wastrue, Jagl thought. The dream-visit had been red. And Highwing was dive, and knew she
wasin the realm. How could she not do everything in her power to reach him?

The dragon was watching her now, his eyes darkening.| sense your thoughts, he observed. You do not
know what you ask of yourself. There is nothing that you can do. Nothing that any of us can do.

Jael rose and strode to face the dragon at close range. Though his head rested on hisforefeet, she had to
look up into his eye. He seemed more massive than ever before. The scalesthat covered his head shone
dimly inthe cold light of the dying hearth fire.l must try. And if that meanstrying alone, | will do that,
shesadflatly.

Smoke billowed from the reptile s nogtrils. Are you so certain of what you wish to do?
| know what | mustdo.

May | point out, at least, that your strength islimited here? You would not last. It would be best if
you let me fly you to the edge of our world, so that you could leave all of this safely behind you.His
gaze narrowed. In truth, you know, our troubles are not your concern.

Ar made a clearing-of-the-throat sound.He has a point, Jael. Our ship is damaged. We limped into
these mountains. | don’t know how we can expect to —

But Windrush could help us, Jeel interrupted. Couldn’t you?

The dragon gave her ameasured look.| confess that | do not understand your powers, or your rolein
our world —if you still have a role to play. He hesitated. The Words of prophecy, | admit, seemto
suggest that you might. But | perceive that your strength has been weakened by the ... mishap ...
that brought you here.

Jael could not dispute the point. She scuffed at the stone floor of the cavern with her booted foot. The
floor was solid, cold, hard. A part of her wanted to believe that thiswas dl arigger-illusion, but she knew
that it wasn't. Her debts, and her honor, were as red here asthey were back in that world of space and
garsand planets. Turning to Ar, she said,| know you don’t think we should do this. | wish there were
some way that we could split up, so that you could take the ship to safety, and | could go on with
thisalone.

Ar reached out with both hands.Jadl, please!

But thereisn't, is there?she continued, not responding to hisgesture.Ar, | have to do this—to try,
anyway. At least, that’ s the way | feel. She swallowed, knowing that she couldn’t make the decison
aone. Not only would that be unfair, it would be impossible, if Ar opposed her.

Awk! The parrot flapped hiswingsviolently. Try! We Try! Yes, Jayl?



Ar looked askance at the bird before addressing Jagl again.What do you think you ... or we ... can
do?

Jael had no plan, and she feared that there wasllittle time left before Highwing' s execution. She wished
she could remember more clearly what theiffling had tried to tell her in the dream. What would Highwing
say to her if he could spesk?Windrush, she said suddenly,can you reach out to your father with your
thoughts?

Thedragon’s bresth hissed out unhappily.l have tried. But thereisa barrier preventing me—a
sorcery. | cannot break through.

Was that what he was doing when he was ranging outward with histhoughtsin his deep? Jagl wondered.
She nodded in disappointment. What about the ifflings, then?

A raised eye ridge conveyed the dragon’ s puzzlement.

Couldn’t you contact the ifflings and ask them to help us? If they have touched Highwing's
thoughtsin prison, then they must know how to reach him!

The dragon shifted position suddenly. He raised atalon, dangeroudy closeto Jagl, and scratched at the
knobby bumps on the back of hishead.A good idea, perhaps. But | do not know how to reach the
ifflings, either. They come to me when they will, not when I will. I wish | couldcall themto me.

Jael squinted at him, then paced. There had to be away.Do you know how to get to where heis being
held? she asked.

Thedragon’seyes glowed dully.To the Black Peak? Of course. But that won't necessarily help us
find him.

Why not? Don'’t you know where he is imprisoned?

That, | fear, isa closely guarded secret, Windrush murmured.He is somewhere deep within the
mountain, in a dungeon protected by tightly woven spells that alter the very shape and substance
of theworld. That isall know. I do not know the way, nor can | penetrate those spells.

Jael remembered the magica entrance that had brought them into this cavern. She believed Windrush
when he said that such knowledge of Highwing's prison would be kept from him. But there had to be a

way!

There was a sudden rasping sound behind her, and then afluttering of wings, as Ed flew to her shoulder.
Rawk. Coming. Something coming, the bird muttered in her ear.

Windrush must have sensed the approach at the sametime. The dragon’ s eyes brightened, and he raised
hishead, sniffing.It comes! he hissed in astonishment.

Jeel turned to look and her heart nearly stopped. The creature from her dreams was crossing the cavern
floor, walking toward them. It moved with four-footed grace, and its head was raised, eyeing them each
inturn asit approached. It looked, as she' d remembered, like adeek, huge-eyed lemur.Hdlo, Jadl
whispered, scarcely knowing how to begin, knowing only that she had a thousand urgent questions.

You must go to Highwing now, if you would go at all,the creature said, itsvoice awillowy sighin her
head. 1ts eyes shone dark and glistening; but the real contact, Jael sensed, was not through the eyes but
directly through the mind.



You know how to reach him?Jadl whispered.Can you take a message to him?
Thereis no time. Highwing rises to the peak now, and if you would speak to himin thislifetime ...

Jadl felt an electric shock go through her.You mean ... he is being taken to his —? Her voice caught;
she could not speak the words.

You must not delay, urged theiffling.For the draconae, if you will not do it for Highwing. For the
memory of Skytouch!

Jadl did not fully understand the iffling’ swords. Neverthel ess, she pleaded with it.Will you come with
us?

| cannot,it whispered.But you know the way.

| don’t. But one of us does! Jael spun, crying to Windrush.Do you hear that? You are the only one
who knows the way! Will you take us or not? I must know now! Her breath ran out with agreat cry.
She gazed a the dragon, then turned back to the iffling.

But it was gone.

Where —?ghe choked, her breath acry of pain. But she knew that the creature had delivered its
message and departed.

The dragon’ s breath rumbled indecisively in the back of histhroat. Suddenly his eyes glowed with anger
and determination.Climb onto my back, he said. The time has come.

Yawwwwk! Now! shrieked the parrot.

Joel looked at Ar, agrowing lump in her throat — and through her own welling tears she saw him nod.
Together, they scrambled up onto the dragon’ s shoulders and clung to his scales.

She never even saw the mountain open up around them as the dragon legped with full fury into the air.

A predawn wind blew damp and chilly around them as Windrush begt hisway uprange, northward and
westward. Jagl was astonished at the dragon’ s speed. She glanced back at the barely perceptible ghost
of their spaceship riding on the dragon’ s back, and thought that this was probably the fastest she had
ever moved through the Flux — under control, anyway. She and Ar huddled close behind the dragon’s
head, but even so, the powerful movement of Windrush'swings threatened to hurl them off. Ed was
hunkered down in the shelter of her body.

