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I stood in the mddle of the veiy posh office, |ooking
around by the light of the faint glow com ng fromthe
ei ght-foot desk, trying to feel where the hidey-hole
was. Wth the building shut down for the night nost

of the maintenance systens were on | ow power

standby, leaving only the security checks fully active
and alert. If you stop to listen you can hear mainte-
nance systens, but security nets can only be detected
by instruments or nerve endings. |'d used both to get
through the net, and now stood in | ow power silence
trying to detect where the safe spot had been put.

Even the heavy shadows couldn't hide the position

of the wall vault fromne. and | had to turn ny back
on the coner before it would stop junping up and

down in ny face, waving its arns trying to get ny
attention. Sonetines the talent of finding things like
that nmakes itself nore of a handicap than a hel p, get-
ting in your way when it's the really obscure | ocation
you're trying to pinpoint. The wall vault would have
illegal docunents and negotiable securities and a good
chunk of cash and possibly even jewelry and drugs that
wer e exchangeabl e for cash, but | had no use for fri-
volities and no tinme to waste picking themup. | was
after something a lot nore delicate in nature and val -
uable in potential, a special prize that would not be
kept with everything el se.

Turning away fromthe wall vault faced me toward
one of the rows of wi ndows, ne one that had been on
my left when |'d entered the office. The second row
had faced ne when |'d cone in and now decor at ed
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nmost of the wall to the right. Coner offices had been
hi gh status just about forever, but wouldn't have been
quite as popular if the occupants had to wash all those
wi ndows they were so proud of. The thought nade ne
grininto ne near dark | stood in, alittle femal e hunor
injected into an otherwise dull tinme, and then | began
| aughi ng softly instead of grinning. Wiat | had thought
of as a joke was ny subconsci ous noticing sonething

the rest of me hadn't, and | was forced to admre the
skill that had al nbst gotten it past ne. The safe spot
in that office was very well situated, but "al nost"
doesn't make ne mark

I noved carefully around the desk and approached

the second wi ndowsection fromthe left, every sense

I had extended and alert. It seenmed possible that sone
part of the floor would be pressure sensitive, and
found out rather quickly that ft certainly was. Once
di scovered that, it was back to the desk to check for
the controls that would not be part of the general sys-
tems, but once found the switches weren't difficult to
neutralize. They couldn't be turned off without acti-
vating a different set of alarms, of course, sonething
a |l arge nunber of ny contenporaries had | earned the
hard way, but setting themto neutral didn't produce
the same results.
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Neutral was off enough to suit ny purposes, and |et

me turn away fromthe desk to exanmine what |'d found
The wi ndow section that had caught ny attention was

no w ndow section, and with the system deacti vated

was able to get a good |ook at the four-foot by four-
foot safe spot. The repeater screen that covered it nost
of the tine was excellently nmade. but that very excel -
| ence had been its greatest flaw. The other w ndows in
the office were filthy with the usual city grinme that
settles on everything no matter how often washing is
done, but that section of w ndow was neasurably

cl eaner. The system desi gner hadn't been stupid

enough to leave it spotless, but had erred on the short
side when it came to "dirty enough." Most people

woul d never have noticed sonmething |ike that, but
that's what nmakes me nore val uabl e than nost peopl e.

There was a fairly conplex maze | ock on the safe
M STS OF THE ACES 7

spot entry, but maze | ocks, as they say, are only good
for keeping out the honest. Opening it took no nore
than a few ninutes, and then | was able to slide the
entry down out of nmy way so that | night | ook at what
it normally hid. Only four of the dozen or so com
partnents were filled, two with of f-planet bank notes
e that mght well have been counterfeit, a third with a
large, tightly-stoppered vial filled with sonething
bright yellow that glowed very faintly, and a fourtE
with a narrow envel ope which was clearly from an
expensi ve set of stationery. | took the envel ope and
folded it, stuffed it inside a pocket of ny belt, then
put the safe spot entry back where it bel onged.

Returni ng everything to normal took al nost as |ong

as deactivating it had, but under those circunstances
it wasn't a waste of tine. Once |'d rechecked the | ast
set of circuits I'd worked, | connected the final |ead
that meshed everything back into place, then was able
to di sconnect ny diddl e box, allow ng the next intru-
sion signal generated to go to the security force board
i nstead of a dead-end panel in the box. |'d been taught
to cover the possibility that | wasn't as good as
thought I was and would therefore set off some kind

of alarmduring the prow, and found it w se to never
forget the | esson. Seero had taught nme that, just as
he'd taught me all the rest, but I'd | earned on my own
that there were times when all the caution in the Em
pire just wasn't enough to make a difference.

I left the building through a mai ntenance duct that

led to the parking level of the building next door,
stayed out of range of the scanners until | was back in
a nornmal, street-type bodysuit, then anbled to ny
junp-around with all the nonconcem of any wonman

who knows she's parked in a total visibility area. Not
only are there no blind spots in a t.v. area, anyone
stepping or driving into the section activates real-tine
moni toring by the duty guards. If an energency hap-
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pens they can get there fast, and they usually nmake the
effort to nove. There are cash bonuses and public rec-
ognition each nonth for the fastest response to any
activated enmergency, and any team | oggi ng twel ve

Wi ns gets put on a roster of perpetual comendati on.

8 SfUWTtH G WV

G yphon was a world that knew the benefits in paying

for what it wanted, and what it wanted was maxi mum
effort fromthe people whose job it was to protect oth-
ers. Substantial annual salaries attracted the best, bo-
nuses and public comendati ons kept them wth those
who couldn't afford to have the notoriety, stroking was
arranged on a sonmewhat nore di screet |evel

My junp-around unl ocked itself at ny approach, and

| unobtrusively checked the back before getting in and
starting it up. | didn't really expect to find anyone
hiding in the back seat, but when you know how to

get around t.v. areas and approach | ocks, you tend to
remenber that others can do the same. No one shoul d
have known where | was and what | was doi ng, but

that didn't nmean no one did; the faster you | earned
shoul d- haves can turn quickly into dids, the better your
chances becane of surviving.

I had casually thrown ny shoul der bag to the front
seat beside ne, but once | was out of the parking |eve
and skimm ng al ong a concourse, ny main priority
becane getting the contents of the bag property seen
to. I wasn't due to deliver the envelope |I'd taken for
another two and a half hours; sinply carrying it with
me woul d have been possible but not terribly bright.
was scheduled to visit some old friends during ne tinme
I had free, but not everyone around them would al so

be friends. If you make a habit of wi ggling your back-
side at the Pates, you can't really conplain when they
arrange a suitable response to the gesture.

Not being the sort to nake gestures for no reason,

by the tine | reached the nightclub district | had ny
prowing suit, tools, and belt all neatly tucked away

in the safe spot in ny Junp-around. No hiding place

is really safe if its location can change as soon as you
turn your back on it, but many tiroes half nmeasures are
better than none at all. Even if soneone nanaged to
steal the Junp-around, they would only be close to the
rest, not have it.

And having the Junp-around stolen wasn't that far

out of the question, not in thai neighborhood. Once n
of f the concourse | drove nore slowy, paying atten- §
tion to the darkened, dirty streets and watching those n
M STS OF THE AGES 9

who roaned about on them OH the outer fringes of

the district were nost of the nightclubs the city
boasted, and the foot traffic noved easily under bright
lights with easy conpani onshi p and enj oynent. About
three bl ocks beyond that thedistrict changed, and al -
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though there were still clubs they weren't the sort to
announce their whereabouts with lights and | aughter.
Those who patronized this sub-district usually had

money and the urge for anonynity, a conbination

whi ch encouraged the presence of those who not | OBcd

to take things whose absence would not bettported to

the proper authorities. If you're only gofflg to Hea
what's safe. | don't understand why you'd boAer, but
that's a personal prejudice. Others don't took at it the
sanme, which is really too bad.

The parking ot of the Dark of the Mboon C ub sat
beneath the delicate blue glow of its nanme sign, at

| east three-quarters of it neatly and quietly fifled.
pulled into a spot between a |linm and a new node
sports job, which was the best | could do in ne way

of protective prevention. In conpany like that, ny lit-
tle junp-around was hardly worth | ooking at, and that,
hopefully, meant it would still be there when |I came
out.

Getting out of ny transportation brought ne the stale
but famliar snell of the air in that district, air that
seened to be holding itself as still as possible to avoid
being noticed. It was an attitude that seened to be
shared by a I ot of the denizens of the area, and one
that had never failed to annoy nme. | coul d understand
not wanting to be noticed at certain times, but to spend
your lire slipping fromshadow to shadow, afraid to be
touched by the light of day, afraid to be seen by any-
one who mght take note and renenber—+ had grown

up in that area and |learned a |ot of things there, but
that particular attitude wasn't one of them | enjoyed
standing tall no nmatter who was watching, and if the

day ever cane that | couldn't, | would know ny lire

was coning to an end.

Wal ki ng through the dark to the nodest front en-
trance of the club didn't take long, and | smiled when
I renmenbered the days there had been scanners which

10 Sharon G een

checked out all new arrivals. Wat the club had of -
fered then was blatantly illegal rather than just mldly
so, and they*d had to be careful not to be surprised by
unexpected visits. Wen the club had changed hands

its policies had al so changed, and it had becone a

pl ace where people could neet friends and sit and tal k
inrelative confort, or indulge in certain vices mat

af fected no one but thensel ves. Those of us who be-
came old tine regulars after the change preferred it
that way, and with the anpbunts of noney the club was
now nmaking legally, it wasn't likely to change back
again. Wien | reached the front entrance | pushed in-
side to the outer foyer, and the maitre d' on duty

gl anced up fromhis station, then suddenly grinned.

"Well, will you look at that." he drawled in greet-

ing, nothing left of his usual professional aloofness of
manner. "W nust be starting that age of mracles the
preachers keep telling us is on nme way. |Inky has fi-

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/D...ron%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (5 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:27 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

nally decided to cone hone."

"You nmay be a dear, Mal, but hone isn't necessar-

ily where the heart is," | answered, not letting the
famliarity of the noisy dining roombehind himreach
all the way through to me. "All I'mback for is a visit,
and to ask nyself what | ever sawin this dunp. | don't
expect to do it a second tine."

"You'll change your mnd," he said, the grin soft-
ening to a snmle, which al so softened his handsone
features. "Hone is where your friends arc, where you
can be yourself with others Iike you. W all knew why

you left, doll. and we all understood. Now that you're
back again, everything will be the way it used to be."
"Not quite everything," | corrected, alnost |osing

it so far that | told himnot to call me doll. That was
what Seero had nost often called ne, and Seero was
dead.

"No, not quite everything," he agreed, losing his
smile as he renenbered. "But things do change, and
the rest of us are still here. Tris, R ccomand Sharp
said to send you back as soon as you showed up."

"I"'mwilling to bet they said if | show up," | coun-
tered. deliberately pushing away the air of gl oomthat
was trying to descend like a falling building. "I didn't
M STS OF THE ACES 11

know if |'d be able to make it. so-I didn't commit to
anything definite. AIl | promsed to do was try."

"VWhich is why they said when. not if," he coun-

tered back, the grin beginning to return. "W know

the people we can trust fromthose we can*t. 1'd be
there with themnyself if |I didn't have to work. so |'l
have to catch you next time. They're waiting in the
qui et comer."

As expected. | nodded nmy thanks to Mal and headed

into the roomhis station guarded, paying no attention
to the people at the curtain tables which crowded al -
nost every inch of floor. About a fifth of the tables
had nothing of a distortion field around them double
that nunber had shadow curtains to tease passersbhy,
and all the rest were conpletely hidden by fields that
|l et no one see who was at them what those people

were wat ching, or what the watchers were doi ng. How
you set your table depended on what you had cone to
the club to see and do, and very few of the table pa-
trons were there for whol esone entertai nnent. The

club had a full spectrumlicence, though, which neant
even opera and ballet were avail able, and sone of the
tables were automatically set to those frequencies. Do-
ing it that way neant no one could prove what anyone
had chosen to view unless they were right there beside
a particular individual, an anonymty which neant
quite a lot to sone of the regulars.
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I was al nost across the floor to the booths when Tris
spotted nme, and then Riccom and Sharp were turning
around, adding their grins to Tris'. Mst of the booths
in me quiet comer were taken, which was usually the

way it went. Qur kind of people preferred keeping their
conversations private even if they were only discuss-
ing the weather, a topic that wasn't often at the head
of the list.

"Inky!" Sharp exclainmed as soon as | was inside

the silencing field and could hear her. the delight in
her voice all too obvious. "I knew you woul d make

it, and | told these doubters so. Have you any idea
how long it's been?"

"For ne, it's been alnost a year." | answered, sit-
12
Sharon Green

ting down in the place Tris had noved fromto make
for me. "How long has it been for you, Sharp?"

"You're not anusing," she stated while Tris and

Ri ccom chuckl ed, her pale, delicate face flushing faintly
with enbarrassnent. "I wasn't referring to the anount

of calendar tine, and you know it. What | was trying

to say was that we missed you."

"And | mssed you three,” | adnmitted wi thout hes-
itation, telling themnnothing but the truth. "If al
you're after nowis rekindling old friendships, I'mall
for it. If there happens to be an irresistible business
deal you're dying to include me in on, | think I'mlate
for another appointnent."

"Why do you have to be such a stinker?" Sharp

demanded i n annoyance while the chuckling around us
changed to outright |aughter. "Most people in the trade
woul d give up their vices for the chance to work with
us. Did you hear us asking you to give up even a snall
vi ce?"

"l don't think she has any vices to give up," Tris
remarked, his green eyes studying nme where | sat. Tris
was good | ooking in a snooth-featured way, and his

physi cal grace had been the cause of sone probl ens

for him Wen it cane to enjoying hinself he pre-

ferred doing it with fermal es, but sone people had dif-
ficulty accepting that. Wien Tris was propositioned
politely by the wong gender, his refusal was just as
polite; if the suggestion then turned to insistence, Tris
reached for a knife.

"She certainly doesn't |ook |ike she has any vices,"
Ricco agreed with Tris, his blue eyes even nore

anused than the other nan's green ones. "Have you

ever seen such an innocent, open face, hair that bl ack
in such a plain, unassum ng style, black eyes so | arge
and guileless that you could trip and fall right into
then? 1'l1 bet nost places she still has to prove she's
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ol d enough to drink."

| offered Riccoma wordl ess gesture that nade all

three of themlaugh, but it wasn't anything they hadn't
been expecting. They'd never let ne forget the tine

Ri cco and | had gone together to make an assessnent

of the possibility of approaching a target Seero had

M STS OF THE AGES 13

been interested in. The point of entry to the target
woul d have been through the posh bar next door, and
Ricco and | had dressed to the eyebrows so they'd | et
us in. W'd made our entrance in a grand way. letting
our attitudes say we didn't own the place only because
we didn't go in for petty-cash investnents, and the
maitre d' guarding the entrance was very inpressed.

He inspected Ricco fromlight brown hair to broad

shoul ders to zilf-hide shoes, sniled faintly in total ap-
proval, men began to apologize. It took a minute for
us to understand that the man was apol ogi zing for the
regrettable fact that they couldn't serve children in
their establishnment, and then Ricco had broken up

He' d | aughed so hard we'd had to | eave before we

were thrown out, and | hadn't had to ask what was so
funny. Since | was five nonths older than Ricco | knew
what he found so funny, but |'d never been quite up

to sharing the joke.

"I love talking about old times, don't you?" Sharp
asked ne with a wide grin still in place, one hand
brushing at her reddish brown hair. She was a snal
worman but very rounded for her size. and | ooked even
smal l er sitting beside Ricco. "W used to have such

fun together. Inky, but the fun doesn't have to stay in
the past. If you cone back to us, we can have the sane
all over again.'*

"W might have fan, but it would never be what

we once had," | disagreed, deciding it was tinme we
got the matter settled out |oud. "You three worked
with Seero for a couple of years, but | was raised by
him If he hadn't kept his word to ny nother to | ook
after ne, | would have ended up in one of those or-
phan shelters after she died. He forced nme to go to
school, bribed nme into | earning sonething there by
refusing to teach me anything he knew unless | got
good grades, and always had the tine to listen if there
was sonething | needed to tal k about. He was al ways
there for nme. Sharp, but when he needed nme, all |
could do was stand by and watch himdie."

"You were there?' * she asked, sharing her distur-
bance with the glances she sent Tris and Ricco, getting
the sane back fromthem "W thought Seero was out

14 Shanm G een

al one that night. But Inky—his getting killed was an
acci dent, sonmething no one could have prevented. Hs
line slipped, and even if you'd been right next to it
you coul dn't have . "
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"Hs line didn't slip," | corrected flatly, watching

her pale as her eyes flinched away from my gaze.

knew what | | ooked |ike when | thought or spoke about
that night, and innocent was about as far fromit as
it's possible to get. | was about to go on when a buzz
sounded, letting us know soneone was entering our

field, and then a harried waiter was beside the booth,
putting a cup ofjavi on the table in front of ne. If I'd
want ed something to eat | would have used the booth

menu to order it directly fromthe kitchen, but javi,

unl ess refused when you first come in, is brought au-
tomatically to everyone. Qur part of the crowd of reg-

ul ars had devel oped that customfor the club, and it

had slowy spread until everyone was doi ng the sane.

We all waited until the waiter was gone out of the field
again, and then Ricco | eaned forward.

"What do you nean, Seero's line didn't slip?" he
demanded, his big hands on the table's edge, his ex-
pression harsh with confusion. "It was all over the
news. the next day, and the thuds read a statenent about
it. 'Death by m sadventure during an attenpted fel-

ony' was the way it was put, and that was after they'd
investigated. Are you trying to say it was a cover-

up?"

"I"'mtrying to say they weren't there," | answered,
reaching for my cup ofjavi. Black was the way | drank
it, as black as ny hair, and preferably as strong as ny
resolve for revenge. "Ricco, you and Sharp and Tris

have a decision to make. | can tell you the whole story,
or we can sinply drink javi and rem ni sce about old
times. If you decide on the story, | can't guarantee the

safety of any of you."

That time even Sharp didn't have anything i mre-

diate to say, and their three expressions were al nost
identical. In the life-niche we and others |ike us oc-
cupi ed, there was a great deal of truth to the proverb
"l gnorance is bliss." Too often just know ng about
somet hing put you in line for erasure, and it nmade no

M STS OF THE AGES 15

di f ference whether or not you intended using, selling

or even giving away the information. Knowing it neant
you might pass it on, and that was nore of a chance
than the people involved were willing to take. It wasn't
considered polite to tell people things w thout first
war ni ng them you were going to do it, so |'d given

the warni ng. What happened after that was entirely up
to them and Tris was the first one to acknow edge it.

"I think 1'd like to stay and hear about this," he
said after a minute, stirring where he sat to my left.
"Seero once did sonmething for ne |I*H never forget,

and if there's a question on how he died. | want to
know about it. | can meet you two | ater, sonewhere
el se.”

"The hell you can," Ricco said in a flat-voiced way,
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| eaning back in his seat opposite nme as he | ooked at
Tris. "You aren't the only one Seero did things for,
which means |'mnot in the nood for a walk. But it
al so doesn't nean we all have to stay."

He and Tris turned to Sharp with that, telling her
they had no intentions of making any decisions for her,
and for an instant she didn't seemto know what Ricco
meant. Then she understood they were saying she

could | eave, and she was suddenly made of indigna-
tion rather than flesh.

"Ricco, is your head as nuscl e-bound as your

body?" she demanded, bristling up |like an inside-out

pi ncushion. "If you two think you owed Seero, you

ought to hear ny story. | happen to know he didn't

even tell Inky, which neans | owe himfor that, too.

I f anyone m sses what she has to say, it isn't going to
be ne."

"That's it, then," Ricco said with a shrug, noving

his eyes back to nmy vicinity. "W're all in and we*re
ail ears. Let's get a pot of javi ordered, and then we
can start."

"Let's start by not ordering a pot ofjavi," | said,

reachi ng over to catch his armbefore he activated the
menu. "Seero once told ne that nobst people know
they're opening a circuit through the silencing field
when they order, but think the circuit is dead once the
menu- acknow edge |ight goes out. All it really means

16
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is that the light is out, not that the circuit is closed.
Let's let that waiter bring us refills when he nanages
to get around to it.*'

"You think the thuds could have this place tapped?”
Tris asked with a frown, exchanging gl ances with
Ricco. "Even if they were covering sonething up

when they called Seero's death accidental, how could
they get in here? And after all this tine, why would
t hey bot her?"

"It isn't the police we have to worry about," 1 an-
swered. speaking to all of them "It's the Tw light
Houses that arc involved, and they can get in any-
where. Arc you still sure you want to hear about it?"

"More than ever," Sharp said as she rested her
forearns on the table, nothing left of the enpty-headed
hi gh-lifer she enjoyed pretending to be. "If the thuds

put Seero out of the way, | could understand it even
while hating it. The Twi Houses are another matter
entirely."

Ri cco nodded his agreenent while Tris sinply sat
and waited, so | shrugged and shifted si deways on the

seat.
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"As we've already noticed, this was al nbst a year
ago," | began, toying with ny cup as ny mnd went

back to that soul-tearing night. "Seero had intended
goi ng out al one, but when | showed up with nothing

of my own schedul ed, he invited me along. The stroke
was set up as a solo and that's the way he intended
keeping it, but he didn't mnd the idea of having com
pany on the ride back. He al so intended having somne-
thing to show off, and you know how he enjoyed
showi ng of f."

They all smiled faintly at the rem nder, also renem
bering how we used to tease himabout it, but no one
i nt errupt ed.

"The | ocation of the stroke was in one of those open
hi gh-ri se enclaves that pretend to be closed, the kind
that keeps out no one but the innocent people who |ive
there," | continued. "For anyone with a little skil
there are a dozen private ways in, and Seero took one
of them He intended using the top of the north tower
to reach one of the penthouses in the south, so as soon

M STS OF THE AGES 17

as he left I found a way into the west tower. | wanted
to watch himwi thout being in the way, you under-
stand, which | mght have been if |I'd gone up with
himto the north.

"By the tinme | reached the roof of the west tower,
he'd already set his line onto the balcony wall of his
target apartnent,” | said, raising nmy cup to sip from
it. "Amnute later he was noving up the line by shift-
ing his coasters an arnspan at a tine, nmaking it | ook
as easy as he always did. Going back it would be
downhill, of course, and he'd sinply hold on and | et
gravity do all the work. He reached the bal cony,
dropped down to it after locking the coasters in place
on the line, then went to half-kneel in front of the
bal cony doors. He already knew what sort of a |ock

was on them and even Mal could have gotten it open

wi t hout a key."

That time they chuckl ed, knowi ng how badly M

did with anything that had a | ock- If anyone was ever
born to be honest Mal was it, a point finally brought
hone to himthe tine he'd lost his key ring. After
finding it inpossible to get into his junp-around he'd
had to wal k horme, and then had discovered that we,
who were his neighbors and who kept a spare set of
his keys. were out. He'd decided then and there that
he'd be dammed if he'd sinply sit down and wait unti
we got back, so he began trying to pick the lock on
hi s door.

By the time Tris and | got back there he'd apparently
been at it for hours, and had reached the point where
he woul dn't have used a key even if he'd had to spend
the rest of his life out in that hall. It was do or die
with no other acceptable options, and Tris and | were
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trying to deci de whether or not to nmention sonething
rather inmportant to himwhen R cco showed up. Ricco,
havi ng no i dea about what was going on imredi ately
congratul ated Mal, and when Mal | ooked up at him
.blankly, Ricco reached over and opened the door with
a sinple turn of the knob. At sonme point or other M
had managed to pick the lock, but the tragedy of it
was Mal hadn't noticed. It took quite a while before
we were able to get Mal to stop crying, but once he

18 Sharw G een
M STS OF THE AGES 19

the hand weapons. Fromwhere | stood, it |ooked |ike
Seero had been told he was free to go."

When | paused to swallow at ny javi, none of them
Junped in with pronpts or questions or coments

They knew what was com ng, and al t hough they had

al ready decided to listen, they were in no hurry to hear
it.

"l watched Seero go back to his line with what

seened to be reluctance, and coul dn't understand why
he wasn't acting as relieved as | felt." | continued
beyond the pause. "After thinking about it |I've de-
cided he knew what was coning, which is another

thing those four will regret. Seero junped for the
coasters, had themunlocked in a nonment, then slid
away fromthe bal cony. He was about hal fway across
when one of the heavies reached up to the |ine anchor
with sonething too small for ne to see, but which

. must have been made of plastic. It broke the holding
field that kept the anchor firmy attached to the wall,
and suddenly Seero wasn't sliding dowm the |line, he
and the line were falling toward the inner face of the
north tower. He tried absol ving nost of the shock of
contact with his legs, but the angle of descent was too
Bt ecp and he was noving too fast. He slammed into

the building between two terraces, the inpact so hard
I could hear it, and then he was gone fromthe |ine
and falling toward the ground so many stories bel ow
Wien | | ooked back to the terrace, the four and their
heavi es had al ready di sappeared.”

By then | was staring down into my javi cup, W sh-

ing it held something a | ot stronger than javi, feeling
fte new silence that surrounded ne. Al the expecta-
tion fromeariier had di sappeared, |eaving behind a

I'i mpi ng, wordless plea for sonme sort of explanation

"l don't understand," Tris said after the gap had
grown al nost awkward, his voice filled with confu-
sion. "If they knew Seero and didn't even have a com
N pleted stroke to conplain about, why did they w pe
i hin? And how did he end up in a Twi House neeting
pl ace to begin with? He was al ways so careful about
checking a |l ayout before going in."

"They nust have been di scussi ng sonething they
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was back to normal his nmind had been nade up. He A
still considered himself one of us, but he never tried
breaki ng i nto anything again.

"l watched Seero fade through the bal cony doors,
and automatically checked the tine," | went on with n
a sigh, wondering if Mal knew how really fortunate
he was. "Seero's maximumtinme on a stroke never

went beyond nine minutes, no matter what he had to n
| eave behind. Better to get out and cone back somne n
other time, he always said, rather than stay that extra n

m nute or two and maybe | ose all your some-other-
times together. At any rate | knew it wouldn't be |ong
before he was out again, but it turned out to be a | ot
| ess than not very long. It couldn't even have been a
m nut e before he reappeared, and he i mediately tried
junping for the coasters.”

"Wthout stopping to rel ock the bal cony doors?" n

Sharp asked with shock in her voice. "I can't believe

Seero woul d overl ook anything that inportant."” n
"He didn't overlook it," | said, answering the ques- js
tion for all of them "He didn't stop because they were f
right behind him too close, as it turned out, for him |
to get the coasters noving before they were on top of n
him They had hand weapons out and ready, so all he [:ef
could do was drop back down to the terrace." n

"But he wasn't supposed to have been killed with a
hand weapon," Ricco pointed out, his expression n
strange. "Did the thuds cover up that part of it?" n

"They didn't use the weapons, they just covered

himwith them" | said with a headshake. "At first it

was only the two heavies who stopped him and | was

sure they were private security, which would have n
meant Seero was caught. Then three nmen and a wonman

st epped out on the bal cony, four races | recognized n
instantly in the light comng frominside, and | began N
to think everything would be all right. | knew for a

fact that Seero had done strokes for at |east two of
them and they woul d therefore understand he coul d

be counted on to keep qui et about whatever he'd seen

or heard. One of the nmen spoke to Seero with an

amused smile on his face, turned and said sonething

to the others, then gestured away the two heavies with

20 Sharon G een

considered nore inportant than Seero's life.'* | an-
swered, looking up to see the way all three of them
stared at me. "They coul d have decided to depend on
his silence the way they had in the past, but chose
instead not to bother. As for how Seero ended up in
the mddl e of a neeting between the heads of four
Houses who never in the past got together on any-
thing, that one is easy. He was set up

"I's that a guess, or do you know it for certain?*
Sharp asked, her voice very soft in contrast to the | ook
in her eyes. "If it's confirned, give us a nane."
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"I didn't have to guess.” | said. running a finger
around die rimof my cup w thout | ooking down. "On

the way to the stroke Seero told me who had put him
onto die target, and the idea nmade hi mchuckle. The
man who consi dered hinmsel f Seero's greatest rival had
wor ked for nonths digging out the location of this
shady political bigshot's city address, had confirmed
what artwork and ot her val uabl es the apartnent held

by visiting it as a repairman or some such, and had
only been waiting for the bigshot to be out of town.
As soon as that happened he started getting ready to
go—and whil e he was movi ng around managed to slip

and fall because of a small pool of salad oil that had
been spilled by his roommate on their kitchen fl oor.
He ended up with a very painful sprained ankle, which
meant he needed soneone he could trust to take over
for him He'd hated the idea of calling Seero, but Seero
was the only one he knew who could be relied on to
play it straight.”