Do you have any idea what we'll do when we get there? Ar asked, hisvoice bardly audible over the
wind, as the landscape spun by.

She shook her head, blinked tearsfrom her eyes. Even asthey flew, memories of her father wererising
to the surface. She remembered accompanying him into space asayoung child, standing with him at the
portals as he showed her the hypnotic beauty of the stars of deep space, and shared with her the joy and
the desire to cross the gulfs between the stars. Thiswas along time before the failure, the bitterness, the
hatred. She shivered. Why was she remembering this now? Was it because she was getting closer to
Highwing? She remembered the dragon’ s magic, and thought that it was dmost asthough it were a work
again now, finishing atask that had been left undone, stirring up memories that had been buried for good
reason, memories she wanted left hidden. Asif to torment her, one more image rose into her thoughts, an
early memory of dtting and watching him frown in concentration over hiswork, of admiring him as she
watched the smoke curl up from his pipe, of loving him. Loving him?



She blinked the thought away, determinedly shaking her head. Ar had asked her a question. What would
they do when they reached the Black Peak? She had no idea. She knew only that she had to be there. If
there was any way to save Highwing'slife ... but what could she possibly hope to accomplish against
dragons massed and bent upon murder? And what about Tar-skel? Now that she knew its name, did
that mean that shewastied to it forever, awaysto be itsfoe? She shivered, and felt atremor pass
through Windrush' s massive body.

The mountains changed dowly asthey flowed past. The peaks were becoming bolder, more pronounced
againg the sky, black againgt grey. Thefrail light of dawn only hinted at the sunrise that was surely to
come. Intheair, Jael noticed tiny flecks of light drifting toward them, like windborne sparksin the night.
Windrush veered dightly to intercept them. They flashed and twinkled for an instant, as he snapped them
out of the air with his great jaws. His wing-strokes seemed to grow stronger, as though he had gained
sustenance from the sparks. Lumenis wind-dust, he remarked, but didn’t explain further.

Jadl didn't ask; she had more urgent things on her mind.

There,Windrush said afew minutes|later, indicating adark, massive pesk directly ahead. There you will
soon see dragons ... more than you can imagine. And you will see one dragon worth more than all
of the others together. Sparksfrom his exhaation flew back past his head, past Jael and Ar.

The sunrise came quickly, a sudden blaze of maroon and gold from the range off to their right. In the
glory of the new day, Jael suddenly descried what Windrush had promised: dragons— dozens, or
perhaps hundreds, of them — avast ring of dragons circling the summit of the pesk ahead. She
recognized it from the images Windrush had shared with her: the Black Pegk, highest peak in therealm. It
loomed, agreat and terrible turret against the sky. The dragons were till far away; they looked more like
athick flock of blackbirds. If only they were mere birdsl Somewhere among them should be the one
dragon who mattered to Jael. Somewhere among them should be Highwing.

She redlized that she was having trouble breathing, and she forced hersdlf to take dow, deliberate
breaths, and to relax dightly the grip of her whitened knuckles on Windrush' sknobs. She glanced at Ar,
and saw in his eyes a sober acceptance of what wasto come.If — she began, and stopped.

If we don't ...Her voice hurt; she swallowed and shook her head. What was there to say that he didn’t
aready know? Ar smiled, hislipsaforced crinkle pattern, and he peered straight ahead, not meeting her
eyes. She thought she heard him humming. She nodded and focused on calming hersalf, trying to gather
her strength.

Shefdt awave of dizzinessand, just for an ingtant, felt thoughts that were not her own. It wasafamiliar
touch, but it was gone aready, and she cried out sllently, trying in vain to recaptureit. But it had triggered
something esein her mind. Another memory rose up hauntingly, infuriatingly, into her thoughts. Not now!
she cried slently. Please not now! It was her father again, scowling, Sgning the permissionsthat would
send her to rigger school. She wanted to scream her plea— Not now! — but she was hel pless to speak
as the memory flushed through her. Whatever €lse her father had done, he had allowed her to become a
rigger, had left her the money that let her finish the training that took her to the stars, that kept her aive
and brought her here. That was what Highwing had seen, and had tried to show her, so long ago.

She fet that distant other’ s presence again now, but only for an ingtant, atickle in her avareness. She
recognized the touch of Highwing' s magic — 4till at work, even in the face of hisimpending degth.

Then she saw him. Her breath went out in afrightened gasp.

Hewas adistant, ill tiny figure, perched on the very summit of that black mountain. The other dragons
were circling around him like buzzards. Jael could not have said how she recognized Highwing from such



adistance, or how she knew precisely what the other dragons were doing — that they were executioners
awaiting their moment of triumph. But those facts were as stark in her mind as the newborn daylight, and
as hurtful asasearing sun. They' re going to throw him down! she whispered, scarcely ableto voice the
words.

No, Windrush answered.Far worse than that. And hiswings beat with even greater urgency, carrying
them ever more swiftly toward the peak.Butchers! Devils! he cried out in anguish.

Jael struggled to draw bregth into her lungs, but she felt as though a giant fist were crushing her chest.
Gasping, she fought to speak.Closer, Windrush! Closer! Faster!

The dragon did not answer, but hiswings furioudy drummed the air. Jagl squinted through tears, trying to
focus on the peak. Highwing! she thought. Damn them al — I’'m here, Highwing!

They soared so fast and high that the peak mushroomed in size before them. The dragonscircling the
peak were now just ahead of them, and to the sides. But Jagl scarcely noticed; she saw only thelone
dragon atop the peak, turning his head to and fro, flapping hiswingswide, but not flying. Theair around
the peak shimmered as though with heet, and it reverberated with the sound of chanting, and that was
when sheredlized, when shefelt with ashivering certainty, that more than just amultitude of dragons
opposed Highwing. There was a powerful sorcery at work, atering the very nature of the Flux, and it
was that power which held him prisoner. She heard athinRrrrrr ... graggons ... and redized that Ed
was smelling the executioners. He was hunched aslow as he could get in front of her, and was trembling
with feer.

Highwing's head was turned away from them now. She urged Windrush onward. Closer. Suddenly, a
hot, reeking blast rocked them, and two black dragons swooped in from either side, nearly colliding with
Windrush.DO YOU WISH TO JOIN HIM, BROTHER? they bellowed, in voices that seemed to erupt
from the bowel s of the earth. WATCH, RIGGER-DEMONS WATCH! AND YOU TOO MAY JOIN
HIM! The chanting swelled in the air, in aterrifying tongue that tore incomprehensibly at her ears and her
mind and her heart.

Clinging to Windrush as he veered from the other dragons, she drew a desperate lungful of air, and the
cry exploded from her, full of ragee FRIEND OF HIGHWING! | AM JAEL, FRIEND OF HIGHWING!
HIGHWING, | AM HERE! And shefroze, thrilled and terrified by her own words.

For aningtant, al motion in the sky seemed to cease. She saw Highwing turn his heed, and acrossthe
emptiness of space between them she glimpsed thefirein hisemerdd eyes, and shefdt hismind brush
agang hers one more time.Windrush, turn back to him! she pleaded, and the dragon wheeled around
and arrowed toward his father. AWAY FROM ME, BROTHERS Windrush bellowed. And Jadl cried,
HIGHWNG!

The chant rose louder and faster, and the air was dark with dragons swarming, and dight with
dragon-fire. And through the fire and smoke, she saw Highwing spread hiswingswide and full, and leap
from the mountain peak. Y es! shecried slently. Y ou can escape!

But Highwing banked and flew straight toward her, straight into the swarm of his captors. A thundering
outcry arose. Theair wastorn gpart like acurtain, and there was a dazzling flash where Highwing had
been, and through the din she heard the cry: You came, Jael! You came! But when the light faded,
Highwing was gone. A chorus of triumph from the executioners was cut short by atremendous
concussion, which lifted Windrush and his passengers and hurled them back from the pesk.

Highwing! Jael screamed.



But he was gone. Only the other dragons remained, and they were aready turning to attack their new
foes.

Windrush, where did they send him?she cried, her voice cracking with grief.

For aprolonged bregath, she heard nothing but the sound of rushing air, and then the dragon saying, To
the static realm ... to die alone, separated from thisworld forever ... inavoice so dulled by grief
and despair that his words seemed to make no sense at dl. Jadl rose high on the dragon’ s shoulder and
leaned forward over his forehead ridgesto gaze into the corner of hisleft eye. Asshelinked for just an
ingtant with the dragon’s mind, theimage came clear in her own ...to the static realm ...

And she knew what realm that was, aream that dragons feared as deeply as any human feared the fires
of Hades...

And in the space of one breath, with no time at all to think about it, she drew al of her strength around
her, drew Ar and Ed close, and let the full gleaming shape of her starship billow out behind her. Ignoring
the screams of rage from the other dragons, and Windrush crying to her to wait, she leaped away from
Windrush' s shoulders with ashout of farewell. And she hooked her fingersinto the stuff of the Flux, and
heedless of the babble of voices around her, clawed arent in the continuum and wrenched the ship
upward, spirding upward, out of the Flux.

Twenty-seven

The Static Realm

They emerged nearly insde abillowing red sun. The star loomed enormous before them, filling half the
sky with its crimson photosphere. Seemingly dark granules and spots swam acrossits massive face, livid
in the sensory-net image. The star poured out a ferocious radiation that was aready threatening to
overwhemSeneca’ s shidding.

Jael, what are you doing?Ar shouted. Get us out of here! Hewas dready retuning the flux-pile,
preparing to take them back into the Flux.

Ar, no! He' s here somewhere! They threw him out of the Flux, into our space!
Ar was stunned slent for amoment.Jael, it’stoo late! There' s nothing we can do for him!

Jael worked frantically to engage the ship’ s normal-space control s through the net.We don’'t know it’s
too late! Ar ,help me! We' ve got to scan for him! As she spoke, she turned on al of the normal-space
Sensors, setting them to search for anything solid.

Yawww! Ed took wing in the net.Find him! Find him!

Yes—help us! Jael was fumbling with the controls. It was awkward, piloting the ship in normal-space
fromwithintherigger-net. Ar —can you pull out of the net and handle the ship from the bridge?

The Clendornan’ sface loomed large before her. All right, Jael — but I’ m not giving you much time.
We can't last long this close to a star, and I’ m not going to kill ustrying!

Just do it! He must be close. We left the Flux almost together.

Ar’ sface vanished, and amoment later, she felt the normal-gpace controls dipping out of her grasp. She
waited, nearly frantic, asthe sudden silence seemed to stretch forever. She found hersaf shaking with



fear, and under the terrible strain she felt something shake loose from her subconscious mind. Space itsalf
seemed to quiver as aface rose up and floated before her, in her mind, exactly as Mogurn had appeared
inthe Flux after she'd killed him. She panted, struggling not to scream. It was her father’ sface, and she
recognized the memory at once. It was her father in hisfina, tormented year, babbling, “Master your
demons, Jadl, master your demons!” He had never made peace with hisown failures, yet ill he haunted
her with hisfailed advice. And yet ... without him, she redlized, she would not even be here ...

The face disappeared as Ar’ svoice reverberated into the net:Incredible, Jael —there’ sa small
asteroid nearby. Its orbit istaking it into the sun’s photosphere .

Her heart jumped.|s there anything on it?
Checking now. The imaging is very difficult ...

Jeel’ s heart pounded as she waited for hisreport. Then she heard: There issomething onit. | can’t tell
what. We' d have to shift our orbit inward to approach, and we don’t have much maneuverability.

Do it! she shouted.Don’t waste time talking!

Shefelt ashudder and knew that Ar had activated the maneuvering drive. Focusing from within the net,
shelocated the asteroid, dmost lost in the glare of the sun. She brought to bear dl of the
computer-imaging powers she had available ...

And she saw something knobby on the asteroid’ s surface. Asthey closed on it, the asteroid swelled in
her view: agnarled, airlessrock, burning up in the glare and hest of the sun. Closer ... larger ...

Do you seeit, Jael? We' ve got to make our identification and get out!
She strained, and saw that the object on the asteroid was ... moving. Or wasit her imagination?
Closer ...

Astheimage grew, the knob began to look like something flapping in abreeze, an old bag, or a
wounded animd struggling pathetically. It looked like nothing resembling adragon, certainly not
Highwing. Andyet ... shefdt atickling at the edge of her thoughts, the presence of something or
someonefamiliar.

Highwing! she whispered in agony.

Jael, you don’t know it’s Highwing! she heard Ar protesting; or perhapsit was her own inner voice,
trying to keep her from doing something insane. But she felt no doubt, sheknew that her friend was out
there, burning up in the sun. She had no ideawhat physica manifestation adragon from the Flux would
have in norma-space, in the “static redm,” but she knew she had to get to him fast. Ar, get us closer!