"And the reason he didn't sinply wait until he was

heal ed, and then go ahead without a reluctantly-taken
partner?" Tris asked, filling in the line as he and the
others knew it nmust have gone. They weren't wong,

and ny nod acknow edged that fact.

"The bigshot had sold the apartnent, and woul d be
nmoving his things to an in-city estate as soon as he got
back," | supplied. "If the stroke didn't cone off right
then, all those nonths of work woul d be worse than
wasted. Better half the rake than losing it all."

"And Seero believed him" Sharp stated, her dark
eyes furious. "Just as we all would have. because of

M STS OF THE AGES 21

the one bit of truth he used: Seero was the only one
anong us who could be counted on to play it straight.
There was no way anyone woul d have thought it was
atrap.”

"The slig must have found out about the Twi neet-

ing while he was sniffing around,” Tris said, com ng
to the same conclusion | had. "There's never been

even a whi sper about a connection between that polit-
ico and the Houses, so the slig rmust have counted on
their wiping Seero to keep that quiet, if for nothing
el se. They nust be into himbel ow his underwear if

they used his apartnent for their high-1evel hush-hush
Seero never had a chance, not with the kind of heavies
they use to keep those nmeetings private. Gve us the
nane of that slig. Inky. W want to pay hima visit

and tell himhow nuch we admre his planning abil -
ity."

"l don't think we can pay hima visit," R cco said
the first words he'd spoken in a while, his |light eyes
directly on me, "It was Tardin who did that to Seero,
wasn't it. Inky? Tardin the slinme, who could never
forgive Seero for being better than him Am | wong?"

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (14 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:27 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

"No, you aren't wong, Ricco," | allowed, feeling
myself smile for the first time since that conversation
had started. "Tardin was the one who set Seero up,

but 1 don't think he'll ever be doing something like
that again, do you?"

"Tardin was convicted of those nurders!" Sharp

said with a hiss of shock, her stare now on the w de-
eyed side. "It made all the news progs, and nore than
hal f the editorial slots! Everyone wanted the courts to
forget the |aw and sentence himto a lifetime of torture
i nstead of sinple execution. The evidence agai nst him
was so overwhel m ng, not even his court-appointed

| awyer believed hi mwhen he screaned he was inno-

cent."

"That was because of how sickening the crine

was," Tris said, giving ne the sanme sort of thoughtfu
| ook Ricco had been nmintaining for the last couple of
m nutes. "Wen the victins are children it's bad
enough, but when they're also physically handi capped
chil dren who have managed to wi n outstandi ng awards

22 Sharon G een

despite their handi cap—And when they aren't sinply
killed, but put through what the autopsies showed—It
was all they could do to find thuds to guard him Mbst
of themwanted to join everyone else and tear him
apart.”

"And all those of us who knew hi m wondered was

how he' d kept that nuch tw sting from show ng

sooner," Ricco said, closing the circle he'd opened.

"I don't think it would bother any of us to find out he
was framed. Inky, but what about the one who really

is guilty? Wth Tardin tagged for the thing, they

st opped | ooki ng for anyone el se."

"Why | ook for a dead man?" | asked, letting my

smil e broaden. "One of the earlier victins had a rel -
ative none of the news progs found out about, a half-
brot her who had loved the little giri very much. The
nai f-brother had a | ot of friends and acquai ntances,
»M 1 don't think | have to tell you what it's possible
(0 pick up when al nost everyone on the street is

wat chi ng and |istening for you. Seero had introduced
me to hima few years ago, so when it was tinme to

take a good | ook around a certain apartnment, | was the
one he asked to do it. Finding those grisly trophies the
slime had kept wasn't hard, but once they'd served

the purpose of telling us we'd located the right sicko.
no one had any nore use for them My acquai ntance

took charge of the sicko. and when | expl ai ned why |
want ed the trophies, he thought ny taking themwas a
good idea. It even turned out that one of his friends
was the worman who cl eaned Tardin's apartnent, the

very woman who accidentally found all that horror and

i medi ately called the police.”

"Finding Tardin's name on the nenbership |ist of
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that group of fanatics who want all handi capped new
bons put to sleep really sealed the lid onit," Ricco
said, a grin finally breaking through on his face. "Ws
he really a nmenber, or did your acquai ntance have

anot her friend?"

"That tinme it was a friend of mne," | answered,
wat ching Tris and Sharp stir where they sat, as though
waki ng from a daydream "She owed Seero a | ot nore

than one, and conputer files will whistle the latest hit
M STS OF THE ACES 23
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if she asks themto. Getting themto accept Tardin's
nane as a long-tinme nenber of that group took about
ten mnutes."

"No wonder you kept refusing to work with us,"”

Sharp said, satisfied acceptance in her voice. "You
were too busy doing things that really needed doing.
But now that it's just about over, you shouldn't be
busy any longer. Tardin's appeal was denied | ast week.
whi ch neans his execution is set for the forty day m n-
imum Wy don't we all celebrate by pulling off a
really spectacul ar stroke?"

"That woul d be a good idea except for one thing,"

| said, quickly interrupting the agreenment com ng from
Tris and Ricco. "I won't be ready to cel ebrate unti
there isn't even a foundation left of four certain
Houses. Taroin may have been the one who set Seero

up for wi ping, but he wasn't the one who actually did
the job. Until that happens, | expect to have quite a
lot to do that's best done al one."

"You don't nean you're taking on four of the Tw -

light Houses!" Tris said in alnost the same hiss Sharp
had used earlier, his expression full of outrage. "Inky.
that's crazy! | can understand refusing to take com

nm ssions fromthem or naybe even cheenng on the

thuds, but actively working against then? They'l|l wi pe
you the same way they did Seero, and you won't ever

be able to say you didn't ask for it! If Seero was stil
around, he'd be the first to tell you to forget it."

"If Seero was still around, there'd be nothing to
forget," | pointed out, raising ny cup to finish the Iast
of the Javi. "I only told you three about this so you'd
know why it isn't smart associating with ne. | haven't

been sitting around with ny feet up for the past few
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nmont hs, and al though |'ve been careful not to be

sloppy, it's only a matter of tinme before they find out
who' s been stroking them When that happens, you

don't want to confuse them by standing next to their
target. They usually settle confusions |ike that by tak-
ing out everyone in sight."

"They seemto have a thing about playing it on the
safe side," Sharp agreed with fam liar dryness, but
there was nore frustration behind the words than

24 Sharon G een

amusenent. "Damm it. Inky, all you'll do is get your-
self killed, and no one will be able to help you! Do
you expect us to just sit back and let it happen? *

"The only way you can stop ne is by tipping the

Houses," | said, taking a deep breath before making
the effort to shake off the gl oomthat had grabbed me
again. "If you decide to do that, hold out for as nuch

as you think the information should be worth, but stay
out of reach both before and after you collect. They're
al ready feeling the pinch, and 'mtold they're not in
a very good nood."

"Told by who?" Ricco asked, as annoyed as Sharp

and Tris by the suggestion |I'd nade. "I can believe

you' ve been stroking them and | believe they don't
know who's doing it. Seero always said you were the

best he ever taught, and if you ask ne you're even
better than that. You're also not suicidal, so Il'mwll-
ing to bet you're not doing this alone. Wio do you

have who's telling you about their nood, and what are
they doing with the rake fromyour strokes?**

"I don't think you really need to know that," | said
as | looked around at the three with a friendly smile.
Sharp and Tris were startled by the guess Ricco had
made, but he always had been the swiftest on the up-
take. "Let's just say |I've found the perfect place to
drop what | cone across, and it's possible | may even
be around to sone day cel ebrate cracked foundati ons.
I"mnot counting on the possibility very heavily, but
it could happen. And now | really do have anot her
appoi nt ment . "

"WAs mi s your way of saying good-bye to us?"

Tris demanded as | began getting ready to | eave the
booth, his tone al nost harsh. "You don't want us get-
ting killed along with you, so you took sone tinme out

to cut the ties? That was really thoughtful of you. Inky,
but what if one or two of us don't want to say good-

bye? What if we're willing to take our own chances

with getting killed?"

"I"'msony. Tris, but this is nmy way of getting

killed," | said with a glance around, trying not to
laugh. "If you or Ricco or Sharp decide you're inter-
M STS OF THE AGES 25
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ested, you'll have to find your own way. You know
how | ' ve always hated sharing things."

I put my left hand on his armto keep himfrom
saying any nore, then reached ny right hand toward
Sharp and Ricco. Both of themtook it. Sharp with
tears in her eyes, Ricco al nbst as broken up as Tris,
but | refused to let any of their sadness touch mne.

"I''"ll say this as plainly as | can, so | won't ever
have to repeat it: stay out of the argunent!** | told
them Ilooking at each of themin turn. starting with

Tris and ending with Ricco. "I've got mf covered
ID a certain extent, but the coverage isn't enough for
four. 1'd hate to make it through all this, only to find

that one or nore of you three didn't. And dont forget,
if one of you trips, you mght take ne down right
along with you. If for no other reason, will you |et
that make you back off and forget all about it?"

Once again | let ny eyes touch each of mem and

despite their reluctance they didn't refuse ne the nods

of agreenent |'d asked for. They'd given nme their

words to stay out of it, but Tris felt it necessary to add
one last coment as | freed nmy hands and stood.

"If you ever change your mind about wanting com
pany, you know where you can find us," he said, then
gave ne a smle that was trying very hard to become
a grin. "Don't forget how bad | am at thinking of ny
own ways to get killed."

There was nothing to do but |augh at that, and then
wave once before turning and wal king away. Tris was
nost probably feeling the short time we'd |lived to-
gether, but he'd get over it and then he'd be fine. I'd
made sure they would all be fine, but that was sone-
thing else they didn't need to know about. Wen the
Houses finally found out | was the one stroking them
not knowi ng where I was would be no protection at al
for people who were named as friends of mne. Wat
I'"d arranged woul d be protection, but they definitely
woul d not have enjoyed hearing about it.

On the way out | said good-bye to Mat without giv-

ing himthe chance to press nme as to when |'d be back,
then left to keep an appoi nt ment which centered about
the delivery of an envel ope.

Chapter 2

My new associ ates had very little inmagination, which
mewit they insisted on ny nmeeting themin their own
offices. It mght have been true that none of their peo-
pte oool d have betrayed themeven if they'd wanted

to, "but tint didn't nake ne any happi er about becom
ing a famliar figure to the workers on all four of their
shifts. | was used to having no one or al nbst no one
know what | was into; Stellar Intelligence didn't be-
lieve ia running it the same. As far as they're con-
cerned, if everyone around you doesn't know what

you' re doi ng, you probably shouldn't be doing it.
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Needl ess to say, the difference of opinion nmade our
associ ation even nore pleasant than it would normally
have been-

I left nmy junp-around parked in a street-|evel square
a couple of blocks fromny destination, preferring to
| ose it anmong the various vehicles of nei ghborhood

ni ght-shift workers over sitting it down all alone in
plain sight in front of the building where the offices
were. It wasn't exactly comon know edge that the
Enmpire offices building al so housed Stellar Intelli-
gence, but anpbng those who did know, very few cared
S.1. was a branch of the Enpire admi nistration that
supposedly concerned itself with nothing | ess than
things like treason on a planetary scale, and that, of
course, made it nothing to worry about to anyone who
wasn't plotting the overthrow of the Empire. I'd found
out differently one night, and the revel ati on had nod-
ified my plans in an interesting way—f you consi der
that sort of thing interesting.

26
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The Enpire building was as brightly lit and as ful

of people going in and out as it always was, which
means | accessed their underground parking area

through a service conduit that bypassed their security
system then nmade ny way to the upper floors from
there. My getting into the building like that was nore
of a game than a necessity, especially since S.I. hadn't
yet gotten around to finding the route. The other end

of the conduit was supposed to be conpletely inacces-
sible, and they still believed that; for people who
shoul dn't have believed anything they hadn't checked
personally, it was sad to see how trusting they were.

ft was al so one of the reasons | wasn't precisely thrilled
to be working with them but they were definitely the

| esser choice between evils.

The Iift took ne up to the fifty-fourth floor, and
when the doors opened | stepped out to see the trans-
parent wall on ny left that told ne 1'd found the of-
fices of the Enpire Messenger Corps. Beyond the wall
was a rather unplush reception area which contained a
brittly-pretty giri behind a desk polishing her nails,
and a bored-1ooking man in the blinding-red uniform

of the Messenger Corps |eaning against die wall not
far fromher. Wen the lift doors cl osed behind ne the
gut stopped polishing and the man stopped | ooki ng
Bored, but neither one tried to say anything until 1'd
pushed t hrough the entrance panel in the transparent
wall. At that point, the giri grinned w de.

"Raksal | 's expecting you, so you can go right in."
she said, sounding nothing |ike what her | ooks would
| ead soneone to expect. "And by the way, thanks for
earning nme a little extra cash. Again."

She nmade no real effort to look at the man in the red
uniform but she didn't have to. Her final won) had
| et himknow he was bei ng | aughed at, and his ex-
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pression said he wasn't enjoying the experience.

"I't's not a joke," he said in a near grow, his dark
eyes sending accusation in ny direction rather than
toward his partner in disguise. "If she's getting into
the building in a way we don't know about, there can
be others doing the sane thing. Betting on whether

or not she makes it through w thout getting caught

28 Sharw Green
isn't as good an idea as trying to find out how she does
*t.o"

"Qur current assignnent doesn't call for finding

things out," the woman said, her grin still in place as
she swiveled her chair to turn her in the man's direc-
tion. "And if you think betting is such a bad idea,

why wasn't | the only one doing it?"

The nman | ooked down at her without answering the
qguestion, but also w thout visible enjoynent of the an-
kl e-1 ength, veed-to-the-waist work dress the wonan

was wearing. She had no trouble at all filling out the
standard red and white dress, but nen seemto |ose
interest in such things when their pride—er wallets-
have been brutalized.

"I's Raksall in her office?" | asked, nore to change
the subject than because | wasn't sure. "lI'mstill a
little eariy."

"She expected you to be late instead, but she cane
inontinme," the woman told ne, and then her expres-
sion wept solem. "It nay be the next thing to im
nmorality to nention it. but | think she earned sone
extra cash, too."

The man cane away fromthe wall with his fists to
his hips at that, and even though |I was no |onger the

target for his killing stare, | still headed on back to the
of fices beyond the corridor |eading out of the reception
area. S.|. people seened to be nmuch freer souls than

I'"d expected themto be, but | wasn't involved with
themto nake friends. W had a joint business venture
going, they and |, and in that area things weren't doing
badl y.

There were as nany people hurrying around the in-

ner S.1. office as the rest of the building suffered from
all because of the need of the place to be fully staffed
at all tines. Wen you have to deal with information

and requests comng in fromhundreds of planets and
going out to the sane nunber, you run every mnute

of the local day and night or you don't run at all. |
usual Iy preferred night hours because of how ruch

nmore peaceful they were than the daytine, but in that
place it was like mddle of the nmorning any tine you

got there. | ignored the bustle as best | could, made
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my way across the floor to the office I wanted, and
simply wal ked in.

Raksal | | ooked up at the sound of the door opening,

her transparent desk showi ng all of the stylish orange
and brown business suit she wore. The |egs of the

pants were so full they even | ooked like a full-length
skirt while she was sitting down, and the tight-waisted
jacket was nore frilly-1lace-concealing than straight-
line formrevealing. Using |ace instead of body |ines
was the very newest rage in fashion, and it surprised
me not at all that Raksall was already wearing it.

"Well. well, eariy instead of late,” nmy S.1. contact
said with an anused | ook, |eaning back in her chair

while | closed the door behind me. "Wth everything

you had on your schedule tonight, | thought it would
be the other way around."”

"I have a feeling you thought it would be the other
way around because of the nunber of guards stationed
all over the building," |I came back, wal king forward
to ny usual chair and then sitting in it. "They were
trying to spot nme conming in, but somehow t hey

m ssed. "

"I'"ve | earned there's nothing of the 'sonehow*
about it when people miss seeing you," she said, her

stronger anusenent now showing in a grin. "If we
hadn't had Fieran's |luck, we wouldn't have stunbled
over you die first time. | hope it went just as success-

fully earlier tonight."

"They're not quite as clever as they think they are,"

| said with a smle of ny owmn, reaching down to the

wi de bl ack shimrer-belt | wore above ny sem -skirt.

"If you don't have a pair of gloves, | reconmend

|l eaving the thing in the belt until you can get a lab to
check it for you. They had it in a safe spot, but | have
the distinct feeling they decided to play it double safe.
If unprotected skin touches that envel ope, |'d rather

not be around to see what the results are.”

"That neans they're beginning to try doing sone-

thing about you," she said, her grin gone as she
reached across the desk to take the belt. "Wat you've
gotten fromthemover the last few nonths hasn't been
used agai nst themyet, so they nust think that ridding

30
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thensel ves of you will make sure it never is. |I'd say
it's tine you let up on themfor a while."

"And | say if | let up on them what |'ve done so
far will be wasted effort,"” | countered, watching how
carefully she handled the belt. "You're the one who
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told me how straight-line all this evidence has to be,
now an Enpire court will accept it if there aren't any
carefully timed gaps in the gathering of it. You said if
we can prove these Houses are constantly and consi s-
toatty involved in large-scale illegalities rather than
occasional ly dabbling over the line of the law, the Em
pire court will accept jurisdiction as the only certifi-
ably unbi ased source of justice for the people. W both
know t heir bought bodies on this world won't even |et

t hem be accused here |l et al one convicted, and the
chance of throwing themto an Enpire court was the

only reason | agreed to work with you people. If you
try backing out now . . ."

A*Toi not trying to back out of the deal," she inter-
rupted in annoyance, the |ook in her brown eyes half

i npatient and half concerned. "I prom sed we'd break
those Houses for you if you hel ped us get the evidence
we need, and that prom se stands. I'd just like to know
how wel |l you'll uphold your end of the bargain if you
get yourself killed. None of our own people ever man-
aged a fraction of what you have in locating the sort
of danmagi ng proof we can't go ahead without. If the
eneny succeeds in stopping you, where does that |eave
our effort?"

"Before the question becones rel evant, they have

to succeed in stopping nme," | answered, working hard
to control the furious anger that had suddenly risen
inside ne. "You told me stolen evidence is just as
good in an Enpire court as whatever is gotten on a
warrant, as long as it's docunented as true and isn't
unreasonably out of date. If | back off now, you know
we' |l have a gap, and that gap could get themoff. If
this is how dedi cated you | aw and-order types are,
woul d have been better off going with my origina

i dea."

"Your original idea was to use the other Twilight
Houses to destroy the four you're after,'' she said with
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a brusque gesture of dismissal, still annoyed. "You
may or may not have succeeded in that, but when you
came to this building to see if the Enmpire had any file
i nformati on you could take for the other Houses to
use, you wal ked into one of our security areas. W
had to use a Question Beamto find out what you were
after, but once we did, didn't we agree to drop al
charges agai nst you? Didn't we decide together it
woul d be better to eradicate those Houses conpletely,
rat her than sinply hel ping the other Houses to absorb
t henP"

"I's that what we 'decided together'?" | asked,

making a rude face as | |eaned back in ny chair. "I

t hought what we decided was that |1'd be better off
getting evidence for your group, instead of vegetating
in a heavy detention center while those four Houses
went blithely on the way they had been going. If I'd
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known you scared this easy, | would have opted for
the heavy detention."

"Since I|'mnot the one whose life is on the |ine,
scared doesn't enter into it nuch, does it?" she coun-
tered, ignoring what |I'd said about how |I'd been co-
erced into the partnership. "And I'mnot trying to tel
you to back off for good. | want these people as badly
as you do. but throwing away the life of the only one
able to get me my evidence doesn't nake nuch sense

What you picked up for us four days ago fromthe
Larcher House was a coded list of schedul ed ventures

i nvol ving drugs, prostitution, soul-selling, air smug-
gling, puppet-stringing—at |east a third of everything
they're into. Since we've got to take the time to doc-
umrent that stelliummne of alist, there won't be any-
thing of a gap showing in our evidence trail. And don't
forget what you got for us tonight. If that works out
the way | expect it to, what's in that envel ope wll
give the Empire court no choice but to step in. Wen
politicians that big are owned by a House, trying to
find an unbi ased pl anetary court is an exercise in fu-
tility."

"Al'l of which is a reason for you people to sit back
a while, but doesn't in any way apply to me," | said,
refusing to buy the wiggler oil she was so good at
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selling. "That list you're so hot about involves only
one of the Houses, which | eaves three nore for ne to

go after while you're playing with the first- In case
you' ve forgotten, it's all four | want, not just a token
one or two."

"But you can't get all four if one of themgets you

first," she said through her teeth, her fist clenched and
her short blond hair alnobst bristling. "If you | eave
themalone for a while they'lIl have to dismantle their

traps, or take the chance of |osing one of their own.
with legitinate business, to sonething neant to get
you. Can't you under—

Her little speech of usel ess repetition probably would
have gone on until she ran out of breath, but she was
interrupted by sonething other than ny inpatience. A
singl e knock came at the door, and | turned in tine to
see a man wal king in. He was of average hei ght and
build, wearing the tight trousers, tight-waisted jacket,
sad severely cut shirt that was the masculine equiva-

| ent of RaksalFs outfit, but his was a conservative yel -
|l ow and tan. He had brown hair and eyes and a narrow,
hunor| ess face, was carrying a file of sone sort, and
I'"d seen himonce or twice during ny previous visits

to those offices.

"I"'msony, Filster. but we're in the mddle of an

i mportant discussion here," Raksall said to the man,
maki ng an obvious effort not to be too short with him
"Il let you know as soon as |I'mthrough, and . "
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"This can't wait until you're through," the man
Filster said, comng forward after having cl osed the
door behind hinself. "Wen you' re through, the girt
wi |l di sappear the way she al ways does, and | need
her here for this."

"For what?" Raksall denanded, letting the river of
annoyance i nside her wash over the nman who was pull -
ing up a chair to her side of the desk. "She isn't an
operative who shifts fromone department to the next
and therefore needs to know everything going on ev-
erywhere. She has a linmted association with ny de-
partnent, so what could you possibly have that
concerns her?"

"l have a Situation," the nman answered, the word

M STS OF THE AGES 33

so clearly capitalized that his glance at Raksall was
unnecessary. "l queried the main files in search of
someone to suit my needs, but rather than offering ne

a choice of our own operatives, | was given the sug-
gestion of that girl. After considering the matter, | was
forced to agree with the decision.”

Hi s narrow faced sourness showed how unhappy he

was over being forced into whatever it was he was

tal king about, but | wasn't in the least curious as to
what that could be. |1'd already done what I'd conme to
that place to do, and wasting any nore tine there
woul d have been—a waste of tine.

"I think I'll be going now," | said to Raksall as
got out of my chair. "Fromwhat you said |I'm assum
ing you and your people will be too busy for a while

to come up with any target assignnments, so |'ll take
care of finding ny owmn. |If | happen across anything
interesting, I'll be sure to let you know. "

"Just a nmoment, young woman!" the man Fil ster

said in a very stemway as | turned toward the door

i nterrupting what ever Raksall had been about to come
up with. "You and | have a matter to di scuss, which
means you're to sit back down and listen to ne.
didn't cone in here just to watch you wal k away."

"l don't nuch give a damm what you cane in here

to do," | told the disapproving frowm | was getting,
liking the man as nmuch as he obviously |iked ne.

"You and | don't have anything to discuss on any
subject | can think of, and | really would prefer keep-
ing it that way. Have a nice evening."

"How about your four friends?" he countered at

once as | began turning away from himagain, his tone
unpl easantly triunphant. "My departnent is the one
responsi bl e for assigning operatives to nmake sure the
Twi | i ght Houses don't try to use themin an effort to
| ocate you. |'ve had no trouble finding enough people
to assign up until now, but with a Situation demandi ng
all me attention and manpower | can give it "
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He Il et the sentence trail off without finishing it, and
when | | ooked at himhis snmug expression was all but
pure enjoynent. They really did enjoy threatening

wi t hout using the words, those people, and | was be-

34
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ginning to dislike the habit nmore than |I'd thought was
possi bl e.

"Part of ny agreenent with your group covers the
protection of the four people ny efforts put in the nost
danger," | said, speaking primarily to a Raksall who
was nostly nad but partly upset. "If that aspect of

the deal falls through, so does the rest of it. You may
need me to get the Twi Houses* but | can do ny

own getting with people who don't have your prob-

|l ens- Would you like to tell nme which way you want

Af

e **We want it our way," Filster said with narrow

faced aggressiveness before Raksall could answer ne,

a gHeam of satisfaction still inexplicably in his eyes.
"If yoo don't do your getting with us, you won't do

i («f afi, especially not fromthe cell of a heavy deten-
tion center. You are a thief, young mss, and we have
eoough evi dence agai nst you in your dossier to keep

you in a cell until long past the tinme the designation
"young* is no longer appropriate. What wll happen
to your friends during that time, | have no idea

If you aren't identified as the one who robbed the
Houses, they may well survive w thout any sort of
difficulty.”

O they may not, his tone suggested, nme man ig-

noring the way | strai ghtened where | stood. He

seemed to know as well as | that if the Houses found

out I was the one who had been stroking them also

| earning where | was woul d not keep ny closest friends
safe. There was still what |1'd taken to sustain interest
in nmy background, and until they had that back no one
I'd known woul d be safe.

"Inky, a department with a Situation has priority

over all other departments until the Situation is being
handl ed, " Raksall got out with difficulty, her intention
probably to smooth things over despite her own raging
anger. "If you discuss the matter with Filster and can
prove to himyou can't be of any help, he'll just have
to | ook el sewhere. Let's listen to what he has to

say, and afterward you and | can talk for a minute or
two."

And get things back to where they were, she didn't
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bot her addi ng, at |east not aloud. At that point | had
| ost my appetite for dealing with any of them and if
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it hadn't been for Tris, Sharp, R cco and Mal, | would
have wal ked out of there and let themtry to catch ne.
But | did have ny friends to consider, so | went back
to the chair and sat.

"Your wi sdomis exceeded only by your gracious-

ness. young miss," Filster said when | crossed ny

| egs, his tone as dry as abrasive powder. "Despite
your obvious opinions to the contrary, |'mnot enjoy-
ing this any nore than you are. Wth that gl owering
expressi on you're now wearing, you |ook nore than
ever like the innocent child you nost certainly are
not . "

"If all you cane in here to do was insult her, Fils-
ter, you can just get out again," Raksall said with a
hard | ook in her eyes, her voice thick with the anger
she was feeling. "And however this turns out, don't
think for a mnute that | won't be reporting you. Even
having a Situation is no excuse for ruining another
departnent's dealings with essential associates.”

"For all the control you have over her, even *asso-
ciate' is too binding a descriptive word,"” the man
canme back with conpl ete unconcern, paying nore at-
tention to his papers than to his co-worker. "You can
report ne as much as you like, as |long as you're ready
to tell the same board why so essential an 'associate
of yours does as she dammed wel | pleases. And woul d
either of you mnd if we got on with this now?"

He finally raised his dark eyes to | ook at each of us

in turn, but not even Raksall had anything else to say.
She nmade herself nore confortable in her chair with

her fingers laced together in front of her, and the | ook
in her eyes that prom sed the nman nore argunent to

come at a later, better tinme didn't bother himin the

| east .

"About five standard years ago, the planet Joel are
announced the opening of its new vacation continent,
and within a year it was on the 'nust' list of three-
quarters of the people in the Enpire," Filster said,
keeping his eyes on ne even as he |l ectured. "The

pl anet has an anonaly area that does cover just about
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an entire continent, an area of perpetual fog, and the
section was considered a waste of good wori d-space
until someone came up with the idea of turning it into
a tourist attraction. They had a hell of a time doing
the necessary buil ding and devel opi ng, but when it was
finally conpleted they had the Msts of the Ages."

He paused then, as though expecting Raksall or ne
to comment, and when we didn't he smled faintly.

"What are the Msts of the Ages, you ask?" he said

in the lightest tone he'd used yet. "I thought everyone
al ready Knew about them but since you don't. 1*U ex-
plain. Towns, villages, and even cities were built in
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me fog, each area depicting a different historical pe-
riod fromthe past of dozens of the worids of the Em
pire. No one really knows yet why so many human

and humanoi d- popul at ed wori ds arose independently

to eventually reach the stars and becone the corc-
woridfl of the Enpire, but that doesn't nean people
area't interested in what other people lived through
before they reached contact capabilities. Joelare hasn't
been settled | ong enough to have picturesque historica
eras of its own, so it used everyone else's. Wth tours
ranging frombasic to aristocratic, everyone chooses
what he or she can afford, and everyone has a fabul ous
tinme.

"Or so claimthe press releases,*" Pilster went on,

i mpati ent di sapproval suddenly back in his voice.
"Approxi mately six standard nonths ago. odd reports
began being filed. People who were supposed to have
been on the tours were reported mssing by friends or
relatives, but a couple of days later the reports were
cancel ed. The m ssing people weren't really m ssing,
they'd only been enjoying thenselves so nuch they'd
extended their tours beyond their original intentions.
Sone of me reports, however, weren't cancel ed; the

m ssing people really were mssing, and eventually
turned up dead. They'd wandered off on their own

into areas which were restricted because of danger-
ous conditions and had had accidents that turned out
fatal. What was |left of each body was returned to its
honme worl d, and then those reports were officially

cl osed. "
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"I'"'m not seeing what you consider so odd," Raksal

said to the man, interest rather than criticism narrow
ing her eyes. "People do enjoy thenselves so nmuch

they extend their vacations, and people do die when
they wander into places they shouldn't be. Al natural -
habitat resorts have restricted areas; that's why you
sign a rel ease when you vacation in spots like that. If
you're properly warned and the restricted areas are
clearly marked, your getting killed doesn't entitle your
estate to sue."

"BEverything you say is absolutely correct, but you
haven't seen the reports,” Filster answered with a
shake of his head- "The conmputers considered them

all together, did alittle records checking, nen kicked
the matter out with gongs clanging and bl azing red
Situation flags flying. Thirty of the cancel ed m ssing
persons reports stated that the people involved couldn't
possi bly have sinply stayed past their intended tinme;

they had previous, very inportant comitnents, and
weren't the sort to forget those commtnents. Wen it
turned out they had only stayed a little |onger, the ones
who had filed the reports were bew | dered. The objects

of their concern had | aughed off the entire matter, and
none of the thirty showed even the faintest regret for
what they'd done. That was the point the conputers
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checked the cash and credit accounts of those thirty
and the other 'missing' vacationers for the additiona
paynents they shoul d have had to nake to Joel are

for their extended stays, and then the al arns went

of f."

"The payments hadn't been made?" Raksal
guessed, her brows higher than they had been. "That
woul d make even an addi ng machi ne suspi ci ous. "

"Which is probably why nost of the additional pay-
ments had been nade," Filster said, grudging respect
only very faintly coloring his continuing disapproval
"Where there were no funds or available credit to neet
the paynents, suits had been filed agai nst the default-
ing parties. Al nice and proper and |egal, except for
two things: the suits were in perpetual continuance de-
spite the fact that not even token paynents had been
made, and nost of those who had paid hadn't really
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been in a position to take those extra days. They'd
strapped thensel ves badly by doing it, and were right
then woridng their backsides off trying to make up the
| osses. ™

*Td hate to be the computer who had to specify a
Situation like that,'' Raksall said, one finger to her lips
as her mnd raced behind distracted eyes. "lIs there
sonmething in the nists on Joelare that causes reliable
peopl e to becone uncaring spendthrifts, and if so, do
the friendly natives running the show know about it?
JI Aey don't know about it, why aren't they pressing
for paynent from everyone? If they do know about it.
are they taking advantage of an existing situation, or
Caufiwg the situation to begin with? If nme reaction is
a ftatool phenonmenon, why aren't nore people suffer-
ing fromft? And as a tenporary last. how, if in any
way a all, do the dead bodies fit in?"

«f Aneat summation as to why we have a Situation,"
Faster said to her, his attitude indicating anyone in
Raksal | 's position woul d have been expected to do the
sanme. "There are people being hurt and taken advan-
tage of sonehow, but we don*t yet know who is in-
nocent and who isn't. It's also been pointed out that
the nunber of people actually reported as mssing is
guaranteed to be a lot less than the grand total in that
category. Sone planetary authorities operate under the
absurd conviction that people who never deviate from
schedul e even once in their lives, can't be considered
m ssing until a prechosen anmobunt of tine has passed.

Pl aces |i ke that woul d have nothing in the way of re-

ports filed."

"So the questions asked need inmedi ate answers,

and then we'll know what we're dealing with," Rak-

sall said with a slownod. "If it turns out the people

of Joel are decided to help hurry the return on their
i nvestment by convincing certain people to stay |onger
and t herefore spend nmore noney, our branch of the
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Service won't be involved any | onger. Wat we need
to do is get those answers,"

"Which is the reason I'min your office now instead
of my own," Filster said, back to |ooking at nme rather
than Raksall. "W need someone to go in there who
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will not only not arouse any suspicion, but who al so
has the ability to check records and files that arc out
of easy reach. Msts of the Ages is run froma centra

| ocation situated itself in the nist, which neans the
very finding of it won't be a matter of checking the
address and then wal king in. Qur conputer tells roc
your —associ ate—ever there has a definite talent for
finding things, so she's the one | want."

By that tine Raksall was sharing in the stare di-
rected at me, and | didn't need to hear her saying any-
thing to renenber the "we" she'd used with Filster.
After hearing his problem she was no | onger blamn ng
himfor barging in on us and was al so no |longer invit-
ing himto | ook el sewhere for help. I'd somehow had
the feeling things would work out |ike that, but they
and the computer who had suggested ne all had

equal Iy random zed circuits.

"Anyone with a little intelligence can be expected

to find things," | said after a decent pause, nmaking it
seem as though |1'd considered his request. "Wat isn't
quite as reasonable is hauling someone off the streets
and expecting themto be able to do the sort of Job you
people are trained for. Not only wouldn't | know where
to begin, | wouldn't even know when to | ook unsus-

pi ci ous. They'd have ne spotted five mnutes after

got there, and that would be the end of ny playing
snoop. My talent is in extracting things from pl aces
peopl e have them hi dden, not inserting nyself in

pl aces people don't want ne to be."

"Your talent is in stealing," Filster contradicted

with no change of expression, his dark eyes still di-
rectly on me. "You specialize in preying on those who
have nmanaged to acquire possessions of worth, and
haven't enough social conscience to feel shane over
such a thing no matter how badly your victins are hurt
by it. | despise parasites |like you and your sort, who
live well thenselves by causing misery for others. If

I had any choice in the matter |'d see you all in heavy
detention, but instead of that |'mforced to work with
you. | need information stolen froma place others can't
get near, and for that you are exactly right. If you
refuse to do it. the trash you call friends will be en-
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tircly on their own* just as they really deserve to be.
Make yocr decision now, and nake it fast."
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If 1'd been in the habit of showi ng enem es how I

felt, | probably would have shivered fromthe pure

hate and di sgust coming at nme. The man's eyes were

all but glowing with it, and | couldn't ever remenber
feeling so sick. People won't understand, Seero had

al ways told nme, sonetines not even if you explain.

Don't waste your time, little Inky, just let themgo on
believing as they like. It won't change what we're do-
tog, it will Just make it a little harder. Filster nmade it
hafder, all right, but not just a little.

"faky® if you think about it, you'll find this is al
probably for the best," Raksall said, the pitying em
barrassnent so thick in her voice that | hated her.
Ayou need to take sonme time off from our own project
anyway, so why don't you see what you can do with
Pilsters? W know you're not a professional, but that
m ght be Just the thing to get you past any safeguards
they may have erected. W'll give you what informa-
tion and hel p we can, and your friends—you have mny
word that they'll be perfectly all right. You can | ook
at it as a paid vacation, and by the tinme you get back
we can probably get on with our work agai n. —Vhat

do you say?"

In actual fact | didn't say anything, primarily be-
cause | couldn't. | also couldn't quite neet Filster's
eyes or |l ook Raksall directly in the face, not the way
Seero woul d have been able to. He had al ways been

so serenely sure that what he did was right, so gently
willing to forgive anyone and everyone the awful
things they mght say about him | didn't have the
same inner strength, but at least | was able to refuse
the urge to nmake excuses for nyself. Mking excuses
only neans you think you're doing wong, Seero al-
ways used to say, and if you think what you're doing
is wong, you shouldn't be doing it. The only wong

| saw was in what | was about to do, but | couldn't
betray four people whose safety was ny responsibil -
ity. | nodded ny head stiffly, agreeing to the demand
they'd nmade on ne, then stood up and got out of there
as fast as | coul d.

M STS OF THE AGES 41

The | obby of the Empire braiding had dozens of

public call squares, every one of them undoubtedly
monitored. | chose one at random and nade the call

had to, setting in motion a sequence of events all the
monitoring in the Enpire couldn't have followed. Then
I wal ked out one of the | obby doors, and went to the
pl ace | was then calling home. ;

Chapter 3

The S.I. didn't believe in wasting tinme. 1'd intended
dngaig nmy feet for a while, at least until the com
pictionof the events |'d started the night before with
cao-view call, but Filster began taking i medi ate ad-
vantage. | don't know if he realized I'd I et nyself be
foll owed back to the place where | was sl eeping those
days, but the very next norning one of his people was
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poundi ng on ny door. The racket woke ne to see it
wasn't even noon yet, which gave ne second thoughts
about how wise |I'd been in using nyself as a diver-
sion. | pulled on a bodysuit w thout bothering to add
shorts or a skirt, yanked the door open, and gl ared at
the | arge bl ond-haired, blue-eyed man standing right
out si de.

"Don't you peopl e have any sense at all?" | de-
manded in a hiss, working to keep ny voice down.
"Are you trying to |l et everyone in the Enpire know
we have a deal going?"

"How did you know | was sent by a mutual friend?"
the man asked mildly, his squarish face openly sur-
prised. "Since you're staying in this over-night for
working girls, you—and everyone el se—aere sup-

posed to think I was an early custoner | ooking for
sone fun."

"Don't you think they know I'mnot wi ggling for

the trade?" | asked in turn with a |lot of the weariness
I was feeling, wondering again how people of their
supposed cal i ber could be so innocent. "The ones who
run this place nake it their business to know what's
going on; if they slip, they could be out of business."

42
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"Then we'll just have to say |'myour boyfriend."

he decided with a grin, totally unbothered by anything
I"d told him "Just because you don't get paid for it,
doesn*t mean you have to pretend you never do it.
Aren't you going to invite nme in?*'

| gave it up with a shake of ny head and sinply

st epped back out of the way, and he wal ked in while

| ooking around in curiosity. He was the sort of really
big man | usually find attractive when |I'mnot three-
quarters asl eep, and he was dressed |ike a | ong-hau

j ockey whose usual run takes himthrough the wlds:

| eat her jacket, |eather boots, hugging zilf-skin pants
and bright svalk singlet. WIlds jockies nuke | arge
anounts of noney and aren't shy about spending it,

whi ch sone people think is what puts the swagger in
their walk. What really does it is a knowl edge of just
how good they are. undoubtedly the same thing that
didit for nmy visitor.

"You know, this isn't bad," he decided by the tine

I got the door closed, his all-around inspection of the
predom nantly pink roomfinally turning his back in

my direction. "The carpeting and walls are clean, the
mrrors are shiny and clear, the bed is big enough for
three, and the leather is out of sight while it isn't being
used. What nore can you ask froma tenporary |ay-

over?"

"Wat ch your | anguage,” | said with a yawn, head-
ing for the counter with the javi spout and cups. "Fe-
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mal es not doing the trade aren't usually allowed to

stay in places like this, but | have friends who owe ne
favors. Its greatest benefit is that I'mnot the only one
com ng and going at all hours of the day and night."

"Now you watch your |anguage,” he said with a

smal | | augh, followi ng me over to the counter. "If
you're in the nmood to pour two cups of that, we can
sit down with themwhile | tell you what | cane to tel
you. After that you can get dressed and start getting
on with it."

"What's the hurry?" | asked, turning to hand him

the first cup of javi 1'd filled. "According to our nmnu-
tual friend, the gane-playing has been going on for at
| east six nonths. Since whoever they tick will even-
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tually be paid back, what difference can anot her cou-
pl e of days nake?"

"They' || get paid back if we can prove the Joel are
natives are gane-playing," he corrected, his blue eyes
serious as he took the javi. "If we can't prove it, al
we'll be able to do is make the M sts peopl e check

cash and credit before anyone is allowed on future

tours. Those who can't afford extra tinme on the planet
will then either be separated fromtheir tours at the
proper tinme, or Msts won't be pernmitted to bill them
That will still leave their previous victinms in the hole,
and that m ght not even be the worst of it. W stil

have those dead bodies to think about."

Wth ny own cup filled with javi | was able to try
frowning at him but he was al ready heading for the
confortably stuffed chair only a few feet away. He sat
down. began settling hinmself, then noved his head
quickly fromside to side, a sure sign that he'd just
noticed he was in the only chair in the room Wen

he was certain of that, he | ooked up at ne.

"I't seenms these roonms weren't furnished with con-
versation in mnd," he observed, his grin faint but
definitely there. "W'll either have to nove to the bed
where there's roomfor both of us, or you'll have to
sit innmy lap.'*

"That's the benefit in having carpeted floors,"
countered, folding into a cross-1egged position oppo-
site his chair. "They give you all the extra options
you need. Now, what's all this about dead bodi es?"

"Some of those who were reported m ssing on Joe-

|lare turned up dead instead of late," he said with a
supposedl y di sappoi nted sigh, forcing hinself to get
back to business. "Any place like the Msts of the

Ages is bound to have areas of high danger, and tour-
ists are notorious for going past flashing lights and
screamng sirens without ever seeing or hearing them
Goi ng on vacation seens to turn normal people into
instant idiots, so just having bodies isn't what bothers
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us. The disturbing part centers around the fact that
there isn't nmuch left of nobst of the bodies they send
back to the horme worlds, only enough to nmake a pos-
itive |.D. A certain percentage of those bodies arc go-
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ing to be true accidental deaths, but what about the
rest?"

"You nmean you think they night have been deli b-
erately killed?" | asked, putting both hands around ny
cup to fight off the sudden chill | was feeling. "Pos-
si bly because they found out what was goi ng on?"

"Possibly, but sonehow it doesn't feel right." he

grunmbl ed, raising his cup to sip fromit while distrac-
tion showed in his eyes. "It isn't unheard of for people
to kill to protect the secret of what they”re doing, but
this Msts whiz isn't all that big and profitable, and it
isn't being run by professionals. In nost instances am
ateurs try to buy silence rather than resort to killing,
and nost people offered bribes will accept them It's

a piece that doesn't fit in the puzzle we're trying to
wor k, and even though it's colored the sane it ought

fit in another puzzle entirely. You'll just have to keep
your eyes open when you get there.”

"Assuming | don't end up in that second puzzl e,

and have ny eyes closed for nme in sone pernmanent

way," | said, looking up at himwth very little enthu-
siasm "I keep telling you types | wasn't trained for
this, but none of you want to hear ne."

"W hear you." he disagreed with a shadow of

amusenment behind his expression. "W're just having
troubl e believing what we're hearing. You claimto be
afraid to get involved in this, afraid of getting killed
For sonmeone who refuses to let up the pressure on four
Twi | i ght Houses, any of which would be nmore man

happy to arrange a nmessy, pernanent send-off for her
you' re unexpectedly worried about checking into the
doi ngs of a whiz run by nervous, alnost-innocent am
ateurs. You consider us unreasonable for feeling the

| east bit skeptical ?"

"If nothing else, the way you di sm ss amateurs

makes me nervous," | cane back, disliking his entire
attitude. "I'd hate to tell you how many conpetent

pros are killed or alnost killed because of them And
this thing between ne and the Twilight Houses is en-
tirely different. Wth themit's a personal matter, and
|l really don't care if they end up getting nme, as |ong
as | get themat the same time."
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"Wth us, everything is a personal nmatter," he said,

t he anusenent gone as he |l eaned forward just a little.
"W hate seeing peopl e being taken advantage of in
any way at all, and we*ve sworn to stop it every time
we can. But letting themget us when we get nmem
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doesn't nmake nuch sense, not if we want to go on
getting them That's why we're as cautious as it's pos-
sible to be, and glad to be giving you a vacation from
your personal vendetta. W don't like the idea of |os-
ing you, and this should keep it from happening. Wile
you're gone we'll be |ooking after your friends, so you
don't have to spend even a m nute worryi ng about

them Al you need to do is use that talent of yours,
and get as the evidence we need agai nst whoever is
doing things to innocent, unsuspecting people."

"My taient for stealing,” | said as | |ooked away

fromhim remenbering the way Filster had said it.

After tfainlring about it I*d decided Filster was actually
the most honest of all of them saying al oud what the -,

others had probably only been feeling. None of them t,

under stood or even particularly wanted to, which was fr
the reason |I'd made the call that began setting up es- n
cape routes for Mal. Sharp, Tris and Ricco. Wen ev- ts

erything was set the four would be slid into the routes,
and then they would be gone fromthe planet with no

possi ble way of tracing them |'d set up the routine as

an energency exit before the first tine |I'd stroked any

of the Houses, before I'd gotten involved with the S. |

I'"d thought the S. 1. could be counted on to keep those
closest to me safe, but S.1. worried nost about vie- A
tims, not about those who created victins. It would )
take a few days, but then ny friends would be really

safe, and after that | could do as | pleased.

"Your talent for stealing," nmy visitor nused in a

calm even voice as | sipped ny javi, naking no corn- n
ment on the fact that | still wasn't |ooking at him n
"That's the way Filster put it, along with everything f

el se he said. The man is really good at the job he does, n
but he has no true understandi ng of people. To him n

if you aren't prey you have to be a predator, and he n
can't forget what predators did to his famly. He (

doesn't see hinself as a predator, only as prey fighting il
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back, so he's incapabl e of understanding any ot her

mode of existence. You'll find it easier forgiving him
for what he said if you tell yourself the rest of us don't
see it the sanme.' *

"I don't tell nyself much of anything," | said. fi-

nally bringing ny eyes back to him "Talking to your-
self is a bad habit to get into, especially in ny line of
work. Was there anything else, or arc you ready to

| eave so | can go back to bed?"

"Sony, but you don't have tinme to go back to bed."

he inforned nme, the grin acconpanying the words the

least little bit forced. "I still have to tell you about the
special ring | have for you, and about the people who

will be showing up to help you. After that you have

to get your things together in tinme to catch a shuttle.

Your liner to Joelarc will be ready to | oad passengers

about three hours fromnow "
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"You people really don't waste any tine." | nut-

tered, not terribly pleased with the way things were
going. If | could have put themoff for the couple of
days necessary until nmy friends were gone fromthe

pl anet, | would then have been free to refuse to go at
all. The four should no | onger be where they had been,
not since a very short tine after 1'd nade the call, but
they were still on G yphon and woul d be for another
day or two. If S. 1. really tried, they could keep them
from |l eaving, which meant | would have to work S.1.'s
job before I'd be free to nelt into shadow.

"W try not to waste any tine, but it doesn't always

work." the man in the chair above nme said, still trying
for agrin. "If it did, you and | woul d be exchangi ng

nmore than information, and froma |ot closer than three
feet. | usually don't have quite this much trouble mak-

ing friendly suggestions, but Filster has a knack for
ruining things for everybody. What say we put off the
briefing for an hour or so, and use the intervening tine
to—+e-cenent good rel ations?"

He wat ched nme as he sipped his javi, nothing show
ing in the way of anxiety over the question he'd put.
As attractive as he was he had no real reason to be
anxi ous, but | prefer getting to know soneone before
getting into bed with them Many peopl e consider that
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narrow m nded of ne but, as ny choice of occupation
showed, | didn't nuch care what ot her people thought.
And | also didn't feel the need to be any closer to the
people of S.I. than | already was.

"l don't have that sort of relationship with S.1., so
there's nothing to re-cement,” | told him wondering

in passing if the idea had been his own, or if he'd been
instructed to make the suggestion. "W have a very
limted association, your group and nme, and that's the
way |'d like to keep it. If | have a shuttle to catch
you' d better tell me whatever it is you're supposed to
teUne. "

"I think I"ll have a long talk with Filster when | get
back to the offices," he said sourly, letting his eyes
"maw over me in a very deliberate way. "And if |

can't get you to change your mnd once you're back
fromJoelare, 1'll have a second talk with him Not al
of our people are full-tine agents, you know, and after
this thing with the Houses is done, you'll probably be
made a different kind of offer. Not that | don't prefer
my own sort."

H's grin came all the way out with that, show ng he

was still in there selling. As hard as he was trying, he
probably was under orders to get ne into bed, which

was an even better exanple than Filster's of what his
peopl e thought of me. | knew well enough how i nno-

cent | | ooked, but leave it to S.I. to equate innocent
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with gullible, | stirred inpatiently where | sat, too dis-
gusted to let nyself say anything, and he finally got
t he nmessage.

"Al'l right, all right, strictly business," he con-
ceded, briefly holding up his free hand. "W have

al most no information on the Msts of the Ages and
certainly no details on the headquarters building you'l
be | ooking for, but one thing we were able to accom
plish. W had the Division of Records send the Msts
board a supposedly new formto be used when send-

ing Informati on Request responses, but the form was
really a flat-circuit transponder. W expected it to be
filed with the rest of their records, which should have
been what was done. Unless we're a | ot nore unl ucky
than usual, their main offices are sonewhere to the
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east of the nmajor entry point to the Msts, so we've
booked you on the tour that goes that way. Once you're
down and noving in the proper direction, you'll use
this ring to guide you nearer."

He reached into his |l eather jacket and pulled out a
flat, dull silver band that | ooked well-worn and tar-
ni shed, then handed ne the thing. The circular ring
was about a quarter of an inch wi de and very plain
except for three small pieces of plastic that were sup-
posed to look like jewels. When paste isn't even good
enough to make you think it's glass, you have a rea
exanple of junk, and all | wanted to do with it was
send it back to the two-for-a-slug vending machine it
obvi ously cane from

"Don't just look at it, put it on," nmy visitor di-
rected, soundi ng sonmewhat amused again. "I know it
probably offends your every esthetic sense, but that's
only because it's in disguise. It's not jewelry, it's a
hom ng device for the flat-circuit transponder and wl|l
keep you fromgetting lost in the fog. Wien you want

to know which way to go, clench your fist and hold it
up in front of you. If you need to bear left the left
jewel will flash, right and the right Jewel will do the
same. Once you're dead on, the central jewel will

flash, and then you just keep wal king until you run
right intoit."

"Wal king," | echoed, hoping hard the thing

wouldn't fit as | put my cup down then reluctantly
slipped the ring on ny right ring finger. "And running
right intoit. Every tine you open your nouth, you
make this all sound better and better."

"I't' Il work out beautifully,” he assured me with
confidence, supported, no doubt, by the fact that the
monstrosity fit my finger perfectly. "That ring wll

also identify you for the ones who will be working

with you, two of our associated part-tine agents who

hel p us out when the need arises. They were already

on their way when the conputer decided your talent

fits in exactly with theirs, so they were alerted to watch
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for you. When they think it's safe, they' Il come over
and introduce thenselves."

"Safe," | couldn't help echoing again as | re-
50
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clainmed ny javi, wondering if there ever really was
such a thing. "Wat son of talents do they have that
I fit in so wll with then? Arson and mayhenf"

"You intend getting a ot of mleage out of what
Filstersaid, don't you?" he asked with a strange |ight-
ness, |leaning back in the chair to cross his |egs.
"Bearing people over the head with m stakes seens to
conme natural to sone fenmamles, but it wasn't nmy ms-

take in the first place, so | think nmy head's taken
enough. | also think we'll both be better off if we con-
sider that part of our discussion closed."

For a field agent he was getting awfully pushy, but

all 1 did was shrug at the order thinly disguised as a
suggestion. How | reacted or didn't react to things was
aooa of his business, especially since his being there
hada't been ny idea. If he was trying to disassociate
Bi nuel fand the rest of S.I. fromFilster, he' d even-
tually find out he didn't do nuch of a job of it.

**xhe two people you'll be working with have never

wori ced together before either,” he went on after a
monent, realizing that ny shrug was all the answer

I'"d be giving to his coment. "The woman was cho-

sen because it was realized the Msts headquarters

woul d be guarded by the nost sophisticated el ectronic
devi ces avail able, and her specialty area is electronics.
There's nothing so advanced that she doesn't know

about it, but a nunber of her own gadgets can't be

mat ched or countered by anything. Once you reach the

buil ding she'll be able to get you into it, especially if
you're able to spot parts of the system she m ght oth-
erwi se mss."

"And the other is a man?" | asked, ny inner mnd
suddenly very interested in the wonan |'d be neeting.
There were a couple of very inmportant places begging
to be stroked, but had proven untouchabl e because of
security devices that couldn't be gotten around. | al-
ways knew where those devices were. but had never
found anyone with the know edge of how they could

be neutralized. If the woman turned out to have that

know edge

"Yes, the other is a man," the field agent said,
again sipping at his javi. "He was included because
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of the dead bodies, the ones there was so little left of
only identification was possible. Al sorts of explana-
tions acconpani ed the bodies as to how the people
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di ed, but the various hone-planet nedical authorities
were able to confirmthe causes of only a few The
third nenber of your teamis a nmedical specialist, one
who concentrates on research but at the sane tine

knows nore than a little about other branches of ned-
icine. If you happen to come across another body, he'l
be able to tell us if the death was natural, accidental -

or caused."”
"As long as the body in question isn't nme. | hope
he has fun," | said with a small shiver. "Far be it

fromme to criticize other people's tastes in |eisure-
time activities, but he nust have had a very limted
social life in his youth if pathology is one of his hob-
bies. Is that it, or do we have nore to tal k about before
I can start packi ng?"

"Except for handing you these papers, reservations

and fund vouchers, that's all the business | have," he
answered, reaching into his jacket again for the packet
in question before passing it over. "Now, about our

date for when you get back. | thought we'd start with

di nner and danci ng, maybe visit a club or two, and

then | can show you ny apartnent. It took ne a while

to get it fixed up the way |I wanted it, and | think you'l
like it."

"Of course | will," | answered snoothly as | rose

to ny feet, giving his renewed grin a very snmall snile.
"l always enjoy seeing apartnments people have put a

| ot of noney into. | certainly hope you won't be off

on a run through the wilds by the time | nmake it back."

"l can guarantee | won't be," he answered, the di-

rect | ook he gave ne as he al so stood showi ng that he
knew what | was hinting at. "I haven't nmet a woman

yet | was afraid of, and you' re no exception. Since
actually do make runs through the wilds, you m ght as
well stop trying to scare ne. Wiatever happens, | don't
expect to have any trouble handling it."

| discovered that he no | onger had his cup when he
put his arns around ne, and then he was giving ne
the sort of kiss that can't in any way be described as
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shy or passing-friendly. He seemed to have taken mny
threat to strip his apartment as a challenge, and if he
really did do ms through the wilds, he couldn't be

the sort who | et chall enges go unanswered. My hands
were not only trapped between us, they were also filled
with papers and a javi cup, which nade it alnmost im
possible to push or pull away from his demanding |ips.

I squirmed around trying to get |oose, upset over the
way he was making ne kiss him and then, suddenly,

I no | onger was.