Jael, we can’'t help him! We can’t land, and we can’'t go outside for himin this!

She could imagine his consternation as she asked the impossible. But she didn't care about that; she
didn’t care about possible or impossible.If you won't do it, | will! But even as she spoke, she redlized
that Ar was already trying to do what she' d asked. The asteroid was looming very close now, but its
rotation was carrying the thing on its surface from sight. Can you match its rotation, just for a minute?
Can you get me close, Ar? Get me close, and | can reach him!

Her friend was doing just that, and better than she could have done it, even as he protested, You can’t
reach anything, Jael! Don't you under stand? But they were close enough now for aclear image, even



in the terrible blood-glare of the sun. Ar was bringing them around in aloop to catch up with therock’s
motion, and what they saw struggling at the edge of their view, foundering on the surface of that asteroid,
wasdearly alivingbeing ...

A dying being.

Dying. Even here, even now, the dragon’ s spell was at work. She remembered her father dying, a
broken man ... and knew that she could no longer hate him. Pity him, yes, but not hate him.

Highwingwasdying ...
My sacred word, Ar whispered, in disbelief.

Though the creature in the image was little more than a pathetic bag of bones, it nevertheless had a head,
and something like wings crumpled at its Sides; and it had eyesfull of pain, eyesthat peered vacantly,
searching the sky asthough it knew something was close but couldn’t quite seeit.” Here, Highwing! she
cried softly.

The creature moved its head suddenly, asthough it had heard her. And she could have sworn that she
heard itsvoice in her own head, groaning, You can do nothing ... don’t die for nothing! And shefdt its
pain, in atremendous wave that surged through the net, shaking her. Ed flapped violently, in terror.

Her father had once loved her, had made it possible for her to be here. Would it all be for nothing? Yes,
if she could not save Highwing, if she could not give even that in return. ...

She drew abreath, struggling not to cry out — and suddenly shouted, | need to be just a little closer,
Ar!

No, Jael ...wecan't ... the screens are overloaded! We' ve got to drop back into the Flux — NOW!
Doiit, Jad!!

No more than ahundred or athousand meters from her, the creature that was Highwing sank helplesdy
back asthe asteroid' srotation brought him back into thefull hellish daylight of that swollen sun. The
voice that reached her was weak, whispering: No, Jael —

Ar, get in here and HELP ME?she screamed. Ed, help me!

Whatever they answered, she didn’t hear. She only knew what she had to do. She stretched the net to its
limit, drawing on dl of the reserve power — and it wasn't enough. The instant she sensed Ar entering the
net, she seized the normal -space controls and contorted space with the maneuvering drive, dropping the
ship toward the agteroid’ s surface — dropping in asuicida dive toward the rock, toward Highwing.

Tearsburned her eyes as she thought, Not for nothing! It will not be for nothing!
Jael, no! Ar shouted, as he saw what she was doing.
Be ready to take us down! she commanded, her voice cold and furious.When | say to.

Ed must have sensed her immediate intention, because he streaked to the forward end of the net,
gretchingit ... and Jagl’ s arms lengthened and reached out for Highwing ... and the burning rock rose,
danting and rotating, to collide with them ...

Highwing! she cried. Shefdt the net brush over him, over the rock; and she molded the net to include the
dragon but not the rock, and she screamed: NOW, AR —NOW!



Ar’ sgtrength in the net joined hers, and over the groaning protest of the flux-pile, they reached into the
Flux and pulled the ship down ...

The asteroid loomed like amassive wall, and they were careening toward it —
— and it shimmered and became transparent —

— and thefearful blazing sun became transparent —

— and both were gone, and the clouds of the Flux materidized in their place.

The net nearly disintegrated from the effort of containing Highwing within it, but somehow it held. Asthe
universe around them changed, asthey sank deeper into the ocean of the Flux, passing through layers of
change, the creature they were holding began to change, aswell.

No longer abag of bones, he was growing in mass and size. His shape was returning, becoming adragon
shape again, adragon struggling to spread hiswings.Highwing! she shouted, her heart breaking with
hope and fear. He was struggling, in agony. And the net that supported him was beginning to tear.

Jael, let him go,Ar urged, and hisvoice, though calm, reverberated in the center of her consciousness, a
command that she could not ignore.Now, Jael — or we'll lose the net for good.

Yes ...she whispered. She forced herself to open her arms and rel ease the dragon.

Hefdl away from them, and before she could do anything more, Ar had aready drawn in the net, cutting
the drain on the ship’ s power. She knew he' d done the right thing — they’ d nearly lost the flux-pile, and
that would have been the end for them — but she could not keep from crying out as she saw Highwing
dropping through the air. She shouted to him, and dimly sensed his awvareness.

Jad ...the voice bardy whispered over the wind. For an ingtant it sounded like her father’ svoice. But it
waan't; it was Highwing's.

Below them now, she saw mountains, and they were descending fast from agreet height, through asky
wracked by crosswinds. There was one enormous peak that might have been the Black Peak, and she
wondered whether the dragons were still there, and scarcely knew whether to hope yes or no. Then she
heard Ed crying,Graggons near! andFly, Highwing — CAW! — must fly!

But Highwing wasfdling, not flying. He was struggling to open hiswings againg the rushing air. Onewing
opened alittle, then the other, and then he was tumbling out of control. His strength was gone. He was
fdling, dmost certainly, to his death. Jael warped their net into adeta-winged glider, and they dived to
follow the dragon as hefell.Highwing, please pull out of it! she pleaded, and knew it wasfutile, crying
for what could not be.

Graggon!

The movement was so fast, she scarcely saw the dragon flash up and around them and around Highwing.
And she heard the voi ce before she focused on the form. You have the power to bring him back!
Windrush shouted, hisvoice so full of astonishment that hiswonder echoed across the mountains.

Windrush, can you help —?

But her words were unnecessary, because Windrush was aready benegath hisfather. She shuddered as
the two dragons came together in midair, fearing for an instant that she would watch them both die; but
Windrush' s strength was sufficient. He caught Highwing on his back, roaring under the sudden,



tremendous weight. He couldn’t stop the descent, but he dowed it. Highwing, agonizingly, succeeded at
last in gtretching hiswings enough to help support himsdf. Something of hisold glory wasat last visiblein
hisform.Windrush-sh-sh, he sighed, his voice quaking as he spoke the other dragon’s name.

Jeel flew closer.
You canfly ... proudly ... your last ... flight ...Windrush said, hiswords |abored.

Yes. And Highwing' s nogtrils smoked, though the smoke was carried away in an ingtant by thewind. As
Jael approached, her heart stopping because of what she had just heard, Highwing' s eyesturned to focus
on her. They descended together, the dragon’ s gaze flickering with aremnant of itsold fire. And for an
ingant, shefelt Highwing' s presencein her thoughts.

Jad ...
Highwing, can you make it? Can you fly?she whispered.

She heard something like laughter, but it was so full of pain and sorrow and joy and inexpressible dragon
fedlingsthat she could not redly have cdled it laughter. And she heard, Little Jadl ... once moreonly ...
will | fly ... and hiswords ended with a sound that reminded her of chimes ringing across an expanse of
water. In that instant, her mind filled with memories of their first moments together, and she knew that she
was seeing what he was remembering. Her mind filled, aswell, with other images of the dragon realm:
Skytouch dying, friends gone and sons departed, imprisonment and terror, and blazing alien heat; and
images of triumph and the promise of victory and vindication. And she knew, too, what he saw in her
mind: memories of her father, and acceptance and forgiveness. And she heard the dragon’ svoice again,
saying,You have ... saved me ... saved us both ... so that | may ... pass from this life with

dignity ... little Jael. And again she heard the laughter that was not laughter, and she felt something
changein the way that the dragons were flying.

Look, Ar murmured in wonderment.

Highwing was spreading hiswings over Windrush's. She could fedl the effort, the terrible pain that it was
costing him. The dragon’ swings caught the wind smartly asthey siretched out, shining Silver and
iridescent inthe sun. A jet of fire blossomed from his throat, and he lifted away from Windrush's back.
For an instant, Jael feared that he would tumble again; but he drew his strength from somewhere, and
though he swayed periloudy, he fought hisway into aclimb. As Jael strained desperately to follow, he
turned his head, and his eyes glowed and joined with hers, and he called, hisvoice clear even through the
find pan:Well met and farewell ... Windrush ... riggers ... Jael! His bregth flared and smoked, and he
thundered,Call, “ FRIEND OF HIGHWING!” ... and | will hear you ... And before he could
complete hiswords, he began to change, to become transparent.

The sunlight caught him, dazzling, and for an instant he was adragon of living crystd glass. Living light.
Then he was no more.

Farewell, Highwing ...Jael whispered, choking. She wept hel plessy for amoment, before she caught
her breath and bellowed raggedly to the empty wind: FRIEND OF HIGHWING! And from thewind she
thought she heard laughter, chimelike, full of sorrow and joy. Or perhaps she only wished to hear it, his
laughter echoing on thewind.

And then they werefdling, the net fraying around them. And Ar fought for control, but she could do
nothing to help him; her heart was too heavy with grief.



Twenty-eight

A Final Parting

Windrush caught them far more easily than he had caught hisfather. Jagl gasped and clung to his neck.
They huddled atop the dragon, Jael pressing her forehead to his rippling scales as she wept. For along
time, shewas aware of nothing that was happening, except her grief.Highwing ... oh, Highwing ... !

She heard aquiet voice in the back of her mind, saying, You have done well against the darkness, O
Friend of Highwing. At first shetried to ignore it; she was confused not only by the words, but by the
voice. It did not seem to be Windrush's, or Ar’s. It said again, You have done well against the
darkness....

She opened her eyes, brushing away her tears. For an instant, she thought she saw a creature glimmering
intheair just off Windrush'sleft shoulder. Perhapsit was her imagination, but what she saw wasthe
iffling, floating half in and half out of thisrelm.What do you mean? she whispered.|l’ ve accomplished
nothing. Even saying it, her pain seemed to grow.

But you have, rigger Jael,answered the quiet voicein her mind.More than you know.

Shetried to focus her gaze on the iffling, till not sureif it wasthere. And now it wasn't; perhapsit had
just been astrange reflection from the sun.Ar , she croaked,did you just see something? Or hear a
voice?

But it was the dragon and not Ar who answered.Indeed you have done well, he said, echoing the
iffling’ swords. And not just for my father. Look ahead! Andwith ajet of smoke, he pointed.

The dragon seemed to beindicating the great peak ahead of them — the Black Peak. Something about
the mountain was changing, though she couldn’t tell at once what it was. A swarm of dragonswasfleging
the areg, asthough frightened. Frightened? By what? Peering past Windrush' s great head, Jadl saw that
the left sde of the summit was shrouded in astrange, silvery mist. It remained so for only afew seconds,
as the mountain went through a startling metamorphosis: a portion of the pesk seemed to dissolvein the
migt, to turn glassy and clear. And within the glass there appeared asullen red light, like the cods of a
tremendousfire; pulsing and flickering. Jael looked away, not believing her eyes; but when shelooked
back, there was dtill apiece of the mountain missing, and initsplacewas. ... fire. Fire? In the heart of the
mountan\indrush, what' s happening?

To her astonishment, the dragon laughed for joy.
Why are you laughing?she cried.

A change in the spell-weaving, Jael! A change in the underrealm! You have done what the rest of
us feared to do! He besat the air, winging toward the peak. You saved my father’ s life—and far more
than that!

What do you mean? What are you talking about? We failed! We were too late! As sheleaned
forward to shout at the dragon, the wind stung her eyes, drawing fresh tears. The sensation was
welcome; it numbed the pain within.

No, Jael, you didn’t fail at all! The dragon’ s voice resounded with both joy and sorrow. Highwing
passed in thisworld — his spirit has passed intothe world. You saved him from the final exile. |
don’t know how you were able, or how you knew. But he is safe from Tar-skel now, and his



strength will become ours. The wind seemed to roar through hiswords.Look at the Black Peak! It is
plain for all to see: you have broken the sorcery that held this mountain!

Jael drew back, no less confused than before. She looked to Ar for help, but he had his eyes shut, as
though he could not beer to listen. Finally she redlized that he was busy trying to draw together the
threads of their rigger-net, which she had nearly destroyed. Jael peered back at the mountain, trying to
think clearly through her grief. Most of the other dragons had scattered. The mountain looked now as
though a great glasslens near its summit were focusing the rays of ablazing red sun, asthough astar had
cometo lifein the peak itsalf. What was happening to the powers of thisworld? Don’t go too close, she
wanted to beg Windrush, but the words froze in her throat.