"Now Fin really looking forward to that date," he

alid softly, letting me go so that he m ght put a finger
Wny face. * * Make sure you take care of yourself dur-
ing (ins thing. | don't like being stood up."
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—He grinned and kissed me lightly one last tine, and
Am he was striding toward the door. | watched him
«"tiloe was gone and | was al one.again, and then |
ahywi y shook ny head, answering himeven though he

wttoo | onger there. No, | would not be goin® on a
date with himwhen |I got back, not for anything he
would find it possible to nanme. | had just found out

how attractive | really considered him and even if |

i nt ended continuing ny association with S.1.-which

I didn't—-he would not be any part of it. I'd have
enough interest brought into nmy lire by the efforts of
the Twi Houses; letting himadd to that woul d be worse
t han sui ci dal

I went back to die counter with my javi cup, thought
about packing, then said to hell with it and refilled the

cup. | didn't have all that nmuch to pack, and | needed
the javi to help ne get ny reactions down from bi o-
| ogi cal and back up to intellectual. | had al nost for-

gotten that he had nost likely been assigned to get ne
interested in him which went to show how t horoughly
S.1. had investigated nme. They knew | liked big nen

so they had provided one for me to becone interested

in, an interest that would keep ne with S. 1. for as |ong
as they needed nme. Associate, free-lance worker,

what ever they wanted to call it. 1'd be theirs to use
any tinme they needed ny abilities.

I left the packet of papers on the counter and took
my cup to the chair ny visitor had used, still enough
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bot hered by what he'd done that the thought of re-
venge was very satisfying. He'd tried romanci ng ne
to get what his bosses wanted, but no matter how pos-
itive a report he wote, subsequent happeni ngs woul d
not prove a match to it. W'd see howwide a grin he

wore when | not only didn't continue with S.I.. but
used whatever | could get fromtheir electronics expert
for myself. | didn't really care who was ultinmately re-

sponsi bl e for the destruction of the four Houses that
had killed Seero as long as | was the one who made it
possi ble, and as soon as | returned to Gryphon that's
what | would be getting on with. The destruction of
four Houses. Wthout the help of the mghty S.|I

| sipped ny javi as | felt the pleasure in thinking

about what | would do, then ran into something a little

| ess satisfying. |I liked knowing the identity of the per-
son | decided to teach a | esson to, and the bastard who
had been here hadn't even told ne his nane.

Chapter 4

Bei ng a nenber of the bodysuit generation is a benefit
10 nore than your cash account. Considering how |ight
sad (lun bodysuits and their accessories are, you can
pack a nonth's worth of changes in a single, nedium
flaaed grip, and still have roomleft over for odds and
eads. Fd noved into the over-night with the single grip

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (39 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:27 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

afid that's die way | noved out again, only not to go
back to my apartnent. | took a public glide directly to
the shuttle port, surrendered the grip when the man
confirmng ny presence at the port demanded it, then

went to the appointed place where the shuttle was ex-
pected to land at any minute. | had DO doubt that die
shuttle was ready to land, but it's less hassle traveling
fromplanet to planet than it is taking off fromor |and-
ing on one. W who waited in the all-weather shelter
waited fifteen mnutes longer than they'd told us we
woul d have to, were finally rewarded with die sight of
our transportation arriving, then were allowed to

board. Another fifteen mnutes after we were settled

die shuttle began taxiing up the runway, and that neant
the worst of it was behind us. It took no tine at al
before we were high enough to switch fromthin-air

flying to no-air power assist, and then we were natch-
ing with the liner.

If it wasn't such a pain getting off the ground, I
woul d enj oy everything about traveling. Liners nove

so fast it isn't possible to even cone close to inmagin-
ing dieir speed, but no one on board ever feels the
slightest hint of motion. Miultiple |light speed and ar-
tificial gravity all come fromthe sane math the big
54
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brai ns say, but as far as my understanding of it goes,
they mght as well say it's done with magic. Before
they found the math everyone was told it wasn't pos-
sible to travel at |ight speed or beyond, but now we
can do al nbst anyt hing we please. Except, of course,
get off the ground on tine.

Once aboard the liner I was shown to die cabin diat
had nmy grip init, was handed a five-di nensional fold-
up that showed |iner |ayout and schedul ed meal ti nes,
and then was left alone. If 1'd needed help with die
fold-up I would have had it for the asking fromthe
steward who showed ne to ny cabin, but services |ike
that arc added to the cost of your trip, something the

i nexperienced travel er doesn't realize. | wasn't in any
way short of funds, but | do have dlis thing about

paying tribute when it isn't absolutely necessary. | took
time out to sneer at S.I. for having missed finding that

little whiz, at die same time trying to fold the fold-up
wi di the meal schedule out and, by pretending | had
six-foot-long arms, finally managed to do it. | hadn't
had the chance to eat before it was tinme to head for

the port, so when | saw we were just about right on

top of a scheduled neal, | tossed the fold-up onto ny
bed and headed out.

Cabins on liners tend to be sonmewhat on the small

side, but with the extra anount of fun space that gives

you, no one really mnds. There are gane roons and

| ounges and bars and soda fountains and sensor roons

and libraries and exercise halls and just about anything
you can nane, all there for the use of passengers. Only
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a very few, very exclusive entertainnments aren't in-
cluded in the price of your ticket and if you' ve devel -
oped a taste for those things you can usually afford to
pay extra for them If you can't afford them but want

to do di em anyway, you're best off trying to get sone
hel p. Those who don't too often wind up in ny field.

whi ch doesn't really crowd the rest of us. Stealing,

i ke anything else, takes training and ability; if you try
to do without those requirenents, you soon find your-

self doi ng w thout your freedom

The wi de yellow ship's corridors weren't really
crowded, not even with the num >er of people heading

56
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for the dining area. | anbled along with everyone el se,
| ooking forward to the neal, noticing how many ot her
peopl e were wearing bodysuits |like mne. The body-

suit covers you fromshoulders to feet bottoms and
down to the wists, stretches to fit easily no matter
what sort of contours you have, cones in eveiy col or
there is, and is so light you hardly know you're wear -
ing one. Mist of the people | wal ked anbng wore
contrasting shorts as an accessory just as | did, but
sone wore skirts, or vests with their shorts or skirts,
or fancy collars and cuffs along with everything el se,
or maybe just jewelry. One woman with a spun sval k

suit of orange-red had blue-white ice gens decorating
it, her hair dyed to match the gens and her wal k in-
flating die gens were real. There were quite a few

men around the woman, all trying to capture her at-
tention, all working very hard to pretend they weren't
havi ng troubl e deciding which to watch, the jewels or
her body.

I, nmyself, had no trouble deciding which | wanted

to look at, and not being into wonen was only a pan

of it. | was curious as to whether those gens were the
genuine article, but not because | had any designs on
them 1t happened that ice gens were sonething of a
hobby with me, and | enjoy conparing ne ones | own

wi th what ot her people put their noney out for. A

gl ance ahead showed nme we were al nbst to the dining
hall. but if | maneuvered nyself into the proper posi-
tion, 1 ought to have at least a mnute or two to check
on their authenticity. Phony ice gens are easy to spot,
even w thout a | oupe.

By increasing nmy pace | was able to begin noving

through the crowd, half an eye on where | was goi ng,

the other eye and a half on the jewels. To avoid trouble
I was also trying to pretend | wasn't |ooking at the
gens at all, and all that watch ing-not-watching activ-
ity took too much of my attention. The clunsy cl od

was right on top of nme before | caught the first glinpse
of him and by then it was too late. | couldn't keep
fromnoving toward himjust as he nmoved toward ne,

his attention obviously el sewhere, and then we col -
|ided the way junp-arounds sonetines do, glancingly
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but hard enough to notice. | "oofed" as | bounced off
him staying on ny feet only because of mny trained

bal ance, but his probl emwasn't keeping erect. He'd
been hol ding his fold-up |iner guide when we came
together, and the crash sent it flying out of his hand.

Now, reflexes are supposed to be the things that keep
us alive in hostile environnents, but in civilized sur-
roundi ngs you're expected to leamto control them

The clod who ran into ne had apparently never | earned
that; w thout stopping to think about it, he junped

to catch the fold-up before it hit the deck. Wy he

bot hered, | have no idea; the thing isn't really five-
dinmensional, it only feels that way when you have to
refold it. Whatever his reasons he did nove fast

enough to acconplish his aim but when his oversized
foot cane down on ny nornmal one | screeched, im

medi ately losing interest in admring his agility. He
hobbl ed the fold-up at the sound, but finally he had it
and then was kind enough to take his nonstrous wei ght
off the extremty he had just crushed.

"Sorry about that, but maybe next tinme you'll |eam

to watch where you're going," a deep voice cane as

| bal anced on one foot. trying to clutch at the mangl ed
other. "If you hadn't been trying to plow through the
crowd, you wouldn't have run into ne."

"/ ran into you?" 1 demanded in outrage, finally

| ooking up at the mndless fool. "You were the one

too busy ogling the scenery to watch where you were

goi ng, and you were al so the genius who thought the
fold-up would break if it hit the floor. | thought they
knew better than to |l et your sort out w thout a han-
dler.”

Hs jaw tightened at the insult and his big hand

cl osed harder around the fold-up he held. but there
wasn't nmuch he could say. He was really big with

| ongi sh red hair and a nustache down to his chin to

mat ch, hard gray eyes in a square-jawed, nasculine

race, and a wi de-nuscled body that his tunic and | eg-
gings didn't do anything to hide. Adding soft ankle-
boots to that let you see at a glance that he was from
Rober Tay, the arena world, the place that specialized
in breeding and training fighters for their sand arenas.
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Eveiy worid in the Enmpire foll owed the top-named
fighters in their tries for the golden circlets, then bet
on their favorites in the multi-circlet challenges. Mny
fighters died before they won anything at all, others
were crippled and permanently disqualified, but only
rarely did any of themretire for good w thout one of
those reasons forcing themto it. The nobst conmonly
attributed reason for that was supposed to be total |ack
of human intelligence, and the fact that mpost fighters
traveled with attendants started people calling the at-
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tendants ani nmal -handlers instead. It wasn't the sort of
comment you usually nmade to the fighter hinself, not

if you had any interest in finding out what your natura
ufe span would turn out to be, but he had gotten ne

myd anore ways than one, and | didn't really mind
returning the favor.

A" f my—sort' —eeded handl ers, you'd be regret-

ting that question right about now, " he said at |ast, a
deluute grow in his voice to match the coldness in his
eyes. "And if | was ogling anything, that's only be-
came | 'mused to going after the best in sight. It's

al so the reason | didn't happen to see you. But try

com ng back when you're all grown up, maybe |'I

change my mind. Until then, though, |1'd appreciate it

if you' d keep your suicide attenpts at |east twenty feet
away from wherever | happen to be."

Hi s gray eyes swept over nme in a quick, disnssive
way, and then he was striding toward the dining hall

|l eaving nme to stare furiously after him Qur argunent
had collected a small crowd, and half of them were
chuckling while the other half |ooked after the depart-
ing fighter as though he were crazy. For ny own part

I knew he was crazy, especially for thinking | didn't
know what | | ooked |ike. Mdst men had no trouble at

all finding me attractive, so his considering ne sub-
standard was hardly a crushing blow to ny ego. Wat
was getting ne so mad was his crack about ny not

being fully grown, a point | was justifiably touchy
about. As | watched the fool disappear into the dining
hall, | prom sed nyself he would end up regretting
havi ng said that.

It took another minute or two of flexing ny foot,
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and then | was able to use it to make ny own way into
the dining hall without linping. | |ooked around the
panel ed and carpeted roomas | entered, hoping there
were sone enpty tables left, and spotted a small one
straight back and to the right, just in front of the pro-
jection-screen wall. The screen on that side was show
ing a typical Adexian rainstorm conplete with chain
l'ightning and three-hundred-nile-an-hour w nds,

which nmade it a perfect natch to ny nood of the no-
ment. | headed for the table, reached it before anyone
else, and clained it by sitting down.

| couldn't have been studying the table-top nenu for
nmore than two minutes, when | was interrupted by the
presence of sormeone hovering at ny left elbow | gave
the presence about thirty seconds to see if it would go
away, and when it didn't | |ooked up ready to ask it

to go amay. | was in no nood for conpany, but the
nastiness |I'd been about to speak di sappeared at sight
of the giri who stood there, alnmost winging her hands.
She wasn't very tall but was definitely on the chubby
side, had long blond hair streaked with purple to match
her bodysuit, and had the | argest, w dest brown eyes
I'"d ever seen. She | ooked to be just short of terrified,
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and | couldn't imagi ne what was bot hering her.

"I's sonething wong?" | asked, glancing over ny

ri ght shoulder to check on the storm It wasn't any
worse than it had been when I'd arrived, and surely

the giri knewit wasn't really there. The wall may have
| ooked li ke a window, but even liners aren't big

enough to cany storms for the view ng pleasure of

their passengers.

"I —know t hi s—+s an awful —+nposition, but is

t hat —seat taken?" the girt forced herself to say, the
words com ng out like a request for charity. 'Tin-
supposed to neet-soneone here. but he hasn't—
arrived yet. and | really couldn't—take up a table
al | -by mysel f—=

"No. the seat isn't taken," | assured her quickly,
comng close to feeling ny own pain over her very

pai nful enbarrassnent. "You can sit here until your
friend comes, and then the two of you can find a table
t oget her. "
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"That's really good of you," the girl said in al nost
a whisper, nmoving to the chair opposite nme with a shy
but brightly warmsmile. "I'mbad at speaking to
strangers, so | appreciate this nore than you know.
I"mLidra Kanent."

"It's nice to know you, Lidra," | said, returning

her smle. "Wuld you like a cup ofjavi or sonething
while you're waiting? |I'mabout to place ny order, so
I can just add whatever you want to it."

"You really are nice," the giri said in a very soft

voi ce, a shadow of unexpected anusenent | urking
sonmewher e behind her words. "Mst people | do this

to don't even look in my direction, let alone ask ne
questions or offer ne things. 1*11 order when our third
gets here. but just for formis sake you' d better tell ne
your nane."

I forced nyself to pay attention to the menu | was
ordering frominstead of jerking nmy head up to stare

at the girl. but once |I'd pressed the proper boxes | did
| ook up. There wasn't a chance anyone had heard what
she'd said to ne. and after the routine she'd gone

t hrough when she'd first appeared, no one woul d won-

der why they couldn't hear her and certainly woul dn't
make the effort to listen. | know | hadn't expected to
be found by ny coworicers quite that soon, and mny
expressi on nust have held a trace of ny surprise.

"There are tinmes you do get lucky with liner con-
nections,”" the giri Lidra said with a hidden grin, her
voice still so low |l was al nost reading her lips. "Since
we knew you were due to cone on board at G yphon

I synched with the frequency of your ring when the
shuttl e canme back and spotted you that way. Chal and

I met conpletely by accident too, and once we all find
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we're going to the sane place, we can decide to pa
around together. Now will you pl ease share your nane

out | oud?"

"By the way, |'mDalisse Inbro," | said, putting

my palms on the table as |I | eaned back in my chair,
trying to decide if | |iked what had happened. "Most

peopl e call ne Inky, because my favorite color is
bl ack. What's your favorite color, Lidra?"

"No matter how it looks, it really isn't red," she
w

S

S
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answer ed, now appearing the | east bit unconfortable.

"I wasn't trying to enbarrass you. Inky, this is just
my standard contact routine. People deliberately tune
out of conversations they find distasteful, and having
themignore what we're saying is better than using a
danper field to make it happen. We'll find enough

need for that sort of thing later on."

**| suppose we will," | allowed, accepting the ex-

pl anation in place of an apology. |I'mnot very good at
apol ogi zi ng nysel f, which may be why | don't think
much of people who start out by glibly saying the worn
*sony.' If you're really sorry, the word isn't quite that
easy to say. And there was no denying that her way

of maki ng contact was clever, which led ne to add,
"I"'mglad you decided to sit here, Lidra. My friend
was supposed to go on this vacation with nme, but at
the last mnute she got sick. It hasn't even been an
hour. but I'malready |earning how lonely a solitary
vacation can be."

"Then I"'mglad | stopped here, too," the giri said

with that not-quite-hidden grin, relief clear in her large
eyes. "Even if we don't happen to be going to the

same place, .lnky, at |east we can hang around together
here on the liner."

We had enough tine to discover—with great sur-

pri se—that we were both going to Joelare, and then

my rood was brought. Lidra watched without comment
whil e the dishes were set in front of nme. but once the
wai ter had gone on his way she produced a strange

gri mace.

"If you make a habit of eating that sort of junk

rood, you won't be living very long," she said, an

odd kind of anusenent behind the criticism "That

stuff will kill you faster than an eneny. |If you have
any doubts, wait until Chal gets here. He'll be glad to
tell you all about it."

"He isn't one of those." | groaned, understanding
why she' d been anused, then | detenunedly took an-
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other bite of ny grilled neat-round on a bun. "Well.
he can be as finicky as he |ikes about his own rood.
but if he tries changing ny eating habits |I'Il defend
nmysel f. Once he | oses the contents of his pouch or
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pockets a tine or three, he'll get the nmessage and | eave
me al one. "

"l haven't known himvery long, but | have the

feeling he may not be that easy to discourage," she
said with a small |augh, her dark eyes dancing. "Wen
we first met he thought | really was as heavy as | | ook,
not realizing there's some of ny equipnent | don't

want anyone putting hands on wi thout ny being there.

He was already into a very gentle lecture before |I knew
what he was doing, and | actually had to show himthe
truth before he let up on ne. There is a way to distract
himfromnutrition, a way 1 discovered to be very en-
joyabl e, but you may not share ny tastes for that sort
of thing."

The expression in her eyes had turned very anused.

bat as | |ooked at her | had the sudden inpression she
was nore an experienced, self-controlled woman than

a young, flighty giri. She'd been fishing around in ny
direction for reactions, trying to find out as rmuch as
she' could about ne without comi ng straight out and
asking, but was being as fair as possible in her gane-
pl ayi ng. Before checking ny preferences and habits

she was telling me her own, and there's not nuch nore
you can ask froma near-total stranger

"I'"'m not above enjoying nyself, but | don't believe
in buying freedomfrom pestering," | said, beginning
to share her anmusenent. "I was rai sed by soneone

who never tried running ny life; he only made sure
knew what all nmy options were before | cane to a
deci si on about sonething. The only problemw th be-
ing raised like mat is it doesn't prepare you for every-
one el se in the universe, three-quarters of whom know
what's best for you and are deternmined to see you do
things their way. | have an abysmally small anount of
patience when it cones to that son, which they tend
to find out if they bang around very |ong."

"I have a feeling poor Chal is in for it," she said,
her attenpt at a sigh buried beneath delighted | augh-
ter. "Just try keeping in mind that he's basically a
very decent person—and that we're probably going to
need him one way or the other. He's—Ch, wait a

m nute. Here he conies.”
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Her chair had her facing the doors leading into the
dining hall, and when | turned | saw a nman comi ng
toward us who wasn't quite what |'d been expecting.

He was fairly tall and broad-shoul dered, had very light
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brown hair with light-colored eyes. and sported a tan
that nost sensor stars woul d have envied. He was
dressed in light-blue slacks and white, |ong-sleeved
shirt, a style favored by sonme of the nobre conservative
pl anets of the Enpire, which nmeant he also had to

wear shoes. Bodysuits relieve you of that necessity

unl ess you intend going sonme place where there's

likely to be nud or snow or sone such, but the length
and ease of his stride said he didn't nind wearing
them He grinned a grin at my conpanion that turned

his face downri ght handsone, and snagged an enpty

chair froma nearby table as he passed it, giving him
self something to sit in when he joined us at our table.

"Wait till you hear," he enthused in a voice he
wasn't able to hold down much. his excitenment al npost
enough to make hi m bounce where he sat. "Lidra, you
won't believe who's on board this liner!"

"Chal, 1'd like you to say hello to Dalisse |nbro,
known to a certain select fewas Inky," the giri said
with what was turning out to be usual anusenent, her
hand naking a graceful gesture in ny direction. "She
and | net in the sane |ucky, accidental way you and

I did. and believe it or not, she's also going to Joe-
lare."

"Wl |, what a surprise," the man said, turning his
head to give me a nod and a grin. "Someone el se

going to the Msts of the Ages. | certainly hope you
suggested we all go together, Lidra. Wth three of us,
we should have a wonderful tine. Now, don't you

giris want to hear the news?"

"What news is that, Chal ?" Lidra asked with a

gl ance toward ne, one that had sonething of a shrug
mit. "Fromyour reaction, |'mready to believe the
newest M ss Enpire is on boaro with us."

"Better than that." Chal answered with a | augh
apparently too sure of hinself to be bothered by teas-
ing. "I just found out that Serendel is on board, somne-
thing no one was expecting. He seens to nave picked
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up the liner at Forge, the port of call just before
G yphon. "

"Are you serious?" Lidra asked himas she | eaned
forward, the wi dening of her eyes destroying all traces
of the sophisticated woman she had only just started

to show. "Serendel is my absolute favorite, and I'd

kill for an hour alone with him Chal, are you sure it's

true?"

"He's been seen by any nunber of people," the
man assured her with confidence, enjoying her reac-
tion as he leaned forward to put his arns on the table.
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"Serendel has always been ny favorite too, but if /
ever got an hour alone with him | don't think he'd
enjoy it as much as he would yours. | don't believe
wnat they've published about his diet, and |I'd give ny
next year's research budget to get a piece of himunder
toy cans-field mcroscope. Under ideal conditions, the
pi ece would still be attached to him"

"Who are you two tal king about?" | interrupted to

ask, nostly to divert Chal fromwhat he'd been say-

ing. If you' re a mass nurderer and you chop people

up, planetary governnents pull out all the stops in an
effort to get you. If you' re a research scientist, though.
you can chop up Just about anyone you like, and every
official in sight will smle and nod in approval

"You can't nean you don't know who Serendel is!"

Lidra said with the next thing to outrage, she and Cha
bot h | ooking at nme now. "Were coul d you possibly

have been hiding these |ast four years? Serendel is the
best of the five triple-gold winners, and nost people
believe he'll take the crown this year. Do you know
how few gl ads have taken the crown after only a tri-

pl e?"

"So he's a Rober Tay fighter," | said with no en-
thusiasmat all, lifting ny cup of javi before |eaning
back in my chair. "I think | have heard sonething
about him but | don't pay nuch attention to arena
doings. | usually have a pretty heavy schedule, and if
I were going to back any of them it would probably

be Farison."

They continued to stare at ne for a few seconds,
their expressions an identical sort of blankness that
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decl ared ny insanity w thout words, and then, an in-
stant later, were happily back to being caught up in
their enthusiasm

"How coul d he have been on the liner for three days

wi t hout anyone finding out about it?" Lidra asked
Chal, the ardent worshi per eager for the latest word
about her god. "Everyone in the Enpire nust know

what he | ooks like, even if he doesn't happen to be in
fighting | eather."

"He nust have stayed in his cabin after com ng
aboard," Chal answered with a matching eagerness,

the two of them proving that even above-average in-
telligence is often no proof against |owtaste diver-
sions. "If he disguised hinself on the shuttle up and
had his neals delivered by chute instead of waiter, no
one woul d have been the wiser. If | know anything at
al | about fighters, three days of being | ocked up gave
hima case of scream ng cabin fever. That has to be
why he suddenly showed hinsel f.' *

"But not just ordinary cabin fever," Lidra said in
the tones of revelation, her finger and stare pointing
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toward Chal. "If he came aboard in disguise, he could
have cone out of his cabin in the sane, anonynous

way. |If he cane out as hinself, he nust be after some-
thing he can get nost easily by being hinself! Ch,
Chal, if | only knew where he was!"

"Sony, Lidra, but if you're right, he's already found
what he was | ooking for," the man replied, his totally
unapol ogeti c expression reinforcing ny belief about
those who started sentences with the word "sorry."
"Take a | ook over there, and you'll see what | nean."

Chal turned his head toward the back of the hal

rat her than pointing, and when the girl followed his
gaze she nade a sound of deep di sappoi ntnent. Hav-

ing nothing better to do | |looked in that direction as
wel |, and saw the pretty wonman in her red-orange
bodysuit with the ice genms—sitting at a table with the
clumsy hul k who had nearly run ne over and crippl ed
me!

"You don't nean that's your magnificent Seren-
del ?" | asked, the sight of himannoying me all over
again. "That big fool with the red hair?"
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"Yes, the big fool with the red hair who has every
worman in the room—ncl udi ng ne—drool i ng over

him" Lidra turned back to say, a dangerous edge to
her voice and near-nurder in her eyes. "Do you have
any final words you'd like to utter before I kill you
where you sit?"

"Not a one," | cane back, returning her stare over
the run of ny cup. "If ny continued existence de-

pends on ny sayi ng sonet hing nice about that jerk,
I'"d rather keep quiet and have it end."

"You sound as though you have sonet hi ng persona
against him" Chal remarked with obvious curiosity,
his hand patting Lidra's armin an effort to cal mher.
"Don't tell me you were silly enough to bet agai nst
fcim and now bl ame him for whatever noney you

| ost ?"
, "Money has nothing to do with it," | answered with
A snort, clanking nmy cup down on the table. "I was

on ny way here for a neal, mnding ny own business,

when flie damed fool ran right into ne. He was so

busy staring at the object of his desire he al nbst broke
nmy foot. then had the nerve to insist the collision was
my fault. If he was that hot, he should have had an
escort sent to his cabin.”

"I think it's against the laws of the glad guild for
any of themto pay for it." Lidra said in a breathl ess
sort of way, her eyes wi de again. "You mean you
actually cane cl ose enough to himto get stepped on?
Way can't / ever have luck Iike that?"
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"Lidra, renenber what his fighting weight is,"
Chal put in, chuckling at the face | was naking in

response to the girl's ridiculous conment. "If our new
friend here really was stepped on, she's lucky she can
still walk. Just to be on the safe side, after we eat 1*11

check the foot over. And biologically speaking. |nky,
you can't blane himfor being that—eager. He really
has no choice in the matter."

"I can blame himfor anything |I like," | cane back,
uninterested in listening to excuses for the man, even
supposed nedical ones. "If other nen can contro

thensel ves, so can he. The plain fact of the matter is,
fighters don't care to control thenselves. They're so
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used to having wonen throw thensel ves all over them
they get to the point of thinking it's owed them"

"My dear girl, it is owed them" Chal said with a

| ot of amusenent, |eaning back in his chair as he

| ooked at ne. "Qur species may have advanced to the
poi nt of conquering the stars, but our genetic refer-
ences are just what they were when we huddl ed around
tribal fires, fearing the dark and the creatures it held.
Femal e codes demand that they seek out the strongest
and nost successful of the males, to insure as far as
possi bl e the strength and success of their offspring.
Mal e codes insist that they take the nmpst attractive
femal es—the definition of attractive varying with cul -
tural needs and bi ases—and that as often as possible
before they' re rendered incapable of adding to the race
through death or crippling. The drive is strongest
anong those who face physical danger on a regul ar
basi s, which means, of course, anong the gl ads. The
rest of us know we have time, so we're not driven by
the sane urgency. Serendel could die in his very next
chal  enge, and his body won't let himforget that. I'm
really surprised he was able to hold out for as long as
three days."

"I't's too bad / wasn't around when he lost the

fight," Lidra said glumy, elbow on table and face

held in palm "There aren't many nmen in this Enpire

I woul d choose to have children by, but he's certainly
one of them And | want to have ny kids soon, while
I"mstill young enough to have fun with them | sup-
pose |I'd better face the fact that if Inky couldn't dis-
tract him |'d have no chance at all unless | used one
of ny gadgets. That means you're still at the top of

the list. Chal, so don't forget about applying for |eave
after this thing is over. Now that we've finally net,
there's no sense in wasting tinme."

"I won't forget,'* the man said softly, |ooking at

the girl with a very faint smile she didn't happen to
-see, and nen he was back to | ooking at me with an-

ot her expression entirely. "And now that you've nen-
tioned it. | wonder why Serendel wasn 't distracted by
Inky. She's attractive enough by any standards you'd
care to use, so why didn't he choose her?
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"Can't we find anything else to tal k about?"

asked, the annoyance |'d been feeling beginning to
reach for new heights. "My reservation in the Msts
calls for a three day tour, what they call a half-week.
I understand that nmany of the tours are for even | ess
than that, which doesn't make sense. Wy woul d they
limt a tourist's stay |like that?"

"Maybe it has sonething to do with the constant

fog,** Lidra answered, allow ng herself only reluc-
tantly to be distracted fromthe previous topic. "Wen
-you | eave a day-ni ght schedul e—even an artificia
one—for nothing but gray that varies only a little,
sonet hing inside you could start getting anxious. Dif-
ferent people are probably able to take the saneness
(or different anpbunts of time, but maybe nobst people
ape quick to reach the point of screaming to be et out
and have to work up to being able to take nore. Since
the Msts people would like to have you cone back
again to tour a different section, they try to get you
out the first tinme before the scream ng starts.”