Aterrible spell was woven here, the dragon said, asthough in answer to her thoughts.By Tar-skel, and
by dragons who were once called my brothers, before they became his followers. Hisvoice rang
with anger.Where you see that fire is surely where they imprisoned Highwing — where they
gathered their power to twist open the seams of the world, and to hurl him out of the realm. It
would have been a terrifying display of power — and they wanted you here to witnessiit! They
wanted to bray at you in their triumph. But they underestimated you! They were too proud, too
sure, too eager to show their strength.

Jael shuddered, and yet could not help marveling. The mountain continued to metamorphose asthey
soared toward it, until it looked like awindow into another universe, awindow ablaze with the fire of an
alien sun, where adragon had been sent to die.Is that fire the remains of their magic? It looks like
the sun in ourrealm, where we found Highwing.

Windrush glanced back at her in surprise.Is that true? Perhapsit is the same. You brought him back
before the underrealm could be twisted closed again to seal his exile. Perhaps, indeed, a window
remains open! Windrush rumbled gpprovingly. Those who labored in that cruel effort must be very
angry now. Suddenly he thundered: LET THIS PEAK REMAIN ASA TESTAMENT TO THE
CONCEIT OF TAR-KEL! LET HISDEFEAT HERE TODAY —!

A crackling flame shot past them, cutting off his exclamation. Jadl felt the hot blast on her Ieft cheek, and
turned to see alarge, black dragon hurtling downward toward Windrush’ sleft flank.DIE WITH YOUR
RIGGER FRIENDS WINDRUSH! it bellowed. Hashing low acrossthem, it nearly collided with
Windrush, flattening Jael and her friendsto the dragon’ s back. Clutching Windrush's scaly hide, Jael
raised her head again. A second dragon loomed on the right, raking them with fire asit too crossed over
them.

Apparently their victory had been short-lived.

The two dragons banked into fast orbits around Windrush, snarling in atongue Jagl could not understand.
Windrush answered their challenge with ablast of fire, and aroar that seemed to shake the earth and
echo back from the mountains. The two dragons veered away, but only for afew seconds. Jagl scanned
the air to seeif others were coming. Windrush might be able to stand off two, but if therewere more ...

Hrrraaawwww! Show them! Ed screamed.

Ed, shut up! she snapped. Ar, do we have any power left in the net?

Ar opened hiseyes, hislips pressed in astraight line.Not much, I’'m afraid.
Windrush, what can we do?

Hawww! Show them! Show them!



Jael made afurious grab for the bird — then redlized that perhaps Ed was smarter than they were. She
gestured to Ar, and together they allowed the starship to billow out behind them, making it aslarge and
imposing as possible. The two dragons, startled, retreated angrily to amore respectful distance. But Jeel
doubted that they would stay away long.What next? she murmured.

The dragon answered, We must not let them —
Hewas interrupted by another blast.

Two new dragons streaked in out of the smoke-filled air. Jael and Ar flattened themsalves. The dragons
shot past, over their heads, and raked the first two attackers with withering fire. Pivoting in the air,
seemingly on their wingtips, they came back around for another pass. A dragon voicefilled theair:
LEAVE WINDRUSH AND THE RIGGERSTO US THEY ARE OURS Thefirg pair of dragons
whesled around, besting their wings angrily, but the new pair were far more determined. They laced the
ar with acrid fire, until Jael began to choke, clinging to Windrush. The origind two findly veered away,
snarling, and fled downrange to the I eft, hugging close to the lower mountain dopes.

Windrush climbed energetically, but the new pair of dragons crisscrossed benesth him until they rose on
ether sde, fuming smoke and fire. They thundered out words Jael could not understand.Who is this?
Jael whispered, fearing that they had traded bad enemiesfor worse.

Windrush answered this new chalenge with aroar and atremendous flame, and the othersreplied in
kind. Back and forth they bellowed, fire crackling. Jagl clung to Windrush’s back. Ed crouched closeto
her breast, his head in constant motion, peering a one dragon, then another.

Suddenly Windrush cried joyousy, WELCOME BACK, BROTHERS BROTHERSAGAIN! And he
sent atriumphant tongue of fireinto the air.

Jeel’ s breath went out in agasp.
Rrawwwwwk! Ed shouted.

The two dragons dropped into tight formation on either side of Windrush. Their eyes glowed wonderingly
asthey studied the riggers and their spaceship. One of them spoke, before Jael could ask Windrush for
an explanation.We felt his passing, the left-hand dragon murmured, and his voice seemed filled with
sorrow, but also with abreath of gladness.And in that moment, we glimpsed ... histriumph ... and
our own terrible foolishness.

When you broke the spell of exile, you releasedusfrom a sorcery, as well,said the other dragon, and
Jadl thought she heard shame in his voice. Something changed around us, or maybe inside us. It was
as though we had been blinded before, and suddenly we saw —only a glimpse, but it was

enough — how we had been fooled by the power of Tar-skel, by our own arrogance in wanting to
share his power. The dragon’ s voice grew softer.\We ar e free now — you freed us —to make
another choice. We have much to be sorry for. We have wronged our father, and Windrush, and
you. We wish ... to make right what we have done.

We felt many breaking free as we did, said the dragon on the left. But many others are still in service
to the Enemy. Among them, | fear, is our fourth brother. If he still lives.

Jadl was stunned, unableto answer.

Windrush nodded somberly at that |ast statement. The confrontation has only begun. He angled his
head to glance back at theriggers.But at least | no longer stand alone among dragons. Riggers —



my brothers! Wingtouch and Farsight, sons of Highwing. My brothers once more!

The two dragons |ooked across at Jael, and she thought they seemed nervous. She wondered why, and
then redlized that they were waiting for something.Honored to meet you, she said, nodding to eachin
turn.l am Jael. And my companions —

Ed! squawked the parrot, before she could gesture.

She looked a Ar. His eyeswere dim with tiredness, and his lips were thin and straight. Nevertheless, he
nodded gravely.Honored, hesaid.l am Ar.

The two dragons expelled steam from their nostrils and muttered wonderingly. Honored, they replied.
Wingtouch, said one.Farsight, said the other.

Jael nodded and sat back with asigh. Asthe three dragons flew in adow curve around thefiery
mountain, she leaned to peer a the landscape below. Wasiit her imagination, or was there more color in
the land than there had been before? It no longer seemed the same stark desolation of black and grey,
and it didn’t seem to her that the difference was entirely due to the glass-encapsulated glow of the red
sun. She spoke to Windrush, and he dipped lower for a better view. The ground dipped silently benesath
them. She glimpsed a scattering of green buds, and afew pink and lavender blossoms. The scent of the
blossomsrose to her nogtrils. Life is returning here, Windrush said approvingly.

It was Ar who voiced surprise. So soon?

| suspect it never really was gone, Windrush said.It was suppressed by the spell-making, by the
twisting of the underweb of our world. | guessin timeit truly would have died.

Will this happen all over the realm?Jael asked.

Windrush rumbled.Would that it were so, but how can we know? We have gained one victory
against the powers of Tar-skel. But | doubt he will concede the realm so easily. There will be other
battles, perhaps many others. But you have won us a beginning. He beat hiswings harder, asthough
gtirred by the thought of strugglesto come.l am determined, as my brothers now are determined —
and the spirit of my father is strong with us. There will be others, aswell. Astheiffling said, we
have a great deal to do. And yet now perhaps we will find a way to the Dream Mountain,
wherever it has gone, and seek the counsel and the strength of the draconae.

Jael nodded. She found hersdf thinking again of her own father, and realized that for the first timein many
years, shewas able to think of him with a profound sadness, but without anger. She caught Ar’ s gaze,

but could not read his expression. Leaning closer to the dragon’ s head, she asked, |'s there anything
more we can do ?

Windrush laughed, and hislaughter was as deep as an ocean and asfull of pain and joy ashisfather's
had been.We would always welcome your help, Jael! But | think this battle is not yours now, but
ours. You have your own safety, your own duties, to think of.

Jodl felt her gaze-again drawn to Ar’s. Hislipswere crinkled in aweary smile. She had dmost forgotten
their ship, and their damaged flux-pile, and their cargo that had to be ddlivered. But Ar had not forgotten.

Windrush seemed to read her thoughts.We will help you if we can. We will bear you to the edge of
the realm and leave you on a path that will carry you back to your own worlds.

Thank you, Ar murmured, as Jael nodded.



The dragon chuckled.In your thoughts, long ago, you showed me your intended pathway. We can
make the remainder of your journey light, and your way easier. But we must not delay. Thisland
will soon be in turmoil, and it will be no place for riggers.

As he spoke, Jael wondered, How long had they been in the net without a break, anyway? She didn’t
know if they could makeit to the edge of the realm without resting. She recalled one other time, when a
dragon had borne her to the edge of the realm while she' d dept, and she wondered aoud if Windrush
would do the samefor them.

Indeed. Go and take your resting spell, the dragon answered.We will do the flying.

Jael nodded in gratitude. As she turned to speak to Ar, he wavered and disappeared. She looked at Ed.
The parrot was sound adeep, cradled against her. Sighing, she reached into the net controls and folded
Ed into safe storage. Then, with afarewell wave to the dragons, she, too, withdrew from the net.

Ar was standing at the nose of the bridge, staring at the instruments in the gloom. Jael swung out of her
rigger-couch and stood beside him, wondering what he saw in the readouts. Ar looked at her without
speaking; his eyes seemed unfocused, the sparkle that usudly graced them, gone. She thought she had
never seen himlook sotired. “I’'m sorry,” shesaid findly. “ About al of that.”

“Sorry?” Ar murmured.
“I didn’t mean for you to haveto go throughiit. | —’

Ar sghed and turned away, leaving her in midsentence. He stopped, looked back, and said, “Y ou were
right, Jael. About dl of it. Now get some deep.”

Then he walked from the bridge.
Jodl stared blankly after him, then wearily followed.

She was awakened from a dead deep by thetrilling of the abilizer darm. She met Ar in the halway,
coming from the commons. He was chewing, and he handed her apiece of thick dark bread as he
passed on hisway to the bridge. He looked remarkably refreshed. “1I’ll check onit,” he said. “Take your
ti rre”

She hurried into the lavatory and splashed cold water on her face; then she rushed after Ar.

The net was sparkling with a golden sunrise glow. She found Ar astride Windrush, and Ed perched on
Ar’sshoulder. Thedragon, till flanked by his brothers, was soaring in leisurely circles on an updraft. |
was beginning to think you would rest forever, Windrush remarked.

Jael yawned, relieved that there was apparently no emergency.How did you get through to us? You
must have upset our net somehow.

The dragon answered casudly.l sent my thoughts in search of you. And before long, you were here.

Ar gestured to the land far below. For the first time, Jadl realized that they were at the edge of the
mountain range. A vast, verdant plain stretched out before them, and asilvery thread — awinding
river — meandered in the direction they were now flying. They have found a route that’ll take usto
Eri Nine, where we can put in for repairs, Ar said.

Rawk! said Ed, flapping hiswings.Fix it! Ed want to fly!



Jael nodded.
It should be an easy flight for you, Windrush offered.

A lump cameto her throat then, and she turned to look behind them. The mountain range of the dragons
stretched out in along grey line across the horizon, benesth a powder blue sky. She thought she saw a
glint of red firein the mountains, perhaps from what had once been the Black Peak, but was now
something atogether different. Would it stay that way, as Windrush had wished?

The events of the last shipday spun dizzyingly through her mind.

Windrush,she said, recalling a question that had been troubling her.You told us that the dragons —or
at least Tar-skel — and her voice quavered alittle as she spoke that name —had been expecting usto
come see Highwing die. What did you mean by that? The three dragons looked back and forth at
each other, puffing steam. Thinking that they had not understood her question, she continued, It’s just
that it amazes me — that we should have come along at just this time, by accident, when we were
needed.

By accident?Wingtouch asked.

Why —vyes, Jadl said, puzzled. Shetried to explain how they had happened to come to the mountain
range, from an unlikely distance, asaresult of the Flux disturbance.

W, Windrush said.| cannot say that you are wrong. You might have happened to come at just this
crucial moment. But ...

Joel looked a Ar, who had a pained-looking expression, though his eyes remained closed. The parrot
gtting on his shoulder was turning his head suspicioudy one way, then the other.But what?

Windrush seemed reluctant to say more, and Wingtouch was slent. It was Farsight who finaly spoke. It
was likely no accident. | believe that Tar-skel put a great deal of strength into a spell to twist the
underrealm outward in hopes of bringing you here.

Jael was stunned. But why? she whispered.Why would he care about me?

He hated you! Wingtouch explained, from her other sde. Then he corrected himsdf with asigh. WE
hated you. You, most of all —you who entered this realm and drew kindness from a dragon’s
heart. You who answered the ancient Words . You who challenged the darkness he —we! —were
drawing over the land. How better to punish you both than to bring you here to stand powerlessin
witness of Highwing' s death? He snorted asmall, unhappy gout of fire.