"I hope it's also before the, nold sets in," | mut-
tered, trying to keep ny distaste only anong the three
of us. "Wandering around in danp, constant fog isn't
nmy idea of a fun tine. no matter what they' ve done to

pretty it up. | hope you two are in good enough shape
to keep up with the pace | intend setting."
"The pace you'll be setting depends on how t he tour

is set up," Lidra told ne, her tone of voice back to
bei ng one step above inaudible despite the fact that
her expression hadn't changed. "They'll be sending

us through the section we're booked for, and it has to
have sonet hi ng besides fog. And let's not forget the
contention that it's so conpelling sone people have
insisted on staying |longer. That's one of the points
we' re supposed to be verifying."

"Well, if you hear ne deciding to stay |onger, you
won't have to wonder if they' ve gotten to ne," | told
her, sure she heard the dryness no matter how softly I
was speaking. "At that point you'll know, and hope-
fully will have enough tinme to yell for help before you
go the sane route. It's just too bad any help will be
too far away to help."
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"But it won't be,"” she said, and the anusenent was

back to lurking in her eyes. "It's highly unlikely that
we'll need them but a destroyer stuffed with Enpire
shock troops won't be far fromthe planet while we're
onit. If it turns out we do need them all we have to
do is call. For you, that consists of covering all three
of the jewels in your ring, then pressing down on them
three tines in a rowin rapid succession. You do it

nine tines with a ten second pause between each set

of three, and before you know it the place is being
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overrun. Chal and | have different neans, but the re-
sults will be the sane. Qur friends don't want to | ose
any of us, not if they can possibly help it."

"That certainly does make nme feel loved," | com

ment ed, experiencing a need to say something about

the awe and gratitude with which | was being fill ed.
The field agent who had given ne the ring nmust have
known about its additional ability, but he hadn't nen-
tioned it. Either he was counting on Lidra to give me
all the data | needed—wahich is one hell of a way to
design a briefing—er he didn't care to see ne too over-
burdened with unnecessary know edge. Wen you trust
someone, you don't tend to pick over the avail able

i nformati on before passing it on, which said quite a

| ot about how far S.1. trusted ne.

"Now | know why Serendel didn't choose I|nky,"
Chal said suddenly, his light eyes filled with the sat-

isfaction of a puzzle solved. "I've been seeing it al
al ong, but only just now noticed it when her expres-
sion changed. | think the best words | can use to de-

scribe it are innocent and whol esone. "

"Watch it, Chal," Lidra warned with a [augh. "As

close as she is, if she throws that cup at you she's not
likely to miss. | can see what you nean about the way
she | ooks, but what does it have to do with Serendel ?
I's he supposed to be turned off by innocence and

whol esoneness? * *

"If all those articles are right about his sense of
decency, he is," ny alnost-target answered with a

grin, keeping an eye on the cup | still held without
letting it discourage his fun time. "If a man has any
standards at all, one of the firnest will be on the point
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of "mining' a 'nice* giri. If he gets serious about that
nice giri, that's another story, but if all he's |ooking
for is horizontal exercise, he* 11 choose an already ex-
perienced female. If you look at it right, his rejection
of Inky could nean he's really quite attracted to her."

"Chal, that's disgusting,"” |I told himwhile Lidra
| aughed, failing to see what they both found so amnus-
ing. "I may like ny nen big, but | also insist that

they have personalities and intelligence. Since the
m ghty Serendel doesn't qualify on those last two
poi nts, he can be attracted in soneone else's direction

As for me, | think | can use a nap to make up for the
sleep I lost hurrying to catch this liner. Maybe by the
time | wake up, you two will be ready to tal k about

somet hi ng ot her than your favorite fighter."

"Haven't you checked your planetary-destination
schedul e yet?'* Lidra asked as | started to get out of
my chair, a faint anmusenent still with her. "If you
shift over right now, what you just ate was dinner,
with a night's sleep ahead of you. Chal and | are al-
ready on the schedule, and we were going to spend
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sonme time in the gane roons after our own dinner
Wiy don't you join us, and turn in for the night later?"

"Thanks anyway, but | don't think so." | said,

really in no mood to be entertained. If 1'd still been on
G yphon | coul d have done sone work during that

ni ght, but liner nights are good for nothing but sleep
"If 1 don't get nmy rest | stop | ooking pure and whol e-
some, and that would be a crime against humanity or
somet hi ng. Suppose | nmeet you two here for break-

fast?"

"Maybe a good night's sleep and a fortifying break-
fast will bring you back to your senses," Lidra said,
the gleamin her eye downright evil. "Anyone who

thi nks Farison woul d have a chance agai nst Serende
needs sonething to bring themback to reality."”

Chal | aughed outright at that, but all | did was shake
my head and turn away without saying anything el se.

G ad-groupies are inpossible to argue with, and

shoul d have known better than to even think about
trying. What | wanted right then wasn't an argunent,
but ne privacy of ny small cabin. | needed sone tine
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al one to curse everyone who thought | was sweet or

whol esone or innocent-| ooking—er still hadn't grown
up—and to think about what | would do first once

had gotten back to Gryphon. | strode out of the dining
hall, trying to decide which of the Twi Houses | would
do best allying with, and thought nothing further about
all the people I'd seen hovering around the area where
Serendel sat, happily drinking in the sight of him

Chapter 5

The next ship's norning found ne wi de awake and

feeling really good, which lasted until | net Lidra and
Chal in the dining hall. They'd taken a |arger table not
far fromwhere we'd sat the night before, about fifteen
feet fromthe right-hand wall w ndow which now

snowed a violently spectacul ar vista of vol canic erup-
tions. My two new acquai ntances were payi ng nore
attention to their food than to the supplied scenery,
but when | came up to the table they actually took a
second or two out to smle and nod.

"Morning, Inky," Lidra said around a nout hful of
cereal as | sat. "There isn't nmuch tinme, so you'd bet-
ter order and eat as fast as you can."

"She can order fast, but you'll have to |et her take
her time with the eating," Chal put in, the words nore
of an order than a coment. "She won't enjoy it very
much if she has indigestion, which is what you'll get

if you don't stop swallow ng without tasting. And by
the way. Inky, how s your foot feeling this norning?

| didn't get a chance to look at it last night the way |
wanted to."
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"My foot is fine," | answered as | ordered juice

and javi and two slices of pro-pure. "I know you're
probabl y di sappoi nted, but they won't be able to add
me to your idol's maimstats. And what am | supposed
to be hurry ing-but-not-hurrying for?"

"If she takes her time eating, she'll niss the open-
ing warmups,"” Lidra said to Chal, ignoring the ques-
tion I'd asked. "Even nore to the point, we'll mss
them If we don't stay here until she's through and
72
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then drag her along, do you think she'll go anywhere

near the gyn?"

"CGetting her sick won't help in changing her mnd,"
Chal returned as he took anot her spoonful of his soft-
boi |l ed eggs, obviously uninpressed with Lidra's ar-
guments. "And speaki ng about getting sick, you

really will have to add to your breakfast order, Inky.
Pro-pure isn't a food, it's a supplenent—and an arti -
ficial one at that. If you don't want to die from nal -
nutrition, what you need in your body is rood."

"Food doesn't do well in nmy body while |I'm work-

ing out, Chal," | answered with a sweet, innocent

smle as | looked at him "Throwing up isn't ny idea

of fan, and the pro-pure is all protein with enough
electrolytes to get me through the session. After that
I"l'l be able to eat all the greasy hot-fries and grilled
meat-rounds | like. And what's supposed to be hap-
pening in the gynt"

They i mredi atel y began choking, Lidra with | augh-

ter and Chal with outraged indignation, the result of
trying to talk and swall ow both at the sanme tinme. A
wai ter cane over with nmy order while they were stil
fighting to stop coughing, so | was able to drink ny
juice without being bothered. By the tine | put the
enptied glass aside and reached for the first slice of
pro-pure, though, Chal had recovered enough to be
able to split his stemstare between Lidra and ne.

"You don't have to encourage her, Lidra," the gid

was told, an obvious effort to banish her continuing
anusenent. "If she starts thinking what she said was

cute and cl ever, she mght even go so far as to try it.

I nky—bal i sse—+ know you're not a child, so | won't

spend time lecturing you. All 1'll say is that what we're
about to do is very inportant, too inportant for any

of us not to be in peak condition. To be sure of that

I"1l order all of our nmeals fromnow on, and then none

of us will have to worry."

"The hell you will," | countered as Lidra al nost
choked again, the good nood |I'd been in beginning to
thin in the presence of his "helpful" attitude. "You,
nmore than anyone el se, should know, Chal, that spe-
cies survival depends npst heavily on the ability to
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adapt. Anyone can keep going on the best and health-

i est foods available, but it takes true survival ability
to thrive on the junk food nobst prevalent in our society
today. If you're interested in continuing on with the
rest of the species, nmy friend, you' d better hurry up
and start adapting.”

Chal stared at ne wordlessly with his nmouth noving

just alittle, but Lidra put her head back and | aughed
like hell. | didn't knowif she was |aughing at what

I*d said or at the way Cnal was taking it, but it didn't
really matter. This tine | was able to finish the slice
of pro-pure and half ny javi in relative peace, and then
Chal managed to pull hinself together

"That has to be one of the nobst ridicul ous argu-
ments |'ve ever heard,*' he stated, annoyed wth Lid-
it's ongoi ng chuckling, but apparently deternmined to
ignore it. "You can't possibly believe that any nore
dum | do, and even beyond t hat "

"What has belief got to do with truth?" | inter-

rupted to ask. still blandly innocent. ' "If | junp off the
top of the Enpire building on Gyphon while believing

I can fly, will that stop ne fromsplattering when | hit
the pavenent? Sone things can be affected by beli ef,

but Utimate Truth isn't one of them And isn't eating
right considered to be an Utimate Truth?"

"l always thought it was just plain good sense,"

Chal cane back, finally understanding that the
straighter he played it, the worse off he would be. "I
can prove it's good sense by the kind of physical shape
I"min, which happens to be excellent. Can you and

your U timate Truth say the same?"

"Well, | ama little on the underdevel oped side," |
admitted with a sigh that caused dial's eyes to briefly
flicker down fromny face to the top of ny bodysuit.
"That's why | work out, to see if | can't inprove on
the physical shape I'min. If you and your good sense
think you're in better condition than me and ny Uti -
mate Truth, why don't we test the theory by working

out together for a while? You may have noticed | al-
ready have on ny exercise bodysuit."

"Don*t be silly, of course he hasn't noticed," Lidra

said with a small laugh that brought a grin to Chal
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"Why woul d he notice a skin-tight black suit that

seens to be promising to go transparent if it's stared
at for a while? And don't try to tell me you' re wearing
anyt hing under that. If you were, you woul dn't have
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brought that |arge an eyeball collection to the table
with you. Or are you going to pretend you didn't no-
tice all the stares when you wal ked in?"

"As a matter of fact, | didn't," | said, feeling the

| east bit unconfortable over the way Lidra was teasing
me. "Getting stared at sonetimes is just one of those
things that happen. As long as it doesn't happen at the
wong tine, there's no sense in naking a fuss over it.
But | still don't have an answer to ny question. Are
you up to working out with ne, Chal?"

"Wth Lidra sitting here right next to ne. | refuse

to answer that question,"” he canme back, his grin and
words nmaking the giri chuckle again. "Wether or not
I"l'l join you in the gymis another matter entirely. |
can't see any reason not to join you—except for the
fact that there probably won't be any roomfor us to
work out, together or individually. The crowds will be
too thick."*

"That's the reason | was trying to hurry you," Lidra
sai d, her amusenment finally withdrawn in favor of faint
war i ness, possibly due to the frowm | could feel nyself
wearing. "Someone else will be working out in the
gymthis nmorning, and if half the ship doesn't show

up to watch, you can bet they're nothing | ess than
dead. Seeing it on the specials is nothing |ike seeing
it when you're right there."

"Don't tell me," | said, ny tone so flat it could

have been used to land a shuttle on. "Your idol is
putting on a show for the benefit of the owy masses,
and you can't wait to ooh and ahh. | hate to tell you
this, but I left every one of mnmy hoorays back on

G yphon, right next to ny yays and | ookatthats. | think
you two had better count on going wthout ne."

"But we won't do that," Lidra came back, a sleek
assurance edgi ng aside the wariness she no | onger
seened to need. "We're supposed to be a team and
teans |ike ours should stay together while they're

| earning each other. If you end up in the sticky, it
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hel ps to know what to expect fromthe peopl e around
you. W can't get to know each other if you keep
goi ng your own way, so this tine you'll go ours- If
It'Il make you feel any better, you can criticize Ser-
endel while we defend hi m+4f you can find anything
about himto criticize."

"W won't be together |ong enough for me to |ist
everything there is to criticize about him" | coun-
tered, just to let her know | was taking her up on her
offer. The girl was right about our needing to leamto
know one anot her, especially when our |ives could
concei vably depend on that know edge. | had experi -
ence going out with teans, and didn't have to be told
how i nportant it was to know beforehand which way
everyone would junp if the stroke went sour. "And
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you sound as though you' ve worked with strangers be-
fore," | added after a nonent.

"I certainly have," she said with a grinmace, reach-

ing for her cup ofjavi. "If the first time hadn't been
against intellectual types rather than heavies, it could
al so have been the last time. My teammte was sup-
posed to be the best with conputers ever born, an

opi nion he managed to slip into every conversation we
had, and he did seemto have very little trouble crack-
ing the access code of our targets once | got him past
the el ectronics they had on guard. The only probl em
was, when someone unexpectedly showed up in the
offices, | turned around to find himgone, |eaving ne
to get out or get caught on ny own."

"What did you do?" Chal demanded, his frown

showi ng nore than faint disapproval. "If |I'd been
there, he woul d have needed specialists once | caught
up with him"

"He al nost needed them when / caught up with

him" Lidra returned with a snort, sharing his feeling.
"I'f he'd stayed he couldn't have hel ped, but at |east
he woul d have nmade ne feel |ess abandoned. What 1

did at the time, though, was the only thing | could do:

| turned invisible."

"Now, that's a trick I'd like to learn," | said with
a grin, pushing aside the enpty pro-pure plate to | ean
my forearns on the table. "Sonme people will swear |
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al ready know how, but there's a difference between
talent and true invisibility. Are you into giving | es-
sons?"

"I"'mafraid | essons won't do it," she said with a

| augh, only glancing at the odd expressi on on ChaTs
face. It was part anusenent and part admiration, but

his mad agai nst her fornmer partner was still there as
well. "One of ny gadgets caused the invisibility, but
it's really very sinple to build. It's based on the prin-
ciple used by privacy curtains, but generates a 180
degree reflecting surface rather than sinply distorting
a preset field of vision. Designing the function is easy
when you conpare it to the tine you need to spend
recircuiting, but even the recircuiting only takes about

a week. "

"Ch, is that all it takes," | said in a way that nade
Chal laugh as | sat back again. "If 1'd known it was
that easy, | would have done it years ago."

"Wl I, you should have asked ne," she said with

a smoot hly i nnocent expression, taking the teasing bet-
ter than | had. "I wouldn't have minded telling you

Are we all ready to go now? If we wait rmuch | onger
we won't even get in the doors.”
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| groaned at the reminder and reluctantly finished
the last of nmy javi, then got to nmy feet under protest
and et themdrag nme out. There were any nunber of
things |I'd rather have been doing instead of watching
a fighter work out, but if it was that inportant to ny
new teanmates it would hardly kill me to go al ong
with them Wth the nunber of people bound to be
there it wasn't likely | was in danger of needing to
speak to the big fool, after all, and once he had | eft
and had taken his admirers with him |I'd be able to
use the gymfor my own workout.

There was a thin stream of people nmoving through

the main corridor heading for the gym so we sinply
joined them and went with the flow The overw de
doubl e doors of the room were standi ng open when we

got there, and we entered to see that half the ship re-
ally had shown up. An area of about twenty feet by
twenty had been roped off to the far left of the gym
and the buzz of the crowd surrounding the area
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sounded chil d-1evel excited. There was enough room

|l eft over for a couple of people to be involved in their
own wor kouts, but even as we cane to a stop to the

right of the incomng flow of new arrivals, one of those
exercising gave it up to go and wait with those who

had come for a show.

"Ch, good, he hasn't gotten here yet," Lidra said

in alowvoice, eyeing the crowd with excitenent of

her own. "Renenber to stay as close to ne as you

can, you two, but don't go past the line of nmy shoul -
dcra. I*!'! be using a hem spherical repellent field to get
as as for front as we want to go, and you're best off

Bt xying out of it. It won't hurt you, but it's everyone

el se we want to make unconfortabl e enough to nove,

not one of us."

1 "I"'mglad to see you cone wel |l -enough equi pped to
get toe-job done," | commented, having no intentions
what soever of asking her what a repellent field was.
ee|t*s a good thing this isn't a real vacation, or you
m ght have gotten caught short."

"I make it a practice never to | eave honme without

the essentials," she answered with a smugness Cha

and | both found funny, waving one hand in airy dis-
mssal. "I was tenpted to | eave sonme of it behind in

my cabin on the chance that Serendel mght |ook ny

way, but mat sort of off-again on-again poundage is

too hard to explain. | guess I'll have to settle for ne
| ooking at him Are we ready to nove?"

"Way don't you two go ahead, and I'll join you

once he gets here?" | suggested, having taken a m n-
ute to | ook around the unoccupied part of the gym "I
really hate standing in crowds doing nothing, and | see
a mat over there where | can get sone | oosening up
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in. Then once the show is over, Chal and | can see
which of us follows the npst profitable eating regi-
men. "

"But if we go ahead without you, how wll you

get through?" Lidra asked, turning to glance at the
wai ting spectators. "People like that sonetimes get
huffy if all you do is try to cromd them An attenpt
to get ahead of themis usually considered a capita
crime.”

M STS OF THE AGES 79

"Only for those who don't know how to nove

through crowds,"” | said with all the assurance she
seenmed to need, at the same tine giving her a grin.
"The man who raised nme had a | ot of friends, and

they all felt they were under sone kind ofgeas to teach
me everything they could of their various specialties,
even if | never intended using any of it. Every one of
them consi dered ne a star pupil, so | don't mnk you
have to worry."

"I guess I'll just have to take your word for it,"
she grudged, but was already on the way to natching
my grin. "And if it does work out right, naybe you
could give ne sone | essons. That way | can think
about catching Serendel's eye next time."

She gave ne a snall wave and then headed off" with
Chal follow ng, which neant | was able to aimny

own steps toward the deserted nat to the right of the
doorway, not too far fromthe wall. This coner of the
gym | ooked al nost bare, with nothing but mats and
clinmbing ropes and wall peg lifters and such between
a coupl e of private-looking doors. The nore sophisti -
cated equi pnent was over near where the exhibition
woul d take place, and a lot of it had people sitting or
standing on its benches and franes to allow thema
better view It was a pure waste of good equi pnent,
but happily I didn't need it just for |oosening up

I wal ked to the center of the nmat and imredi ately

bent over, stretching ny arns down to where ny pal nms
were flat on the rough surface | stood on, then sending
t hem back between ny ankles as | stretched even

| ower. For sone reason | was renenbering how Seero

used to tease me when | said | had to | oosen up, in-
sisting that | didn't have to, | only wanted to. | started
out with the flexibility nost people had to work up to,
he'd always told nme, and then went on fromthere to

pl aces nost, including him couldn't reach. | could

al nost hear hi m chuckling as he watched, telling ne

nmy pal ms-to-the-floor handi cap ought to be ny having

to stand on two-inch-high bl ocks.

| straightened up and then folded into sitting on the
mat, trying to drive those thoughts away fromne. It
had been a long tine since |1'd | ast stopped to feel ny
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|l oss, to send out ny need for the close compani onship
and warm support 1'd known for all those years—enly

to find the usual place of it forever enptied. Seero had
al ways been there for ne, always, and like a silly child
I'"d assuned he always would be. | couldn't yet cope

with the thought of his being gone, not on an eno-

tional level, so | hadn't even tried. Al |1'd done had
been to | ook at those who had thrown his |ife away,

and swear they would feel the sane |oss they'd given

me, the same hel pl essness whil e knowi ng exactly what

was happening. | needed to get on with fulfilling that
vow even nore than | needed to breathe, but there

sat, on nmy way to investigating something utterly un-

i mportant, wasting the tine | should be spending on

what was really vital

I took a deep breath, spread ny | egs and stretched

iny body dowmn to the mat |left, right and center, then
bent ny | egs back at the knees so that ny heels were
dose to ny thighs. Letting all that burning inpatience
get the better of nme would be stupid, npst especially
since there wasn't anything | could do about it just
then. For the nost pan |I'd have to wait it out, but if
Lidra thought 1'd be letting the tour people set ny pace
in the Msts, she wasn't as bright as she was supposed
to be. Qurs would be the fastest tour in the history of
the Msts of the Ages, and that would include finding
and breaking into their headquarters buil ding.

Slowl y, using nmuscle control, | began letting ny

body bend backward toward the mat. Lying flat while
your |legs are bent at the knees gives strength and
stretch to your thigh nuscles and tone to your body,
and isn't anywhere near as painful as sone peopl e
claim You may be able to feel sone strain if you pay
attention to it, but relaxing is easier if you | ook at
sonething el se while you' re doing it. | |ooked up at
the gymceiling hanging a full thirty feet above ne,
seei ng the network of narrow and w de netal beans
spanni ng the room about ten feet bel ow that, con-
sciously relaxing my nmuscles once | was flat down on
the mat. | intended staying like that only a ninute or
two before raising nyself again just as slowy, but
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suddenly sonet hi ng besides the ceiling appeared high
above ne.

I didn't know where he'd conme from but fromnmny

pl ace on the mat he | ooked al nost as tall as the net-
work of beans |'d been inspecting. He was dressed in
not hi ng but the heavy |eather of a fighter, knee-high
boots, narrow groin-cover, w de brown chest plate,
bracers fromwist to el bow, and a brow band. Around
his waist was a swordbelt, and at his side hung a | eg-
endary multi-blade, the weapon allowed only to the
best of the besi. Gtads started out w th uniswords,
wor ked at mastering them then, if they lived, noved
on to trithrusters. You had to be a doubl e-gold w nner
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at the very least in order to nerit a nmulti-blade, and
Serendel was supposed to be the best of the three-cir-
clet winners. He put his fingertips to his swordbelt as
he | ooked down at nme, and faint amusenent filled his
cold gray eyes.

"I think |I understand now why you bl undered into

me yesterday," he said, his w de-legged stance an ar-
rogant chall enge even when his words were not hing

but mld. "If you do that on any sort of a regular
basis, it's a miracle you can ever wal k straight."

"Since you were the one who ran into nme, | wonder

what your excuse is," | retorted, staying down just for
the hell of it. Some people claimthat sinply watching
others do the stretch is painful, and if Serendel was
one of those, he deserved every twitch. "Maybe you
ought to trade in your equi pment for a sonic tapping
cane. "

"I'f I were blind, | wouldn't have been in so much

of a hurry that | couldn't have kept you fromtri pping
under ny feet," he returned, that |ong red nustache
rising slightly with the increase of his amusenent.
"And if you've cone to watch the show, little giri,
renenber what | said about staying back away from

me. Soneone with bal ance as bad as yours needs al

the di stance from danger she can get."

He turned and wal ked away then, coning up on the

crowmd froma direction they obviously hadn't been ex-
pecting himto appear, and | was so nad | sat up again
without taking it slow Someone with bal ance as bad
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as mne? Froma man who couldn't be trusted not to
stanpede in the mddle of a group of innocent people?
He had a hell of a lot of nerve nmmking cracks about

me, especially in view of the way everyone stepped
back out of his path, opening a broad aisle for himto
stonp up. That was the sort of thing he was used to,
peopl e scranbling to get out of his way, and too bad
about anyone who didn't.

| sat there on the mat with ny fists to ny thighs,

fum ng mad, watching as the crowd cl osed up behind

hi m before surging forward a very little bit- They
couldn't wait for the big showto start, the sort of
exhibition of skill a top fighter put on even when he
was only warming up or practicing. It was too bad
nothing was likely to interrupt that exhibition, making
Un look like the stunbling inconpetent he was.

**You*d better stay back away fromme," | mm
icked in a mutter, hot enough to boil over. "Remem
ber what | said about that.'

What he'd said was twenty feet, but if he'd asked

my opinion, | wouldn't have settled for less than a
hundred. Twenty feet was a good deal closer than
ever wanted to be to him unless it was to watch him
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hang by the neck froma rope—

The t hought broke of f as another one canme to ne.

an idea that brought a sudden grin to ny face. So he
wanted nme to stay twenty feet away fromhim did he?
I raised ny head slowy to | ook up at the network of
met al beanms above ne, thought about it for at |east
ten seconds, then snmoothly rose to my feet.

The crowd had already started their oohing and ahh-
ing and applauding as | turned to |look for a clinbing
rope, showi ng that the big hero bad undoubtedly be-

gun warmng up. | knew I'd pronmised to join Lidra
and Chal as soon as that happened, but naybe they'd
be satisfied if all | did was spot them and wave. They

woul dn't be able to claim| hadn't watched the work-
out the way 1'd said | would, because ny seat was
going to be the best one in the house.

The clinbing ropes were anchored into the ceiling,
so all | had to do was choose the one that fell cl osest
to the netal framework and unhook the bottomof it
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fromthe wall. It was a heavy rope that |ooked sturdy
enough, but | still hung nmy full weight fromit for a

m nute while I was close enough to the ground that a
fall wouldn't matter. Seero had taught nme to distrust
everyone's rigging but my own, and not to expect mr-
acl es even then. Things can happen even to an un-
breakable Iine, and if you don't really believe that,
you'll never find it possible to be prepared.

The clinbing rope seened as solidly anchored as
possible, so | began pulling nyself up it, hand over
hand. It didn't take long to reach the framework the
rope hung beside, and swinging over to it with my |egs
was al so no problem The netal beam was a nharrow

one, no nore than a couple of inches wide, but |I'd

wal ked smaller and with a lot less light. | stood with
the help of a ceiling-set conmer brace, glad that the
framework was as steady with ne on it as it | ooked
frombel ow, then started noving toward the brace on
the other side. The netal was hard under ny feet and
alittle too snooth, but | still made it all the way with-
out sli pping.

When | reached the second brace | took a minute to

| ook down, which confirned the fact that no one had
spotted me yet. Everyone's eyes were |ocked to Ser-
endel, watching with fanatic pleasure as he swung his
multi-sworo on its |owest setting, noving through a
glad drill that was nmeant to warm hi mup. The dril
demanded grace rather than strength, finesse rather
than attack, and watching himit was al nost possible
to believe he'd negated nost of his own weight as well
as his sword's. Mst big nmen weren't that quick—
which is not the sane as being fast—and | thought |
coul d see why so nmany peopl e expected so many great
things from him
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But none of that changed nmy own intentions. The

man wanted nme at |east twenty feet away fromhim

so that's what he would get. Past the brace | held to
was a triple line of netal framework, three tinmes the

wi dth of what |I'd wal ked and nore than wi de enough

for what | planned. | swing around the brace to its
other side, got both feet onto the triple beam and then,
with ny arms only a small distance fromny sides,
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wal ked to the spot 1'd been ainmng for all along. It

was about two-thirds of the way al ong the beam and
when | got there | bent carefully, then stretched nyself
out along the netal.

Grandst andi ng on a beamthat high off the ground

isn't very smart, but as | pretended to make mnysel f
confortable on my right side, | knew that right then
preferred feeling satisfied to feeling intelligent. The
fighter was about ten feet ahead of ny position and
twenty feet down, which, if | renenbered nmy schoo

math correctly, meant | was a little better than twenty-
two feet away fromhim Since |I'd done just what he'd
asked ne to, he couldn't very well conplain, could

he?

Everyone appl auded when Serendel finished his

wor n-ups, and then gasped in delight when the fighter
whirled his sword over his head to reset its weight.
the jewels in its finger-guard blazed with a Iight that
was al nost |ife, and everyone watchi ng undoubt edly
wonder ed exactly how nuch wei ght the sword was

now being allowed to manifest. During multi-Dblade
conbats the glads thensel ves usually had that ques-
tion, wondering just how nmuch it would take to stop

the strike comng at them It wasn't unknown for a
fighter to defend against an attack that seemed to have
everything behind it, only to find that the nulti-sword
striking his was set at mnimmand therefore was im
medi at el y bouncing of f. What usually happened after
that was seeing his opponent ride the bounce away in

an arc that brought the sword back faster than he could
def end agai nst, nost often with maxi nrum wei ght re-
turned to it, and that ended the bout in a bl oody and
very final way. Knowi ng when to change the wei ght

of the sword, how nuch to change it, and perform ng

t he changeovers snmoothly were skills the fighters

wor ked very hard to nmaster; those who nade it sur-
vived and prospered, while those who didn't had their
names added to the lists of the fallen.

I was | eaning on ny right el bow and supporting ny
head with the hand, watching with supposed fiul at-
tention while | kept ny balance with ny left hand on
the beam when someone finally spotted ne. One of
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the people on the far side of the crowd happened to

gl ance up, did a double take, then started nudgi ng ot h-
ers around him as he pointed. Even nore eyes began
coming to nme then, the nudging and pointing spread-
ing left and right away fromits starting point, and
before very long it had migrated around the circle to
t hose who stood with their backs to ne. Wen nore

and nore peopl e began turning around, |ooking up and
gasping, it finally cane to the star of the exhibition
that he was | osing his audience. He finished a run-
through of a series of attacks and counters, frowned
when he saw how nmany peopl e had their backs to him
then finally | ooked up

"By the five-pointed crown of Lethen Hi ghw n-

ner!" the fighter blurted, letting his point fall al nost
to the deck plates as he saw ne. "What in hell are

you doi ng up there?"

"I'"'mwat ching the show," | called back, making

sure | didn't let the speaking shift nme off bal ance.
"You did tell ne to stay at | east twenty feet away from
you, and this was the only way | could do it and stil
get to see sonething. That isn't all you're going to be
doing, is it?"

"Cet the hell down fromthere before you fall and

break your neck!" the magnificent Serendel ordered in

a grow, resheathing his sword before putting his fists
to his hips. "How in the nanme of sanity did you get

up there in the first place?"

"I used a clinbing rope,” | answered” innocently,
moving ny head in the general direction of where the
rope still hung. "If heights bother you, you don't have
to |l ook at ne, you know. Just turn your back and pre-
tend I' m sonewhere underfoot, and then you'll be able
tp get on with your practice.*'

The nan's head cane up in annoyance as nobst of

the crowd chuckl ed, his appreciation of ny conment

a lot less than theirs. They were interested and anused
because they thought | was challenging the fighter, the
way any numnber of misguided fools did with glads on

a nore or less regular basis. Wat only the fighter
hinself realized was that | was answering a chall enge
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not offering one, and he didn't seemto care for it
nmuch.

"You're not interested in com ng down right now?"
he asked once the | aughter had quieted, his tone sud-

denly as snooth as the glint in his eyes. "Wll, in
that case there's sonething that should be taken care
of, and since you're way up there, I'll see to it for
you. "

I didn't understand what he was tal ki ng about any
nmore than the other people in the room but they got
out of his way fast enough when he stepped over the
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rope around his practice area and began striding across

the floor. | sat up on the beam shifted ny feet under
me before standing carefully, then turned to wal k back
me way |*d conme. | had a very strong hunch | needed

to be back to where I'd started fromas fast as humanly
possi bl e, and when | reached the end brace | saw l'd
been right but was already too late. The mi serable fiend
had i “ached the clinbing rope before | got to the brace,
and even as | watched he finished hooking it tight to
the wall in its original position. Pulled that far out of
line | couldn't reach it fromthe framework of beans,
sonet hing nmy adversary had known woul d happen

even before he'd done it.

"There we are, now everything's neat and tidy,"'*

he said as he turned fromthe wall, |ooking up to send
me the faintest of grins. "Leaving a rope just hangi ng
down like that can cause soneone to get hurt, and
really hate seeing people get hurt. You be sure and | et
me know as soon as you're ready to conme down, and

we'll see about untying that rope again."

This time the |aughter was in support of him half a
dozen people going so far as to applaud as well. The
upstart's challenge to their hero had been answered
with style, and the foolish fenmal e woul d be stuck up
on the beans for as long as he wanted her there. They
al so seened to be hoping he woul d make her ask him
nicely before he let her down, and | really did fee
sony that their hopes would end up bei ng dashed. The
foolish femal e woul d have stayed in the netal work

until she died of thirst and hunger before asking their

M STS OF THE AGES 87

hero for anything, but happily for her, staying and dy-
ing weren't going to be necessary.

Serendel had already turned and started back to his
practice area when | swung around the brace, then be-
gan wal ki ng the single beam back toward the center

of it. | couldn't afford to spare attention for anything
but what | was doing and planned to do, but | heard

the nmuttering and gasps of the crowd telling ne they
were still watching. The highest point I'd ever for-

mal Iy disnmounted fromwas fifteen feet, but | knew
there had been an informal tine or two when |'d bet-
tered that. | hadn't had the opportunity to neasure back
then, but if twenty feet was nore than | could handl e,
I*d certainly find out soon enough

By the time | reached the center of the beam | had
driven all doubt away, setting nyself finuy into the
proper confidence and concentration for disnounting.

I had all the roomand tinme | needed, all the bal ance
and ability, so | turned head on in the center of the
beam kicked off it backward, caught it with ny hands
as | dropped, then sent nyself sw nging bel ow and
past it into the enpty, open air.

I don't think dismounting will ever stop making me
feel as though | can fly. Flipping over in the air slows
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your rate of descent and gives you control of the drop,
but while you're doing it you feel as though you don't
have to land, you're sinply doing it because you've
decided to. | turned twice in the air and tw sted, and
then | was down on the mat |'d been stretching on,

my landing crouch a little deeper than proper form
approves of, but doing nothing to keep ne from stay-
ing erect. Once | was sure | would continue that way,

I turned ny head toward ny trusty opponent.

"I think I'd like to come down now, " | said, work-
ing to sound as hel pl ess as possible. "Wuld you
pl ease see about untying the rope?"

Serendel was frozen in place |l ess than ten feet way,
everyone el se silent and gawpi ng behind him and then
the cheering and appl ause erupted, making it sound
like there were a thousand people in the room | wasn't
used to being cheered and appl auded—audi ences tend

to be mnimal or absent entirely when | perform-and
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I was so distracted by di e unexpected ent husi asmt hat
Serendel was standing right in front of nme before
even knew he'd noved.

"l have to ask you to forgive ne for the boorish

way |'ve been insulting you," he said, |ooking down
at me with an odd expression in those cold gray eyes.
"l can see now our collision couldn't have been any-
one's fault but nine, which nmeans | nust offer a be-
| at ed apol ogy. From now on, please feel free to cone
as dose to ne as you like."

If 1'd been distracted a minute eariier by the cheer-
tog and appl ause, his apol ogizing sent ne into virtual
shock- Never in a mllion years had | expected himto
say sonething like that, which is nost likely the rea-
son he had ny hand before | so much as realized he'd

taken it. | felt the touch of shock again, only stronger,
when be actually bent over it and kissed it, and it was
afi |1 could do to keep fromstaring after himlike a

gapi ng i diot when he turned to go back to his practice
area. Never in my life had | seen anything |ike that-
net to nention having it done to ne—and it took a
mnute to realize that Lidra and Chal hadn't foll owed
the crowmd back to where it had cone from

"So that's what it takes to get his attention,"” Lidra

sai d, her anusenent still very nmuch with her. "The
equi val ent of diving off a rooftop. Ckay, no prob-
lem Next tinme it'll be nmy turn to be kissed."

"Before or after you get out of traction?" Cha

asked with a chuckle, looking at ne with very bright
eyes. "lInky here was obviously born to fly, but we

| esser nortals have to nake do with being chained to

the ground. And in case you were wondering. |nky,

our conpetition date is off. If that's the kind of shape
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eating greasy hot-fries and neat-rounds puts you in, |
don't even want to know what decent food would do
The Enpire isn't yet ready for the perfect wonan."

"Why, Chal, | thought you said / was the perfect
worman, " Lidra protested with pretend insult, her pout
just about as believable as her claim her hand com
ing up to take his arm "If the Enpire isn't yet ready

for me, whatever will | do with ny tine?"

M STS OF THE AGES 89

"We'll figure sonething out." the man reassured

her with a grin, patting the hand that held to his ani.
"But until we do, we still have an exercise session to

watch. Are you ready. Inky? Wth the sort of persona
invitation you were given, you won't need Lidra*s re-
pellent field to get you right up to the front line."

"Why don't you two go ahead without me," | sug-
gested, for sone reason very enbarrassed by what had
happened. "I don't find nmuch interest in watching

ot her people exercise, and it would be rude if he caught
me yawni ng i n boredom He apol ogi zed for that m s-
under st andi ng yesterday, you know. "

"For the—nmi sunderstanding," Lidra said dryly,
apparently trying to hide some son of new anusenent.
"Yes. we know, we saw himdo it. Don't you just

| ove the way fighters apol ogize? It nakes you want to
start an argunent, just to give himanother chance to
doit. If you're sure you don't want to cone with us
meet us later in the dining hall for lunch. W can tel
you how it went over a nutritious neal of hot-fries and
meat - r ounds. "

| smiled and nodded while Chal |aughed, and then

we separated to go our individual ways. | left the gym
and got back to nmy cabin as quickly as possible, then
sat down in a chair to | ook at the hand that had been

ki ssed. It was such an odd feeling to have been treated
like that, to have been nade to feel that |'d been raised
in palaces rather than on the dusk side of respectabil-
ity. 1'd never regret the way |'d been raised or what
Seero had taught ne, but sonmehow | wi shed we had

lived nore often anobng t hose who inhabited pal aces,

so that | would have | earned what to do when a man

ki ssed ny hand. There had to be something to do be-
sides standing there staring like a noron, but | suppose
it takes tinme and experience to | earn what,

| folded ny |l egs under ne and | eaned back in the

chair, regretting the fact that we'd be getting to Joel are
in less than another two ship's days. If the time were
going to be longer I would have seriously considered
Serendel's offer, but with no nore than a day and a

half to woik with, all I could do was forget it. My co-
workers and | had things to do on Joelare, and after
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that | had things of ny own to occupy me on G yphon
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That nmeant | would be wisest avoiding all contact with
Serendel for the rest of the trip, to keep fromstarting
sonmething | night not want to see end.

I sighed as | closed ny eyes, called up a picture of
the man in his fighting |eathers to | ook at, and spent
some time wondering if | would ever see himagain.

Chapter 6

The rest of our tine on the liner went by as quickly
as |'d known it would, and ny only najor chore turned
out to be putting up with Lidra's teasing. She under-
stood well enough why |I'd deci ded agai nst getting in-
volved with Serendel; it would be nmore than awkward
if the fighter decided to pay ny way to wherever he
was going, just to give us nore tine together. Fighters
did that sort of thing on a regular basis with wonen
they found attractive, and what kind of excuse could
use as a reason for refusing? Previous reservations?
He'd be sure to insist on paying nme back for them
Lack of interest? Then why did | get involved with
himin the first place? No, the only option |I had was
to stay away fromthe man, that or tell himwhat we'd
be up to on Joel are.

Since Lidra understood the point at |east as well as

I did, she didn't let herself be nore than di sappointed
that she and Chal would not be introduced to the fighter
the way they'd been | ooking forward to. Wat she did

do, though, was give me a detailed description of all
Serendel 's public nmovenents, including the fact that
there were tinmes he seenmed to be surreptitiously
searching the crowds around him This, to Lidra, was

Hi ghly Significant, an action she didn't hesitate to in-
terpret.

"He's obviously |ooking for you," she proclai ned
once, delighted to be privy to limted, inside infor-
mation. "Every tine | see the poor thing doing it, ny
heart goes out to him?**

"I''"l'l bet that's not all you'd like to have goi ng out
91
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to him*' | couldn't help saying, her pious pity quickly
getting to be nore than annoying. "And chances are

what he's really | ooking for is that el egant fenmale he
appropriated the first day out of his cabin."

"Why woul d he be | ooking for her?" the very in-

nocent question canme, changing Chal's grin to chuck-
ling. "She showed up at that first practice right after
you left, carved entirely out of snmug self-satisfaction
and obvi ously thinking she was maki ng an entrance.

When no one even gl anced at her she started getting
annoyed, but when she tried to get through the crowd
and no one would let her by, she went furious. | didn't

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (68 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:27 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

have a directional pick-up handy, so | couldn't hear
what she said, but she nmust have convinced the people
around her that she was entitled to be in front because
she was sleeping with the guy. They nust have be-
|ieved her because they finally let her through."

"But not very willingly," Chal added, | aughing

softiy at the nenmory. "I don't think they would have
mnded if it had been you trying to get past them and
some of themactually seenmed to resent her. After that
she gave up on the entrances, and strutted into places
on Serendel's arm™

"Why do you people feel you have the right to ap-
prove or disapprove of your hero's personal |ife?"
asked, suddenly resentful of the supporter nentality.
"He didn't ask any of you to support him so what
gives you the right to tell himwho he should or
shoul dn't be sl eeping with? Unless one of you is
schedul ed to be his bed stand-in, it's really none of
your business."

"But of course it is," Chal answered at once, beat-

ing Lidra to it, neither of themthe |least bit insulted.
"H's being as good as he is forced us to be his sup-
porters, and now that he belongs to us we want not hing
but the best for him He's entitled to it, you see, and
if he doesn't find it for himself, we don't mind hel ping
out. It's the | east we can do in appreciation of what

he does for us.'*

"And since we female fans can't have himfor our-
selves. we're dammed well going to see himwth
someone we can stomach," Lidra said, one hand
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snmoot hi ng her purpl e-streaked hair. "That slinker he
pi cked up is okay as a bed-bunny in the absence of
anyone better, but there's nothing she can do that the
rest of us couldn't, so why should she have specia
privileges? Wat you did. on the other hand. was spe-
cial, which is the reason nost of us would rather see
himw th you. W know we can't conpete with an
acconplishnment |ike that, so we can accept your being
with himin place of one of us. That's not to say we
like it, but we can accept it."

At that point | sat back in ny |ounge chair and

sipped at nmy javi, far fromsatisfied but deciding not
to pursue the point any further. The whole thing felt
too much like the sort of prearranged lifestyles some

el ements of the Enpire still insisted on, the kind that
sewed you into what other people thought was best for
you. |'d been outraged the first tinme |1'd heard about

the practice and had known that those people were
lucky they'd never tried their nonsense on ne. Telling
them what to do with thensel ves woul d have been the

| east of ny reactions, and somehow this approval of

me for Serendel felt alnost |ike the sane attitude.
Lidra, Chal and | had been taking our nmeals in various
| ounges rather than in the dining hall despite the fact
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that it cost nore that way. preferring the cash outlay

to the possibility of running into Serendel. At first |I'd
been di sappointed that it had to be done |ike that, but
after our conversation concerning approval, | was nore
relieved than disappointed.

When the shuttle took us down to Aeon, Joelare's

newest port, Lidra and Chal finally found sonething
other than their hero to talk about. W left the vehicle
with at | east twenty ot her people, gasping out our awed
delight with the port's decor, adnmiring the fairyland
castle which was their entry-admn building for those
booked into the Msts of the Ages. People who were
comng to Joelare for reasons other than tourism had

to nmake do with an ordinary customnms building of neta
and gl asstic, but we who were the chosen were es-
corted into the Castle of Beginning -

where all you lucky people will be given
orientation information about your individual tours,"”

94
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our chief guide burbled as she wal ked ahead of us,
smling and gesturing at our destination. Assistant

gui des or aides were al so anong us, carrying any hand
|l uggage we were willing to part with, cautioning us to
wat ch our steps, and taking food and drink orders from
anyone who felt thenselves in dire need.

"Costunes |ike nmine and other tour area variations

will be available for you as soon as we have your nea-
surenments,” she went on in great enjoynent, pausing

to turn once in front of us to let us see the many-

| ayered gown of gold she was wearing. The slyrts were

so wi de she probably needed doubl e doors to get into

a room the front of the dress di pped so | ow her upper
measur enents coul d have been taken by eye, and the
three-quarter sleeves on the thing trailed so nmuch white
lace it was surprising she was able to |ift her arns.

* *\What if gold isn" t our best color? * a mld but very
deep voi ce asked, the voice of one of the men with us.

We all laughed at the way he'd avoi ded asking the

nmost obvi ous question, and even our gui de enjoyed the
effort.

"I was about to add that masculine equival ents of

this gowmn will be available for viewing on the castle
servants," she answered with a | augh as she resuned

wal king, the first real laugh we'd heard out of her. "If
you'd rather, though, we can have the gowns nmade up

in any color you like. As our guest, the choice will be
entirely yours,"

The nman acknow edged her comment with a deep-

voi ced chuckl e of appreciation shared by nost of the
rest of us, but some of us weren't very happy with the
entire idea. W weren't even near the Msts yet, but
sonme of us were already inpatient to be | eaving.
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"Ch, Inky, stop looking so sour," Lidra said to ne

with no effort at keeping her voice down, her exasper-
ation with ny attitude clear to anyone who heard her.
"Dressing up in costumes will bejun, as |long as you
make yourself forget you couldn't cancel your reser-
vations wi thout |osing your deposit noney. It isn't
their fault your friend got sick at the last mnute, so
what *s the sense in deciding beforehand that you aren't
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going to enjoy yourself no matter what? As |ong as
you're paying for it, you mght as well enjoy it."

"I may have to pay for it. but | sure as hell don't

have to enjoy it," | countered, also making no effort
to keep ny voice down. "If |'ve got to be here /'//
decide what | will and won't wear, not sone overpaid

flunky with an underactive imagi nation."

Li dra sighed and sinply shook her head, but that
didn't nmean she wasn't satisfied with the way the con-
versation had gone. W' d decided back on the |iner
that a reluctant guest would be the best thing for ne
to be, especially if everyone was made fully aware of
my attitude. There would be tines |I'd need to be away
fromthe tour group or dressed in a way that would | et
me wor k, and bei ng tagged uncooperative right from
the start would get us past the need for |ater excuses.
Chal had helped us build a logically consistent story,
and | was a lot happier with it than | would have been
with pretend ent husiasm

"You don't need to watch your steps on the draw
bridge, the entire area is shielded," our guide said,
moving first onto a wi de ranp of gol den vapor. "Once
you enter the Msts there will be areas you mustn't
move t hrough except with your journey scouts, but

you'll be warned about themwell in advance, and the
warnings will be repeated on a regular basis until after
the area is behind you. You will, of course, be told

nmore about that later. Right now, please follow nme."

The first people to follow the woman felt a need to

test the solidity of the vapor with one foot before trust-
ing the rest of thenselves to it, but after them no one
el se bothered. The gol den vapor was as solid under-

foot as you would expect a force field to be, and we
clinmbed the ranp without difficulty through a gol den

arch that led us to a wide entrance hall of marble and
rai nbows. The hall was roofed over with something
transparent that took the outer day's sunshine and di-
vided it into its prismatic parts, and | had to be carefu
not to gasp with everyone el se. The hall was abso-

lutely beautiful, and there wasn't anyone there who
didn't appreciate it.

"Just show your reservation slips to the attendants
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movi ng anong you, and they'll direct you to the proper
Custons section," our guide told us after a nonent,
havi ng given us a chance to stare at the | oveliness.
"You'll relax in confort while our Custons people
clear you, and then you'll be allowed the choice of
starting for the Msts as soon as your wardrobes are
ready, or spending the night here in the castle and
starting in the norning. Those of you on A and AA
class tours won't be supplied with wardrobes, and will
therefore be able to | eave as soon as you' ve gone

t hrough Custons. W know none of you will want to
wast e even one extra mnute reaching the Msts, and
we can't blanme you. W hope you all enjoy your stay

at Msts of the Ages, and look forward to wel com ng
you back many tines in the future."

The woman gave us a final smle and then went to
stand at the far side of the room all finished with her
part of the job unless soneone had a question they
wanted to ask. The attendants who noved anong us

were both mal e and femal e, the nmen wearing knee-

pants and hose and nore-or-less el egant coats and
such, the wonmen wearing |ong-skirted gowns that for
the nmost part were nearly the equal of our former

gui de's dress. Eight closed doorways were spaced
around the otherw se enpty hall, and each of the door-
ways had one additional attendant standing in front of
it. Fromwhat | could see, the door attendants were
dressed somewhat differently fromthose who circu-

| ated anong us, and then one of the latter was up to
Chal, Lidra and me, checking our slips with a glance.

"Portal nunber three, counting fromthe left, is your
destination, nmy lord and ladies,” the man said with a
bow, sweeping his armin the proper direction. "If you
should be interested in the period ny costune repre-
sents, just ask about the tour through sectors six,

el even and twenty-one."

He bowed agai n before noving on, and Lidra and

turned briefly to watch himgo. H s costune had been
nmostly tights with the addition of a large, intricately
decor ated codpi ece, and the tights were as tight behind
as they had been in front. I'mnot quite sure what our
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expressions were |like, but Chal put a hand on each of
our shoul ders from behi nd.

"Don't even think about it,'* he said in a | ow voi ce,

but not so low that we couldn't hear the flat finality in
it. "After we finish our fun time here you girls can go
wherever you |ike, but don't even think about suggest-
ing we go through his sector on the way. Anybody

who tries to get me into a get-up like that will have a
fight on his hands."

"Why, Chal!" Lidra said with surprise, turning to

|l ook at him "That's the second time you' ve tal ked
about committing violence. |I thought you were dedi -
cated to healing the hurt, not causing themthe problem
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"When you're willing to fight, you usually don't

have to," he answered with cal mconfidence, the | ook
in his eyes the sane. "And just because ny greatest
joy comes fromcuring the sick and hurt, that doesn't
mean | have to stand hel pl essly by while people take

advant age of me and those around ne. | don't usually
go out | ooking for people to mangle, but if you two
don't get that cal cul ati on out of your eyes, I'll be

happy to make your cases an exception."

"We surrender," Lidra said with both hands raised
before her while |I laughed. "You're bigger and
stronger and nastier than we are, so there won't be any

side trips. | just think it's such a pity. Wnen who
haven't seen your behind don't know what they're
m ssing."

Her gl ance was very bland when she slid it away
fromhim and nost likely the only thing that saved
her was the fact that she i medi ately began wal ki ng
toward the "portal” which had been pointed out to us.
It was possible that Chal woul d have strangled her if
she'd stayed within reach, and the enbarrassed fl ush
on his face as he and | followed her said it mght stil
happen as soon as they were al one together

When we reached door three it was opened for us

by the attendant standing in front of it, a man wearing
a | eather skirt that came down to his knees and | eat her
sandal s that laced all the way up his legs. For the nost
part his chest was bare, except for two straps of |eather
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that crossed it, then spread out very w de over his
shoul ders. Both shoul ders were conpl etely covered
and the | eather extended a | east two i nches beyond

them an odd sort of arrangenment |'d never seen be-
fore.

"Now that's sonething | can live with," Chal res-
mar ked as we entered the room gesturing back toward

the attendant with his head. "Especially if you girls
get costunes just like it."

That time it was ChaTs turn to grin while Lidra gave
hima stare that promi sed a lingering death, which
made-nme the only one left to | ook around. The room
we'd entered was open and airy while still giving the
i mpression of privacy, but above that it was very in-
terestingly furnished. The carpeting under our feet ap-
peared to be open, blue-green water, the sort you sai
OB and swmin, but rarely walk on. Chairs and

couches were white, fluffy clouds, billowing a little
where they hung, and large fluttering birds hovered in
die air beside the couches and chairs. Two servants in
costunmes nmade up of gauze and wi ngs stood on two

of four tiny islands spaced around the room while two
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nmore servants dressed the sane way were offering trays
of food and drink to the four ol der people already in
the room and seated on the cl ouds.

"Well, will you look at that," Lidra said from be-

hind ny right shoul der, Chal to her right. "It does pay
not to be on a class A orAA tour, doesn't it? If they're
not willing to give them costunes or a bed for the

night, they certainly won't be giving them sonethi ng
like this."

"I'"ve got to try one of those clouds," Chal said,
for all the world like an eager tourist. "I've al ways
wanted to stretch out on one, but I'mtoo practical not

to know I'd rail through. If I fall through here, | can
sue. "

"If you don't drown first." Lidra said, |ooking

down at what our feet rested on. "Are those fish | see
swi mmi ng down there? Maybe we woul d be better off
sitting down. The idea of being subnerged is not one

| care for at the nonent."

She headed for one of the cloud-couches w thout
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addi ng anything to what she'd said, but Chal and

still got the nessage. Lidra had never told ne exactly
how much of her el ectronic equi pnment she carried with
her. but from her reaction to the ocean-carpeting, nost
of it nust have been of the non-waterproof sort. |

t hought briefly about swi nmmng while wapped up in

a working electrified fence, shuddered a little, then
foll owed along to the couch

The cloud felt just the way a cloud should feel, soft
and billowi ng but still firmenough to support us. W
had barely made oursel ves confortabl e when one of

the wi nged servants came over for our food and drink
orders, telling us we could nane just about anything
and it would be supplied—for a price. Standard for our
tour at that particular noment was a beverage and
sandwi ches, but we woul d be given an assortnent of

the sandwi ches and coul d eat as nany as we |iked.

One of the other tours included a free choice of edibles
and drinkables at no extra charge, and before the ser-
vant left to get our food and javi we were told which
one it was. Lidra waited until the servant was out of
easy hearing range, and then she shook her head.

"They do believe in advertising in this place, don't
they?" she asked, one hand brushing at her purple-
streaked hair. "I wonder what they try to sell you if
you' ve booked the best they've got?"

"Possibly a Iife nenbership,” Chal suggested, too

pl eased with his section of cloud to really care. "I
think those people over there ordered nore than the
sandwi ches. If our standard dinner isn't a good dea
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above snack | evel, we ought to consider spending the
extra noney ourselves."

Lidra made a nonconmittal noise and |I shrugged,

but I was seriously considering going along with Chal's
suggestion. The man had been annoyed with e for

teasi ng hi m when he found out | usually did eat well -

bal anced neal s rather than junk, but |I'd been arguing

a principle rather than a belief. If | wanted to eat junk
food | should be free to do it, whether or not | actually
i ndulged in the freedom Chal had refused to see that,
insisting 1 was only trying to be difficult, but | stil

i ntended joining himin any superior meals that were
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offered. After all, with S.I. paying for it, there was no
reason | shoul dn't.

By the time our food and drink had been brought,

there were two new arrivals over with the ol der peo-

ple. The two men were dressed in sval k pants, hose,
ruffled shirts and patterned sval k vests, and they chat -
ted confortably with the newly arrived guests as they
checked and stamped their papers. Custons inspection

i 8 sonmet hing you go through no matter which worid

of the Empire you visit, but some are a little less fa-
ee; . .ntK about it than others. Joeiare officials seened to

Iji~lfciwaright human, which was a pl easant surprise.
N ACte”TOCups had been refilled two or three tines

w WAB it becane our turn, and the two nmen called for
"JgW-.of ttieir own before they settled down near us.
ANIA-1 IR di ed our papers so thoroughly they couldn't
Ao lUmmswd anything that was there to be found, and
ANl faooe of the two nmen | ooked up at us with a snile.
N :ttaee you three young people each cane here on
your-own," he said, |ooking very satisfied with that
idn* "Did you neet on the liner nme way those two

coupl es over there did? Yes. | thought you m ght have.
People do that all the time. com ng here as strangers
and leaving as friends. Right now you'll probably m nk

I'"m boasting, but our world does bring people together
and nake fast friends of them It's sharing the expe-
riences you have ahead of you that does it, and even
if you never cone back you won't forget the tine.

Very few worl ds can say the same, and that makes us
rat her proud."

"And al so pl eased to wel cone you here," the sec-

ond nman said, adding his ow snile. "You list noth-

ing but clothing and a few conveni ence devi ces on

your declaration statenments, but for safety's sake there
are specific questions we need to ask. Are any of you
taking a prescribed nedication of any sort? W' ve

found there are certain substances nmat don't react well
with me vapor of the Msts, and we can tell you

whet her or not a given prescription is one of them It
isn't necessary to ask about illegal substances, and for
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good reason. Anyone taking one or nore of the current
crop of dustings and fixings will find they don't get

M STS OF THE AGES 101

along with the Msts at all. If throwing up every ten
m nutes for your entire tour appeals to you, we
woul dn't think of asking you to forgo the pleasure.”