Indeed they punished me, Jael thought. She missed Highwing sorely, and grieved for him. But what she
sad was,It’s il hard for me to believe ... that you could reach into our world, and bring us here
from such a distance! And then she recalled that they had not been in normal-space at the time of the
accident; they had been in the Flux. Was such athing possible, after al? There had been some sort of
cataclysm in nearby normal-space. Hadn't there? Glancing a Ar, she could dmost hear him wondering,
too, if they had andyzed their mishap correctly.

Windrush puffed adiplomatic cloud of sleam.In any event, you came. And you broke their spell,
when we were afraid to try. You have made the realm tremble, as the Words promised. Whatever
might happen to us, the dragons will not soon forget you.

Jael sghed and looked back again at the mountain range dwindling behind them. Her heart ached with
sadness, but aso with asurprising feding of fulfillment. She redlized that the dragons were watching her.



I’m afraid that the time has come , Windrush said, angling his head to peer back at her.

So soon?she whispered, though she knew that it waswell past time for them to be completing their own
voyage. She saw in Ar’seyesthat the urgency of their journey was very much on hismind.

Farsight believes that, very soon, there will be a gathering of those who would oppose us, those
who might prefer that we didn’t remain in the realm, Windrush said. We must send you off and
return to our haven, until we can locate others who will join with us. We must gather our strength
until we can find our way to the draconae, to Dream Mountain.

Jeel leaned forward to gaze into Windrush' s luminous green eye. The faceted fire there shone back at
her.Will you be in very great danger because of what we did? she asked softly.

Windrush answered with low laughter.No more than we have been all along .But now we see the
danger clearly, and we are stronger than we were. What will happen, we do not know. But you
have given us hope. You have shaken the realm and given us our new beginning. Think of us, Jael,
but do not fear for us.

Jael nodded, wishing it were that easy.

And now, Jael —and Ar, and Ed — I remind you of my father’s vow, which is now my own.
Rigger friends ...

We will return,Jadl promised, not glancing at Ar until she redized that, Smultaneoudy, he had spoken
the same words.

And you will call, “ Friend of Highwing” ?
And Windrush,Jedl sad.

There was arumble of smoke from the two other dragons, and the namesWingtouch andFarsight
echoedintheair.

The parrot stirred.Ed! And Ed!

Indeed. And we will hear you, and join you if we can,vowed Windrush.And now, let us carry you
high and fast. And the dragon’ s powerful wings smote the air, gaining dtitude above the plain. Jagl and
Ar carefully drew the net into the shape of along-distance glider. And just when it seemed that Windrush
would carry them to the uttermost limits of the sky, the dragon loosed a tremendous tongue of fire and
thundered, FAREWELL-L-L-L, RIGGER-R-R-R-S-'S And the earth below trembled with hiscry, and it
seemed to go on forever.

Asone, Jad and Ar shouted in return and warped the wings of their glider. They lifted smoothly off the
dragon’ s back and reached out to seek the air currents that would take them on along glidepath toward
the Eri Nine starport. Jagl looked back to see the dragons circling majestically, watching them depart.

Bye, glizzards— graggons! Ed wailed.

Jeel heard laughter on the wind; then the three great dragons turned and flew high and fast back toward
the mountain range.

Twenty-nine



Dragon Friends

They rigged in silencefor along time. Eventualy, Ar began humming adissonant Clendornan tune, while
Jedl fiddled with the adjustment of the flux-pile. They were operating a about half efficiency, but
Windrush had perceived their needs well and set them on astrong, steady course. Judging from the
navigationd library, they should easily makeit to Eri Nine, perhapswithin afew shipdays.

Intime, Ar stopped humming and turned to Jael. He looked calmer and more rel axed than she had seen
him in along while— or what seemed to her along while. Infact, it had only been a couple of shipdays
sncether unwitting entry into dragon space.| just wanted to tell you that I’'m glad, he said, and there
was aglimmer deep in his eyesthat seemed almost sorrowful.

Glad it'sover? Glad we're still in one piece?

He shook his head and looked out at the valley that stretched before them. They were making agentle
right turn past awhite, billowy cloud.No , he said.Glad that it happened. Glad that we went in. | may
have spoken hastily when | promised to return. But I’ m glad we were there. And glad that you
wereright.

Right?

About Highwing. And the others. | apologize, Jadl, for not believing you. | hope you'll forgive me.
Yawk. To give. | will. Rark.Ed hopped onto Ar’s shoulder and nuzzled his ear.

Jadl smiled. Of course | will. Isthat why you're being so quiet?

Ar gtroked theridge over hisleft temple, then gently touched the parrot’ s neck.Actually ... | was
wondering how we could tell anyone else about this. And my conclusion is, we probably shouldn’t.

Startled, Jael thought about that for awhile.l think ...l agree, shesaid.l don’'t see what good it would
do for the whole spacing community to know about them. Sheimagined the chaosthat could result
from the dragon realm being invaded by curious riggers. The thought made her shudder.

Actually, it smore that | don’t think anyone would believe us,Ar said wryly.I don’t want to be
laughed at, any more than you did.

Chuckling, Jael banked to follow the course of the river below. It didn’t matter to her if anyone would
believe them — aslong as Ar believed. Maybe one day, if she ever saw him again, shewould tell Dap.
Maybe. In the meantime, they had alot of flying ahead of them, if they wereto carry out their commission
for MaridlaFaire.

One day we really ought to talk, you know,Ar said, after along while.

Joel looked at him curioudy. Hewas starting to look almost melancholy. She wondered if he wasfedling
aletdown. Talk? About what?

About humans. About friendships. About trusting.
She furrowed her brow in uncertainty.l don’t follow.

Ar hummed afew amost-harmonious bars while he tended to the flying for amoment.Well ... just that
it seemsto methat ... some things have changed around here. In your thinking, I mean. Am |
right? Am| wrong?



Jael frowned and took along timein answering. Trusting ... yes. She' d hardly noticed. The dragons. The
ifflings. Ar. Ed. And even, in away, her father.Maybe, shesaid findly.You could be right. She shrugged.
Give me some time to think about it, okay?

Okay, Ar murmured. He pressed his mouth into asiraight line, staring without moving. Findly she
touched him on the arm to make sure he was till conscious. His mouth dowly formed azigzag.

Jeel tickled the parrot’ s bright green throat and rubbed his beak with her knuckles. Ed made agurgling
sound. Someday we can talk to your heart’s content. But just now, can we do some flying?

Ar’ seyes sparkled aluminous purple. With adecisive nod, he took up his half of the net again, and
matched Jadl’ s efforts move for move — and together they reached out for the current that wound,
slvery and long, before them.
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