Lidra, Chal and | exchanged gl ances while the two

men grinned at us, that nore than anything el se assur-
ing us they were telling the truth. If they hadn't been,
they woul d have been working to get us to believe

them not telling us to go ahead and try it for our-
selves. It was an interesting way of doing things, but

I found nyself faintly curioas.

"I'"mnot taking anything of any sort, but | have a
question for you," | said, keeping ny tone mld but
not |looking in any way inpressed. "Did you make the
same point to our ol der conpanions over there, or do
you save the speech for the Enpire's flowering

yout h?"

"Ch, we make sure to announce it to people |ike
themfirst," the second man told ne, neither one of
them | ooking the least insulted. "Kids know they're
doi ng sonmething wong, so all but the really |ost

anong themw Il try for caution if not noderation

Many so-call ed grownups, though, know the | aws

aren't made for them so why should they bother with
caution beyond surface appearances? Sone are so

deeply into it they becone violently ill in the Msts,
and end up in a hospital for the rest of their vacation
It's one of the reasons for these ironclad rel eases you'l
be signing. Wen you | ook through them you'll find

ot her reasons."

My two compani ons and | were then handed snall

| eat her books, and each of us got the book with our

nane on it. Inside were a nunber of pages with ques-
tions and statenents, and if a question didn't call for
a specific answer, the directions ordered us to sign our
full names instead. W were al so handed indelible

mar kers, and then the first of the nmen signaled for

nore javi.

By the time | was ready to hand the book back, I'd
shared all of ny personal preferences, nost of the
things 1'd tried doing during my life, some of the
things | thought | could do in the future, and no | onger
renmenbered how to spell ny name. The thing was a
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good deal nore than just a release in the event of an
acci dent, and once the two men had gl anced through
what we'd witten, one of themtold Chal he had noth-
ing to worry about, then the two of themthanked us
with smles and went on their way.

"Phew! " Lidra said as she |let herself fall back
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agai nst our cloud, holding her right hand up in a claw
"Did anyone notice if that thing held them bl anel ess
in the event of an acute case of witer's cramp? If it
didn't, I'mseriously considering calling ny | awer."

VWhat aren't you supposed to worry about, Chal ?"

| asked, turning ny head to see the way he massaged

his right hand with his left. 1'd already flexed ny fin-
gers back to normal, but still half-w shed Lidra wasn't
just fooling around about suing.

"I listed the nedication |I'mtaking, and apparently

I don't have to worry about it getting into a fight with
the Msts," Chal answered, his |light eyes very open

and i nnocent, no nore than a friendly snmle on his

face. "lIt's really nothing nore than a general health
enhancer with a conpl ex base, ny doctor tells nme, but
there was no sense in taking chances by keeping qui et
about it."

I nodded vaguely and perfornmed a small shrug. Just

as though | were disnissing the whole thing after un-
der st andi ng al nbost nothing of what he'd said, but to
describe me as curious would be |ike describing the
roomwe sat in as faintly unusual. | hadn't known Lidra
and Chal long, but the one thing | was absolutely cer-
tain of was that neither of themtook any sort of ned-
i cation, necessary or unnecessary, legal or illegal
Lidra was like me in that she could never renenber

to take sonething even when she was sick. and Cha
believed al nost fanatically that to becone dependent
on a drug in anything but the nbst extrene emergen-

cy was as good as cutting your own throat. For him
the key to true survival health was to strengthen the
body's own defenses, not ignore themin favor of ar-
tificial supplements- Wth that in nmind | knew Cha
wasn't taking anything, so why had he said he was?

I woul d have enjoyed being able to ask soneone
other than nyself, but even though |I'd never done that
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sort of S.I. sneaking around before, | wasn't sinple-
m nded. Since we didn't know whether or not we were
being listened to by people out of sight, we had to
assune we were being listened to and therefore had to
wat ch what we said. That, at |east, was the way / saw
it, and my conpani ons seened to be operating under
the same set of rules. | shifted around on the cl oud.
about to wonder al oud what would be coni ng next,

but the appearance of a woman in the same sort of

gol den gown as our original greeter and gui de saved
me the trouble.

"My lords and |l adies, | bid you all a good day,"
the woman announced with a practiced snile, appar-
ently unaware of the fact that she sounded as though

she were leaving rather than arriving. "I'd like to take
my own turn at welcomng you to the Msts of the

Ages, the vacation land you'll never forget. I"'mFilla,
and after you answer a few questions for me, I'Il be
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glad to answer any you might have. To begin wth,

have you all decided whether or not you'll be staying
in the castle tonight? If you haven't, please take a no-
ment or two to nake the decision now "

"What do you think, giris?" Chal asked as quiet
conversation arose anong our four fellow tourists

where they sat. "lI'd rather stay with you two than take
off on my own, so which way do you want to do it?"

"I'"d rather | eave now and get it over with that nuch
faster," | answered, still sticking with nmy inpatient-
and- unhappy pose. "Hangi ng around here will just

drag it out longer, but I don't want to go on al one
either. If you two decide to stay, so will I."

"Conme on, Inky, being in a hurry is dunb,” Lidra

said with a shake of her head, adding a sigh for good
measure. "We'll be spending a total of three days here,
and staying over until tonorrow norning doesn't nean
the three days begin then, because they've already be-
gun. Starting tonorrow norning only nmeans we spend

less tine in the Msts. Didn't you read the brochure?**

"No," | answered a second tinme, trying not to show
how stupid | felt for not knowing that. "My friend
was the one who talked nme into all this, and I'd never

104 a—nwONCT
even heud of the {dace. Does that nmean you want to

stay ovci ?"

"Hell no." she cattie back with a grin, sitting up
straighter on her piece of cloud. "Since we canme to
see the Msts, why waste tine sitting around in this
{dace? Let's get going as soon as we can."

"Then that's our decision,'* Chal said, getting to
n"8 feet. "I'Il go over and tell her.'*

As he wal ked away | could see the other four people
were still talking it over, but our decision wasn't just
"\ it was also justified. W weren't likely to find
Mf anything to investigate out in the open and

at the port, so Lidra had come up with a reason
Alld)ty we didn't want to stay there. My own try at
| caboa had been on the flinsy side, but at |east |

,-.n . ,<Ifild a reason for asking about the place. And a
Aleasoe for not knowi ng about nost of what was going
""e (tt. Udra and Chal were supposed to have filled nme in
ot) the liner ride, and probably would have if nost of
their tine and conversation hadn't been taken up by
their favorite fighter. |I felt a brief flash of annoyance,
but getting nad at the two woul d have been usel ess.
If those S. 1. people had briefed nme property I wouldn't
have needed anyone el se doing it, but they'd been in
too much of a hurry to get rid of ne to cone up with
so much as a brochure. If 1'd had any intentions of
continuing to work with them that al one would have
made me stop to think about it.
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By the time Chal finished talking to the woman, one

of me nen fromthe other group was on his way over

to her with their own decision. The wonan t hanked
themboth with a smle, then turned to include the rest
of us in on the conversation

"My lords and | adies, the group of four will remain

our guests for the night," she said, sounding as though
everyt hi ng had worked out exactly the way it was sup-
posed to. "If the smaller group will follow me, ['11

get themstarted toward the costum ng area. As soon

as that's done, I'lIl be back to take accommodati on and
di nner orders fromthose who will be staying. La-

di es?" -

The | ast word was addressed to Lidra and ne, and
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I didn't know about her, but | found it—nappropriate.

I had al ways considered a | ady to be soneone who did
not hi ng but stand or sit around | ooking cool, aloof,
and untouchable, totally usel ess and hel pl ess and very
pl eased to have it like that. Seero had tried nore than
once to tell me | was wong, but that was a point we
had never agreed on. He'd said it was possible for a
worman to be a lady no matter what she | ooked Iike or
did, but that was silly. How could you be a lady if

you didn*t | ook or act like one?

The worman in the golden gown |l ed us to one section

of a light blue wall, which slid out of her way when
she stopped in front of it. Beyond the now opened
doorway was a thirty-foot corridor of rich brown wood,
and the wonman pointed toward the narrow wall at the

ot her end of the corridor

"Just wal k straight at it, and it will open for you,"
she said, giving us another professionally warm snile.
* "The dressers there will have your costunes, and once
you're into themyou'll be ready to go. Your neasure-
ments were taken el ectronically when you first entered
the castle, so what was nade up for you shoul d need

no nore than ninor adjustnent.”

"What about the |uggage we brought with us?"

asked, stopping Lidra and Chal as they began to enter
the corridor. "Your costumes nay be absol utely won-
derful, but if | should decide I"'mnot in the nood to
wear one, | don't want nmy only other choice to be
skin."

"Your |uggage has al ready been passed through

Custons, and will be sent with you to the (daces you'l
be staying in the Msts," she answered, her pleasant-

ness still intact. "Wether or not you wear a costune

will, of course, be your choice alone, but | certainly
hope you don't decide against them Only those who

are costuned can be considered part of the scene, and

m ssing the interaction will take half the fun out of

your vacation. Wthout a costunme all you can do is

wat ch, and unl ess there are physical reasons for that

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (79 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:28 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

sort of a decision, | don't reconmend it. Please step
ahead now, and do enjoy your trip."

Wth nmy question answered there was nothing to
106 Sharon G een

keep me standing there, and the woman di d have the
decency not to turn away fromus until after we reached
the other end of the corridor and the door there slid
open. As we stepped through | could al so see her step-
pi ng back, letting the wall on her end cl ose again, the
gesture possibly neant to keep us fromfeeling trapped.
That had been sonething of a narrow corridor, and

coul d see how sone people mght feel unconfortable
init.

The room we stepped into fromthe corridor was not

only normal, it was downright dull. The plain brown
walls to right and | eft had nothing but closed doors to
decorate them and the lighting came from ordinary

over heads. The man and worman who waited for us

with snmiles wore bodysuits like Lidra's and mne, both
of them havi ng added shorts and vests, and they were
briskly firm about separating Chal fromus. The man
took himto the first roomon the left, and the woman
led the "l adies" to the first door on the right.

**Your costumes are in the two cubicles, girls," our

newest gui de said, throwi ng open the door to show us

a large mirrored roomw th curtained alcoves to the far
left and right. ' "The lilac set is for you with your blond
hair, dear, and the rose-red is neant to go with your

bl ack hair, honey. Once you*re into the outfits, ring

the bell between the cubicles, and I'Il come in and

check the fit."

The wonman gently bustled us inside, then closed the

door behind us, so Lidra and | shrugged at one an-

ot her and went to check out our "outfits." It was to

be expected that we each went to the other* s al cove,
but once we traded | stood by the closed curtain and
studi ed what had been nade for nme. The color was a

very delicate rose-red, all right, but it was also a fe-
mal e version of the costunme the door attendant outside
our Custons room had been wearing. Rather than be-

ing leather it was nmade of sval k, the knee-length skirt
neatly pleated, the top a sleevel ess cross-over wap,
the whole thing belted with a side-knotted scarf. The
sandal s that went along with them had soft | eather bot-
toms and sval k upper parts and lacings,' and didn't | ook
as though they would be all that unconfortable. Taken
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together it wasn't a bad little outfit, and it canme to ne
that | would have to try their costunmes at | east once
before | could safely "decide' | didn't want any nore

of them It would obviously be best if |I did that trying
in the beginning, where nothing of interest to us was
likely to be found, and then | would be set for later

on. The decision was a | ogical one, not to nention
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easy. which neant | barely hesitated before starting to
get out of ny bodysuit.

Once | had the sandals laced, | stood up fromthe
al cove' s cushion stack and went out to see what |
| ooked like. | knew I'd probably like the way the cos-

tume fit, so | made sure to set ny expression into

somet hing cl oser to resignation than enjoynment before

I looked into one of the mirror walls. It was a good
thing 1'd had the foresight to do that; as | turned just
alittlein front of the mirror, frowning slightly at mny
reflection, on the inside | was grinning in full appre-
ciation.

"Hey, look at you!" Lidra said as she stepped out
of her al cove, her eyes going fromne to nmy mrror
imge. "If | look half that good, | nay never | eave
this place. Wiat do you think?"

She came up to ne on ny right and began posing in

front of die mirror, nore than just passing satisfaction
in her voice. It wasn't hard seeing she | ooked a good
deal slimer than she did in a bodysuit, and then
suddenl y understood what her question had really

meant. She hadn't been aski ng whet her or not she

| ooked good, but whether or not her equipnent was

showi ng. | inspected her as closely as | could w thout
bei ng too obvi ous about it, but didn't see anything that
| ooked renotely like equipnment. At that point | would
have | oved asking where the hell she'd put it all, but
even if |I'd been able to, her |augh of delight would
have cone first.

"I think I'"ve decided to bumall mny bodysuits as

soon as | get home," she said. examining the back of
herself with the help of the double reflection fromthe
other mrror wall. "Soneone once told nme they make

you | ook thirty pounds heavier than you really are even
if youre only five pounds overwei ght, but until this
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mnute | didn't believe it. Look at these shoul der
scarves, aren't they adorable? Like the | eather on that
door attendant's costune, only these don't stand out
and they're much softer.”

She fluffed out the short scarves that, |ike mine, were
tied around the two-inch-w de shoul der straps of the
tunic top, and no one | ooking at her would have

guessed she was interested in anything but her appear-
ance as a woman. Standing next to her | could see the
way her eyes rested just a little longer on certain parts
of her reflection than on others, the expression in her
gaze very direct and alnost coldly cal cul ating, but if

I hadn't been | ooking for sonething |like that, | never
woul d have seen it. | wondered just exactly how nuch
experience she did have at doing jobs |ike that, but
that was another question 1 couldn't ask al oud.

*'| suppose | can live with it for alittle while," |
grudged, |ooking again at nmy own costume with outer
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| ack of enthusiasm "If | get tired if it, I will change
back to my own clothes, even if that keeps ne from
bei ng part of nme 'scene.' Watever that's supposed to
mean. **

"I really do think we have to get you a brochure to
read," Lidra decided, still very nuch into admring
her reflection. "It only gives you very broad hints
about things, but having the hints lets you understand
what's goi ng on once you see that rel ease we signed.
For instance, didn't you wonder when you got to the
question that asked whether or not you were a vir-

gi n?"

"It was under the physical health section,” | an-
swered with a shrug, |ooking at her reflection rather
than at her. "Modst of the questions in that section
were intrusive, so why would | wonder about one
nore?" *

"Because that particular question is significant/'

she said. |ooking very positive. "People have to be in
good physical health to conme here because there's a

| ot of walking 'and such' involved, the brochure says,
but if you answered that you weren't a virgin, the way
I did. you were asked one nore question. Did you
happen to see it?"
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"Yes, | sawit," | allowed, smiling inwardly at the

way she'd put her own question. "They asked if |

would mind being intimate with men who were

strangers, but who were also professionals. If | cared
to answer no to that one, they were offering a guar-
antee that | wouldn't be hurt. There was al so sone-
thing about the tour being nore interesting if | were a
"full participant.' "

"Well, of course there was," she said, now | ooki ng
somewhat exasperated as she turned away fromthe
mrror. "Don't you see? They've recreated scenes
fromthe histories of sone of the planets, but you can
bet none of the tours take you through a | azy free-day
afternoon at nap tine. They'll be show ng significant
happenings with Iots of action, and being a full parti-
cipant has to nean we'll be right in the mddle of it,
having it happen to us! We'll be full participants in
what ever they stage, and | don't nean sinply being
jostled in a crowd" They'll provide sex, giri, and prob-
ably lots of it!"

"You know, | think that word *sex* sounds faml -

iar," | said. turning to neet her stare with one finger
tony lips. "Is that when a couple of people get to-
gether and spend nost of their time yelling at each

ot her ?"

"You're an absolute riot," she said, now examni ning

me sourly as she folded her arns. "And no, that's not
the definition of sex, that's the definition of marriage.
Did you opt for full part. or didn't you?"
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"Sure | took it." | said, tossing nmy head a little as
I turned back to the mirror. "When this thing is over
and | still haven't enjoyed nmyself, | don't want them

to have any easy reasons why that they can snugly

point to. Sex is all right, but it's hardly such a big dea
that it's guaranteed to nake ne change ny m nd. And

I don't think | have to ask whether or not you chose

it."

"No, you certainly don't," she answered, only her
head turning back to the mrror, her nood now thickly
self-satisfied. "You can be as stubborn as you like
about not enjoying yourself, but | intend having fun.
I"ve never tried a man with professional training, and
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I"mreally | ooking forward to it. | want to know if
those groups that say all nen should have the same
are right."

" 'l wonder if they offered female professionals to the

men," | commented, this time not even glancing in
her direction. "If so, Chal mi ght soon be deciding al
worren shoul d have training the way those groups in-
sist."

Her annoyance was so thick | could feel it without

| ooki ng at her, but she didn't get to vocalize any of it.
A knock canme at the door, imrediately followed by

the entrance of the woman who had directed us to our
costunes, and that was the end of casual conversation
The wonman examined Lidra and me with a frown,

briefly tugged and snoot hed at our costunes, then an-
nounced with a snmile that no alterations seened to be
necessary. Now that our sizes had been confirnmed ex-
tra outfits woujd be produced and nade avail abl e when
they were needed, and nme clothing we'd taken off
woul d be cl eaned and returned to our personal |ug-
gage. Since everything was satisfactorily taken care
of, we were then free to leave the fitting room and
really begin the G eat Adventure.

It took sone doing not to react to the capitals in the
woman' s voi ce, but we made it out of the roomw th-
out insulting her and rejoined Chal, who was waiting.
for us. H's costume was exactly like the one the door
attendant had worn, all leather with straps across the
chest, and on himit |ooked even better than it had on
the attendant. Lidra hunmmed low in interest when she
saw him but | was the only one who heard it. Cha

was talking to a boy in his md-teens who was weari ng
a page costunme when we cane out, and only when the

boy had fini shed what he was saying did Chal turn to
us with a grin.

"Say, you girls look great even if you do have nore
than sinple chest straps,” he said, then gestured to
the boy at his right. "This is Tad, our newest guide,
and he'll be sending us on our way as soon as he gives
you two your watches. **
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"WAat ches?*' Lidra asked for the two of us. appar-
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ently as surprised and curious as | was. "What
wat ches?"

"Peopl e al ways say that, and in just that way," the
boy Tad responded with a grin, handing Lidra and ne
pl ain | eat her bands no nore than an inch and a hal f

wide. "You'll need sone way of telling the tinme once
you're in the Msts, and ordinary timepieces don't do
well in them If you use these, you'll know exactly

what's happeni ng. Just snooth them cl osed around
your wist, and then follow ne."

The | eather band was very soft and flexible, and

once |I'd snoothed it closed around ny left wist |

| ooked at the face of the tinepiece enbedded in the
center of it. Rather than give the date and | ocal tineg,
it showed days, hours and mnutes, all of it going
backward. K took no nmore than seconds to realize the
countdown had started at three full days, and even as
we stood there the minutes disappeared into the past
and were then no nore. Wth a couple of hours already
gone, it was clear Lidra had been right about when our
vacation had started, which neant that when Tad be-
gan |l eading the way past the fitting roons, we fol-

| oned al ong wi t hout nuch foot-dragging.

An ordinary door at the end of the fitting area

brought us to a wide, well-lit section of stairway that
| ed downward, the stairs thenselves curving around

out of sight to the left. W continued to follow Tad as
he followed the stairs, and after a few m nutes of
wal ki ng we reached the bottom It was rairiy clear we
were well bel owground at that point, but the area was
brightly lit and painted with cheerful pastel colors that
suggested a party atnosphere. There were | eather
couches and chairs spaced along the two walls to the
right of the foot of the stairs, a signh made of dancing
.black letters on the wall to the left that said. "The
Castie of Beginning," and sonething that |ooked like

a wall with windows and doors straight ahead. It

wasn't imrediately clear where we were supposed to

go fromthere, but Tad answered the question before

it was asked.

"That right there is what will be taking you into the
M sts,** he said, gesturing toward what |'d thought
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was a wall with wi ndows and doors. "I was supposed

to have sent you on your way i mediately, but while
comng down I was told to have you wait a minute or

two. There's soneone el se starting this tour right now,
and it will be more convenient for everyone invol ved

if you all travel together. He was given his costune

in another fitting room so there won't be nuch of a
wait at all. In appreciation for your patience, the man-
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agenent has arranged to conpensate you for the |oss
of time."

H s smle acconpanied a gesture to his wist, which
naturally made us | ook at our new watches. The first
thing I saw was that the countdown had stopped, and
then the m nute wi ndow blinked tw ce before advanc-
ing for a count of five. After that it blinked another
two tinmes then froze again, which obviously nmeant we
were now on hold. The countdown had stopped while

we were waiting as we'd been asked to do, and to
thank us for being patient we'd been given a bonus of
five whole mnutes extra. | was seriously considering
ment i oni ng how i npressed | was with their generosity,
but Lidra beat ne to it with a corment on a different
subj ect .

"Then that button in your ear is a comunicator,"”
she said, sounding pleased and i npressed. "Is it one
way or two way?"'

"One way is all it has to be," the boy said as
| ooked up to notice for the first time the button Lidra
had nentioned. "I don't usually spend enough tine

with guests that I*d be |likely to need to pass things
back up the line, but if |I have to | can use one of the
house phones. |'msure you didn't notice them but
every area you've been in has had at |east one. Like
here, for instance."

He noved between us to go to the wall that had been

to the right of the stairs, and pushed asi de one |ight
orange section of it to show a quietly nodest |ight
orange phone. | felt the urge to ask if the bright yellow
and Fight pink sections also had matchi ng phones be-

hi nd them but decided that wouldn't be very discreet

of me. Fromtheir reactions | was fairly sure Chal and
Lktra hadn't known there was anything behind the |ight

M STS OF THE ACES 113
orange section of wall, which neant it would be best
if | joined themin ignorance. Qur page gui de recl osed

the section and began turning back to us, then put his
hand to his ear and turned to the stairs instead.

"See, they weren't exaggerating," he said, and at

that point we al so became aware of the sound of two
sets of footsteps descending. "A couple of mnutes
was what they said, and a couple of minutes was all it
was. Now you can be on your way, and the man won't
have to travel alone.™

If the boy had been facing in our direction he m ght

have seen the gl ance exchanged between Chal and

Lidra, a glance that didn't have nuch in the way of

wel coming fellowship in it. Since we three were sup-
posed to be virtual strangers to one another, we

couldn't very well refuse the conpany of another

stranger without having it | ook very suspicious. That
left us with no option other than to accept him at |east
on a tenporary basis- If his presence couldn't be turned
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to a diversion once we reached our objective, we'd
have to find some way of getting rid of him

Waiting with bated breath for soneone to appear has
never been one of ny favorite pastinmes, so | turned
away fromthe stairs the others were watching to gl ance
again at the sections of the wall that were obviously
meant to be pushed aside. | really would have enjoyed
knowi ng what was behind those sections even if it was
not hing but |ight switches and thernostats, but I
couldn't very well walk over to them and open them

up to look. |I was seriously considering canoufl agi ng
my know edge by trying all of the differently-col ored
sections in order, starting with the pale brown right
next to the |light orange, when | heard the sound of a
gasp. The origin of noises |like that are often hard to
figure out, but it hadn't sounded l|like Chal or Lidra,
and that left no one but the boy Tad, | turned around,
i medi ately curious as to why he would make a sound
like that, and }ust as imediately found out. My two
compani ons were doing nothing nore than staring in

sil ence, but our page couldn't seemto control hinself.

"I know you!" he said excitedly to the man who
was coning down the |last of the steps, another shin-
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i ng-eyed teena&e boy trailing adoringly behind.
"You're ny absolute favorite, and |'ve nmenorized
every stat they ever put out about you! Can | shake
your hand, just to be able to say that | did?"

The man reached the bottom of the stairs and put

his hand out for the boy to take, but only part of his
attention was on the exchange. The rest of it was in-
volved in the faint smle he wore, the snmile he' d de-
vel oped when his gray eyes had turned in ny direction
For my own part | didn't know how to feel, now that

it was clear the fourth of our party was the one and
only Serendel

Chapter 7

"I think I"'mstarting to become a believer," Lidra said
in something of a mutter, the gloating delight so thick
in her voice she mght as well have shouted. "M

mot her always told me that if | was a good giri Pd be

rewarded, and was she ever right! After this I'll be
willing to eat everybody's vegetables, not just mny
own. "

Chal smiled faintly as he glanced at her. but he

didn't seemto be as anused-er as pleased—as |I'd
expected himto be. Lidra, her stare still glued to Ser-
endel, mssed ChaTs reaction, but didn't mss it when
Serendel | ooked at her with a frown.

"I"'msony, but I'mafraid | didn't hear that," he

said, honestly puzzled. "Were you talking to ne about
veget abl es?"
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"No, not really," she said with a snall cough and

a swal | owed | augh, gesturing aside everything she was
very glad he hadn't heard. "W*re delighted you'll be
joining us. Wnner, and we prom se not to chew off
nmore than one of your ears with questions. Don't we.
Chal ?"

"W certainly do." ny other teammte answered,

this time nore anused as he put a hand out. ' 'I'm Cha
Amor. and this is Lidra Kanent. As |'m sure you've

al ready noticed, we're also fans of yours."

"I usually prefer fans to enemes," Serendel said
with a grin as he took Chal's hand. "Or, to be nore
preci se, fans of mne. | once found nyself sharing
ground transportation with a snall arny of one of ny
main rival's supporters, and | didn't knowif | would
115

116 Sharon G een

make it to ny destination in any condition to fight.
Bet ween | ooks neant to kill and acres of frozen si-
I ence, | alnost ended up with poisoned frostbite,"

"Ch, you poor thing," Lidra conm serated even

whi | e she chuckled in enjoynment of the story. "But

this tinme Chal and | are here to protect you, so don't
let it worry you a single mnute that Inky has declared
for Farison. W won't |let her hurt you."

"I nky?" Serendel said with a puzzled | ook, and then
he seenmed to remenber the first face he'd seen. He

| ooked in nmy direction with his brows raised, hope-
fully missing the blush I could feel in ny cheeks over
what that miserable Lidra had told him and Cha
cleared his throat.

"To conplete the introductions, that's Dalisse Im

bro, known to those around her as Inky," Chal said,
soundi ng suspiciously bland. "Since she isn't much of

a fight fan she hasn't really declared for Farison, but
above that, | think you two have already net."

"You mi ght say we've run into each other once or
twice.*' the big man answered, speaking to Chal but
still looking at ne, definite anmusenent now in his
eyes. "We've never before been formally introduced,
t hough, so | appreciate having it done."

"Excuse nme, ny lords and ladies, but I'mafraid

it's tine for you to | eave now," our page Tad inter-
rupted wi th obvious reluctance, one hand to his ear
"If you'll foHow ne into the car, |I'Il get you settled
for the trip."

"Or," Lidra nuttered | ow as the boy noved past

us, " *get themgoing, you idiot!' H s boss apparently
has very little appreciation for the art of conversa-
tion."

"Which may be a good thing for us," Chal added
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in a matching murnur. "Qur watches have started
agai n, which neans tine flies swiftly before us. W
can yak all we like once we're on our way."

"On, Chal, you're so practical,"” Lidra told him

with a sigh, an utter condemnati on Serendel found

nmore amusi ng than Chal did. Qur nmale teammuate m ght

have been tenpted to defend hinsel f against the

charge, but just then Tad pressed a switch in the recess
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he'd uncovered besi de one of the doors, and what |'d
thought was a wall opened and Iit up inside to show
what | ooked like a wide |ounge. W foll owed the boy

i nside, and he gestured around to the chairs, dispens-
ers, consol es and carpeting.

"W hope everything here will nmake this short trip

a confortable one," he recited, the speech one he'd
clearly made any nunber of times before. "Drinks and
snacks are avail able fromthe di spensers, music from
the consol es, and even news or fiction, if you should
want them Wen this car stops, you'll have reached
the Msts of the Ages. | hope you have the best tine
ever. Wnner Serendel!"

The last line was said faster than all the rest, and
after the universe's quickest bow, the boy got hinself
out of there before his blush set the roomon fire. W
all chuckled as the door slid back in its place to close
us in, and then we felt a small, very snmooth lurch

"Well, it looks like we're on our way," Chal said,
rubbi ng his hands together. "Wuld you |ike sone-
thing to drink, Inky? Serendel ?"

"How about me?'* Lidra asked before Chal could
get any answers, her tone puzzled. "Wre you under
the inpression | got |left back at the castle?"

"I couldn't be that lucky," Chal returned, his back
as stiff as his | eather shoul der pieces as he wal ked
toward the drink dispenser. "Since you obviously
don't think nmuch of people who are practical, | was
sure you wouldn't want to be offered a drink by one.
If you can't nmnage on your own, you'll have to stay
thirsty."

"Men!" Lidra nmuttered darkly with her fists on her

hi ps, glaring at the back that was still toward us. "Say
even a single word to them and they get all bent out

of shape. And from a distance they | ook so solid!

think 1'd better nake sure | don't die of thirst on this
trip."

She gl anced at us to excuse herself and then fol -

| owed Chal to the dispenser, apparently with the in-
tenti on of fence-mending and bridge-unbum ng. That

left me in the mddle of the car with the fourth of our
nunber, and | suddenly discovered that the trip wasn*t
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going as confortably as it was supposed to. | |ooked
around at the fifteen foot square that was our under-
ground transportation, seeing dark walls rushing by
beyond the seal ed wi ndows, and then nmy nmost im
medi at e conpani on stirred.

"I think it's going to be a while before we see those
drinks," Serendel observed, his voice held | ow
"Wuld you like to sit down while we're waiting?"

Hi s big hand gestured toward a cozy grouping of six
chairs around a polished-wod table, and | think if |
coul d have refused the suggestion | would have. | felt
like an idiot practicing to be an awkward adol escent,
and | didn't understand why that was. Sercndel was
hardly the first man |1'd ever net, and being asked if
I*d like to sit down was hardly the nost intimate sug-

gestion ever nade ne. | finally managed to force a
smile and a nod, wal ked over to the chairs and picked
one, then sat down. | discovered |I'd been hopi ng Ser-

endel woul d choose a place a few chairs over when he
sat down right next to me, but at |east things could
have been worse. |f the chairs had been couches in-
stead, | probably woul d have stayed on ny feet.

"I'"'mfinding out why so many wormen wear body-

suits instead of skirts," Serendel said once he was set-
tled, his eyes on his costune as his hands snoot hed

the bottomof it. "If | get to the point of sitting down
wi t hout payi ng enough attention, |'m guaranteed to be
accused of advertising."

He | ooked up at me with a grin. and | couldn*t help
smling at his problem Svalk nakes a skirt that's nuch
easier to live with than the leather variety, but | sup-
pose it's harder to feel manly in svalk. My own skirt
lay obligingly relaxed around ny knees, and didn't

need snoot hing of any sort. Wth that in view | de-
cided it was tinme | pretended to be adult, and rmade

my own contribution to the conversation

"My friends and | were surprised to see you." |

of fered, hanging onto the smle |I'd gained. "W
thought we were the only fanmiliar faces comng to the
M sts of the Ages."

"One of the prices of fane is sonetinmes having to
sneak around." he answered, a | ook of apol ogy ap-
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pearing briefly in his eyes. "If that crowd on the |iner
had found out what ny destination was, right now

we'd be up to our ears in watchers. | never knew how
many people can afford and are nore than willing to
abandon their own plans to follow around after their
favorite, not until the first tinme it happened to ne- It
rui ned the quiet couple of days of relaxation I'd

pl anned, and even ruined the time for the other people
at the resort. After that | |earned how to make private
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arrangenments with liners and resorts, and |I'musually
gone before anyone notices. This tine the liner captain
used a later run to bring me down with sone of the
freight, which is why you and your friends were de-
layed. | hope it wasn't too long a wait."

"W managed to live through the extra two mn-

utes," | said. trying to control the outrage |I felt. Hav-
ing to sneak around like a crimnal just to get some
privacy sinply wasn't right, not for someone who

didn't thrive on that kind of treatment. If it had been
me, | would have refused to live |like that, would have
told those people to get away from nme and stay away.

| probably wouldn't have been liked very well, but

people take ne as | amor they don't have ne at all

"And | don't know how you can stand it," | went

on, finding it inmpossible not to nmention the point.
"You can't scratch at a private itch wi thout having
twel ve people offering to help. If it was ne, |I'd be
insane in about a minute and a half."

"I't's not quite that bad," he said with a chuckl e,

his gray eyes now enpty of apol ogy. "For the nobst

part they're really good peopl e, and because they're

so involved with nmy life it usually doesn't occur to
themthat |'mnot actually a nenber of their imedi-

ate famly. Ninety percent of themwll gladly and
willingly give me privacy any tine | ask for it, w thout
feeling in the least insulted. It's that |ast ten percent
you have to watch out for, the ones who think their
support means they own you. Not only don't they take
hints, they have to be shoved out of the way before

you can cl ose your cabin door. Real fans don't |ike
their sort any nore than the fighters do, but there's

120
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not hi ng any of us can do about diem short of exter-
m nation."

"What's wong with exterm nation?" | asked, lik-

ing nme sound of it. "The Enpire would end up being

a much better place, and if fighters aren't equipped to
do the job no one is."

"You' re overl ooking one snall problem™" he an-

swered with a |augh, shifting just alittle in his chair.
"There are | aws agai nst doing things |like that outside
of an arena, no matter how soul -satisfying we'd find

it. Do you think they'd be suicidal enough to push
fighters the way they do if they weren 't protected by

the | aw?"

"That's only one of the things wong with ne | aw, "

I told himfirmy, not about to be tal ked out of ny
opinion. "It protects the guilty instead of the innocent,
which isn”t the way it was supposed to be'. If the ones
who made the aws were forced to live with themrather
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t han above or around them vyou'd see how fast things
woul d change. "

"If it makes you feel any better, | agree with you
completely,” he said, trying not to | ook too anused
at nmy outrage. "I'd love to put one of the | awrakers
in my position, and then see how | ong the pests would
last. 1'd give it until the first tinme the nan saw an
attractive woman he really wanted to neet, but
couldn't get anywhere near her because mat ten per-
cent was constantly in the way. Some wonen don't

m nd the unendi ng hoopla, but the really special ones
often dislike being cromded and jostled. Wen they
stay away fromyou after the first neeting or two, you
sometines wonder if it's the crowds—er you."

Those |ight gray eyes were no longer filled with
amusenent, and sonehow the conversation had

changed fromwhat it had started out as. | discovered
that ny outrage had di sappeared along with his anuse-
ment, a cowardly nove if | ever saw one. Qutrage
never seened to be there when you really needed it.
but fluster and awkwardness were always quick as a
bunny when it canme to showing up. | really didn't
know what to say. and when he saw ny hesitation he
smled faintly.
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"Farison isn't Just a good fighter, he's also a very
lucky man," Serendel said, trying to make the words
sound light-hearted. "H's followers don't believe in
letting thensel ves be lured anay fromhim?"

"But I'mnot really a follower of Farison," |

bl urted, not even thinking about what | was sayi ng.
"I'"ve hardly seen himfight, no nore than once or
twi ce, but he happened to | ook better than the ones
did see nore of. On the liner—It wasn't you | was
staying away from it was an involvenment—aith so
many peopl e around, and so short a trip—

"Now that's what | was hoping to hear," he inter-

rupted ny ranbling with a grin, his sadness evaporat -
ing so fast it mght never have been there in the first
place. "It's crushing to think a pretty girl is avoiding
you because she can't stand | ooking at your ugly face.

I do hope you noticed there aren't any crowds around
now. "

He | eaned toward me with that and reached for ny
hand, his grin so infuriating | woul d have happily
smacked himin the face with something. Instead of
movi ng ny hand out of reach | sinply curied it into a
fist, and that got his attention the way ny silence
hadn' t.

"You did that on purpose,"” | stated, so hopping

mad ny voice was absolutely steady. "You nade ne

feel sorry for you in order to take advantage of ne. |
dare you to deny it."
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"I had to do sonmething to neke you talk to ne,"

he protested with |ight-eyed i nnocence, not a trace of
guilt in himat having been caught. "After you stopped
yelling at ne on the |liner you avoided ne conpletely,
and when we net again Just a few m nutes ago, you

| ooked |i ke you were about to go back to the avoi ding.
I. just thought I'd let you know | don't want to be
avoi ded. "

"Il file your preference in with the rest of your
stats,"” | said, standing up before he could reach for
my hand again. "If you happen to get curious about
how |'mlooking at it, try making a wild guess."

I turned ny back and wal ked away then, giving him
help with the guess he'd be making. | really hated it
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when people tried to take advantage of nme, which they
usual |y did because they thought | was innocent. Seero
had always told me | was lucky to ook the way | did,
as it helped nme to find out veiy quickly who was trust-

worthy and who wasn't. |, nyself, had never consid-
ered the talent that nuch of a convenience, and | was
still so annoyed | alnost ran directly into Chal and

what he was carryi ng.

"Hey, look out!" he squawked, stopping very short

to avoid the collision, his hands holding the spill-
threatening drinks away fromhis costunme. "I have
your cup ofjavi right here, Inky. You didn't have to
conme after it yourself."

"Thanks for the javi, Chal," | said. taking the cup
out of his hand with a brisk nod. "I'll be drinking it
over here by nyself, so you and Lidra enjoy your own

drinks."

I gave hima second nod and then marched away,

barely glancing at a Lidra who stood silently beside
himw th brows raised high. To the left of the drink

di spenser was anot her cozy grouping of chairs, one

that | ooked nore attractive than the first in that | would
be using it alone. | sat down with ny back to the

others, crossed ny |egs, and sipped at the javi.

"What in hell is going on?" Chal denanded, com

ing around to where he could see ne. "One minute
you're sitting over there, having a quiet conversation,
and the next you're practically running ne down to

get to another seat. Do they charge nore for that part
of the car, or what?"

"You could say the price of sitting over there is

hi gher than | care to pay," | agreed with a judicious
nod, giving the javi nost of ny attention. "That

doesn't mean you two have to do without, not on ny
account. |I'mperfectly capable of spending the trip tine
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alone, and in fact | think 1'd prefer it.

"I have a feeling we've been through this conver-
sation before," Lidra said, conming to stand beside
Chal , each of her hands holding a glass. "Don't tel
me: you and Serendel are back to | ooking for your own
private arena.”

"Don't include me in on that," the big man hinself

M STS OF THE AGES 123

sai d, making it unani nmous as he stopped beside Lidra.
"All I was trying to do was get acquai nted, but ap-
parently | picked the wong track to take. It |ooks Iike
I owe everyone anot her apol ogy."

"Chal and | spend enough tine apol ogi zing to each
other." Lidra said, |ooking up at Serendel with a grin.
"l don't think we have room for anyone el se's apol -

ogi es, so why don't you save what you have for |nky?
And by the way, this drink is for you."

"I't's creamclear," he said in surprise after taking
the glass and sniffing at it. "How did you know it's

nmy favorite drink? Wnners never state preferences I|ike
that one way or the other. If we did, it would be |ike
forcing everyone who follows us to eat or drink the
sane. "

"Wich is against fighter codes,"” she said with a

nod, sipping at her own drink. "The only thing is,

you didn't start out as a triple-gold winner, and sorme-
one did an interview with you after your second or
third successful show ng. The interviewer nentioned
she spent two hours drinking creamclear with you,
which led me to suspect it mght be one of your fa-
vorites. How nuch did | have to | ose by taking the
chance?"

"Absolutely nothing." he agreed with a grin that

mat ched her eariier one, raising his glass to her. "I
gladly toast one of the ninety rather than one of the

ten, and tender ny thanks for your consideration. And

by the way, even though there isn't enough al cohol in
creamclear to affect an infant, the toast is still valid.
The codes arc clear on that point, too."

The three of them chuckled as they all drank to

what ever ritual fighter-toast he'd proposed, getting
"along as well together as |'d known they woul d.
moved ny attention to one of the windows as | sipped
my javi. watching dark walls rush by no nore than six
inches fromthe car. They hadn't told us how |l ong a
trip we'd be naking, and | really hoped that was be-
cause the tinme would be too short to be worth nen-
tioning. Wth problens of real inportance waiting for
me to get hone, | wanted that job over with as soon
as possi bl e.
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"And now that you've been fortified, why don't you

tiy that apol ogy on Inky?" Lidra's voice canme, back

to sounding anused. "I'd be nore than happy to spend
this vacation entertaining you nyself, but Chal said he
sees very poor health ahead for ne if | do nore than
flirt with you and daydream |'d hate putting my health
in jeopardy, so Inky's your only other chance. | know
you don't find her very interesting, so | guess you'l
have to force yoursel f."

"Well, we all have to sacrifice something on a joint
vacation, for the sake, of course, of the others with
us," Serendel agreed in a solem voice, probably

| ooking just as sober. "I'm sure nbpst nen run scream
ing fromthe sight of Inky, but I'mstrong enough to
hold ny ground and stick it out. C osing ny eyes every
now and then should help, at least until | get used to
her | ooks. After that, she may not even notice |I'm
forcing nyself."

"No wonder you don't mind entering the arena to
answer a challenge," Chal said to him his tone dryly
amused. "If that's the sort of thing you say to every
worman you neet, you have to be safer in the arena
than out of it."

"Well, she didn't seemto |like hearing ne say |
found her attractive." Serendel protested, and | could
hear that innocence again in his voice. "If she prefers

being told she's an eyesore, who am| to deny it to
her? | try to give all wonen what they |ike best, wth-
out passing judgnent on their taste."

"Did you hear that. Inky?" Lidra said with a very
heavy leer in her voice. "A man who gi ves wonen

what they want instead of what he wants. You' d better
grab him qui ck before he gets away."

"Yes, | heard what he said, and | couldn't be nore
delighted,” | answered, continuing to watch the
unendi ng bl ack outside the wi ndow. "Since what |

want nost is to be left alone, I"'mglad to hear 1'l|l be
getting it. Repeating yourself a dozen tinmes or nore
can be unbelievably boring."

"Look, | really do apologize for what | did a few
m nutes ago," Serendei said as | sipped at ny javi,
soundi ng seriously serious as he stepped closer to ny
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chair. "The truth of the matter is | wasn't trying to
take advantage of you, but | was trying to play on your
synpathies. |'ve found that sone wonen—hesitate—

when it comes to getting involved with ne, and that
because of the nunber of wonen |'ve already been
involved with. | thought if | made you feel sony for
me you would let ne know if you considered ne at al
interesting, and then we could go on fromthere. If |
had really been trying to take advantage of you, would
I have been so fast to drop the act? Wuldn't | have
kept on with it, at least until |I'd gotten what |
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"I don't know," | answered, finally moving ny eyes
back to | ook up at him "Wuld you have?"

A flash of frustration showed in his gaze, brief but
fair-to-mddling intense, the sort of thing no profes-
sional con artist would ever have let hinmself show.
Push the mark of f-bal ance and keep her there was the
standard way of doing it, nmake her question herself

rat her than you. |I'd been taught nore than basic tactics
even before | was out of |ower school, a self-defense
course given gratis by sone of Seero's vast nultitude
of friends. My teachers had all been experienced

prof essionals, but "talented amateur" was the best that
coul d be said about Serendel. He'd conned ne once,

and | wasn't in the nmobod to give hima second shot at
it.

"Conme OB, |nky, you're being unreasonable," Lidra
protested, glancing unconfortably at Serendel

"You're acting like he's trying to apol ogi ze for at-
tenmpt ed assassi nation. You know he was | ooking in

your direction even before we got here, so you can't
possi bly believe he's handing you a line. Gve the guy

a chance!"

"You give hima chance." | said. getting out of ny

chair to head toward the drink dispenser. "I'm not

here just to fill in his enpty time until he reaches the

next group of dancing giris. If there's a lawwitten
somewhere that says | have to associate with him
snow it to ne. If there doesn't happen to be that kind
of law, |eave ne the hell alone."

I put my cup in the slot and pressed for a refill of
126 Sharon Green

thejavi, hearing the heavy silence ny |ast renmarks had
produced. After having given me her full approval,

Li dra was obviously not very happy that | refused to
fall swooning at the feet of her idol, but that was just
too bad about her. They were all expecting me to |et
that big jerk treat me any way he pleased and sinply

be grateful for the attention, but I'd be damed if |
woul d. They all had so much in comon it was sick-

eni ng; since the choice was mne |I'd be staying out of
it, and they could all have fun sickening each other.

"It mght be a good idea to tal k about sonet hing

else for a while," Chal's voice cane after a m nute,
trying to snooth the awkwardness out of the nonent.
"This is supposed to be a vacation, after all, so let*s
just relax and enjoy ourselves. Have you ever been

here before, Serendel ?"

"No, this is ny first visit," ne man answered after
the briefest of hesitations, apparently agreeing with
Chal about a change of subjects. "There aren't nany
places | can go to get away fromthe general public
for a while, but this pronises to be one of them M
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busi ness manager contacted themfor me, and was told
that the nunber of people on each tour session is de-
liberately kept small, to encourage those people to Join
in on the action as a pan of it. Their workers, who
stage the scenes in the Msts, either stay in character
no matter who cones past themas a guest, or they get
fired. If | can spend my tinme enjoying the tour rather
than being one of its main attractions, 1'll probably
becone a regular visitor.**

"Lidra and | have never been here before either,"

Chal said, and | heard them noving around as though
they were sitting down. |, nyself, was in the middle

of going back to ny original chair with ny freshened
cup ofjavi, pleased that they finally seemed to be | eav-
ing ne alone. "As a matter of fact Lidra and | met on
the liner coming here, the sane |iner you were on

Since we're both fans of yours, it worked out very well
in bringing us even cl oser together."

"How about your other friend over there?" Seren-
del asked as | sat down all alone, his tone not quite as
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friendly as it had been. "Did either of you know
Smudge before you nmet on the liner?”

"Ah—that's *Inky,* and no, we didn't." Lidra said
hastily when Chal stayed silent, sonmething odd in her
voice. "W all becane friends on the liner, especially
after we found out we were all going to the same pl ace.
Inky isn't very happy to be here, because vacati oning
in the Msts was her friend's idea, her friend got sick
at the last mnute, and the Msts people refused to
return Inky's deposit. She cane alone rather than sim
ply |l ose the noney, but she really is determ ned not
to enjoy herself. Knowing that, you may be able to
under st and now why she's bei ng sonewhat un-

friendly."

*'What | think | understand even better is why her
friend got sick," was the terribly clever reply, the
words dry and spoken clearly enough so that everyone
coul d hear them "Under simlar circunstances, |

nm ght do the sane nyself."

They went on to talk about other things after that,

but | had stopped listening. As | sipped ny javi, it had
cone to me how familiar that situation seened, and

then | remenbered an incident in upper school that |
thought 1'd forgotten conpletely. Al schools have

their in-sets and excl usive power groups, and mne was
no different; those of us who had little or no interest
in that sort of flock nonsense sinply left themto their
games and went about our own business. |'d had no
intentions of ever getting involved with those peopl e—
until one of them decided to do ne a favor.

| sighed as | crossed ny legs in the confortable
chair, renenbering how excited ny best friend had
been when | was asked to a dance by the boy who was
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the star nenber of the nost exclusive of the in-groups.
They were the ones who had the nobney and the socia
position, and the boy had deci ded that my guardi an,
Seero, had enough nmoney to justify ny being included
in their group. The fact that he was also hot to try
scoring with nme had hel ped hi m make that inportant

a decision, but | hadn't known about that part of it;

I'"d thought he was sinply interested in me as a person
Seero had chuckl ed at nmy excitenent and had told ne
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to go for it, and ny best friend had decided it was the
nmost marvel ous thing that coul d ever have happened
tone. If I'd had any sense | woul d have refused, but
with nmy best friend urging me on | ended up accept -

i ng.

The dance itself had been a little on the bonng side,
but 1'd had fun when sone of the ol der nenbers of

the group tried nmaking me feel unconfortable by dis-
cussing all the places they'd been. Much to their dis-
may it had turned out I'd been to all those places too,
and a nunber of others besides. Wien |'d nentioned

I'"d even been on a run through the wilds they'd al
gasped, and for the next hour 1'd been flooded with
questions about the tine. My escort had been abso-
lutely delighted that he'd chosen so well in a partner
for the dance, but only because | hadn't nentioned the
strokes that had taken Seero and me to all those places,
or the reason we'd had to nake the wilds run. There
aren't any strokes to be nade in the wilds, but there
are ot her things.

When the dance was over, ny escort had taken ne

home in his expensive new sports nodel —or at | east

he was supposed to have taken nme hone. Wat he'd
actually done was end us up in a really bad nei ghbor-
hood, parked in a deserted shopping-traffic | ane, and
then had pl easantly announced the way | was going to
thank himfor taking ne to the dance. Wen |'d an-
nounced back that he nust have had too nuch of the

m xed-fruit punch he hadn't been anused, and had then
proceeded to explain my choice. Either | gave him
what he wanted or | got out and wal ked hone, or at

|l east tried to walk honme. In that nei ghborhood there
was no guarantee | would nmake it without |osing a | ot
nmore than he was asking for, but the choice was com
pletely mine. Hs grin of enjoynment had twisted his
handsone face into a leering glinpse of his true na-
ture, but the grin had lasted only until | got out of his
sports nodel and sl ammed t he door hard enough to
crack its paint job.

As an added statement to the sort he was, he actually
drove away and left me there. 1'd waited until he was
completely out of sight, and then I'd foll owed one of
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the dark, uneasily-deserted streets to the place of busi-
ness of one of Seero's friends. The worman had been
furious over what had been done to nme, and had had

one of her |argest bouncers drive me home. My fornmer
escort had been right about the sort of things that could
happen to a girl alone in a neighborhood like that, but

I hadn't been as alone as he'd thought. Thanks to Seero
and the shadowlife he'd shared with me, | hadn't had

to do anything | would have found extrenely distaste-
ful, and I hadn't been harmed because of the refusal
woul d have nmade in any event.

After that 1'd stayed as far away as possible from

excl usive in-groups, and hadn't even paid attention
when ny escort of that night had begun havi ng expen-
sive, enbarrassing accidents. Seero had been really
angry over what the boy had tried to force ne into,

and Seero had had an awful |ot of friends. My own

best friend had tried telling ne I'd been an idiot, that
what the boy had asked for woul d have been a snall
price to pay for admi ssion to their group, and not |ong
after that she'd found soneone else to be friends with.
The soneone el se had al ready been accepted on the
fringes of the group ny ex-friend had had so nuch
interest in, and only then had | understood that she'd
want ed ne accepted so that she could have an associ -
ated acceptance. Finding that out had really gotten ne
mad, and |'d sworn never to let nyself be put in a
situation |like that again.

| stirred in ny seat as | heard the | aughter comning
fromthose | shared the car with, the people who had
so very nuch in conmon. It was a shanme Serende

woul d have to be dunped when we got to where we

had work to do, but Lidra and Chal would just have
tolive with it. Once we were finished they'd be able
to find himagain, of course, and |'d be able to get out
of there and go back to work that really needed doing.
I had no interest in belonging to in-groups—ef any

ki nd—and once | was back hone |I'd never have to be

bot hered by t hem agai n.

I was just finishing ny third cup of javi when the
car began sl owi ng down from a headl ong rush. There
was still nothing but featurel ess black walls around us
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when we reached an easy gliding pace, and then sud-
denly there was an open area of |ights and col or that

| ooked very nmuch like the one we'd left. As the car
came to a snooth and uneventful stop | was able to

see the one difference between there and the place we'd
started, the sign on the wall that was now to the right
of the stairs we faced. The sign read, "The M sts of
Llexis," and as the doors opened there was anot her

boy dressed as a page to greet us.

"Wl cone, gentle travelers, welcome to the Msts
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of Uexis," the boy said, watching as we approached
the doors fromwhere we'd been when the car had
stopped. "I'mhere to take you to your journey scout,
who will then get you settled in your accomodati ons
inthis part of the city. Please follow ne."

Chal and Lidra stepped through the doorway wi thout
hesitation, follow ng as requested, but Serendel didn't
go with them He stopped besi de the door instead,

| ooked down at ne with those cold gray eyes, then
gestured ne out ahead of himwith a small, sardonic
bow. | was tenmpted to say thanks anyway, but I'd

rat her not have you behind me, but it really wasn't
worth the effort. Rather than saying anything at all, |
simply wal ked past himas though he weren't there,

gl anci ng around before moving after me three who had

al ready begun clinbing the stairs. That nulti-col ored
area had the same panels with things behind themthat
the first place had had, but there still wasn't any way
for me to check them out.

The clinmb up wasn't as long as the clinb down had
been, which was a lucky thing for Lidra. She was al -
ready breathing heavily when we reached the top, but
at | east she wasn't gasping. Qur page paused then to

| et us | ook around, which was really very w se of him
If he'd just continued on he woul d have found hinsel f
al one, and not because any of us, including Lidra,
needed to rest. There had been sone stray w sps of

fog on the stairs as we'd rounded the | ast turn near the
top, finding it thickening the higher we went, but it
hadn't prepared us for what we finally noved up into.

Al around us was swirling gray fog, roiling nists
that refused us sight of the sky, and the sun, and even

M STS OF THE AGES 131

the ground we stood on. The only things that were

visible were the itens that had been built in and for

the Msts, things like buildings. Not far from where

we stood, on our left, was a |ine of buildings and stores
and shops and stalls, all of it glowing faintly as though
the construction material had been the very sun that

the fog refused sight of, a sun that had been reduced

to individual pieces of its spectrum Reds and yell ows
and greens and bl ues glowed faintly through the gray

of the fog, coloring snall patches of the mist, |ooking
Ii ke ghosts of things that were bright and real. Sone-
one clattered past us on a greenly-glow ng cart, what

was drawing the cart invisible in the fog, and finally
our page decided he'd waited | ong enough

"This way now, travelers, if you please," he said
inavery firmtone, apparently having experience with
needing to be firm "Your journey scout is waiting for
you in the assistance booth right over there. If at any
time during your tour you happen to need help and

your scout isn't available, sinply go to one of those
booths. There will be sonmeone on duty at all tines,

and anyone you speak to will be glad to help."
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W were being led off to the right during all that, in
a direction that seened to take us through a gap in
other stalls, shops and buildings, toward a structure
that was brighter than all the gl owi ng objects around
it. It |ooked very much like a slender pyram d built of
cold, blue-white fire, and was obviously nmade to be
easily visible in all directions. | tried to watch where
I was putting nmy feet as | wal ked, and for that reason
noti ced the ground beneath us was cobbl estoned in

wi de bl ocks, every fourth block gl owi ng the way the
buil dings did. Strangely enough the nist felt warm and
dry rather than danp as | passed through it, just as

t hough sonmeone had bl otted up whatever noisture

m ght have originally been present. | mght have felt
too warmif |'d been wearing nornal clothing, which
coul d have been one of the reasons we'd been given

cost unes.

It took only a couple of minutes to walk to the pyr-
am d, and during that tinme a nunber of other people
appeared out of the fog, passed us, men di sappeared
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again. Only one of themwas dressed in the sane sort
of |l eather costunme the mal e nmenbers of our group

wore, and that one strolled along being foll owed by
men in short-skirted tunics of cloth. The one in |eather
paid no real attention to the ones in cloth, just as

t hough he were allowing themthe honor of being near
him but still didn't find it necessary to acknow edge
their existence. The rest of the passersby wore noth-
ing but cloth, wal ked al one, and noved so slow y they
seenmed to have all the time in the universe. Everyone
we' d seen was noving slowy, except for our newest

page.

"And here we are, gentle travelers," our page said,
opening a door in the side of the pyranmid that faced
us, then leading the way inside. "Allow me to present
Vdi x, the journey scout who will |ook after you dur-
ing your stay in the Msts."

"Words fail me to describe ny delight in neeting

you. lords and ladies,'* the scout said as we stopped
just inside the doorway to stare at him the comment
nost definitely on nme dry side. "As you may have
noticed fromdie rel ease you all signed, during your
stay here in the Msts, ny suggestions are your com
mands. You go nowhere and do nothing w thout ny
express perm ssion, or the one place you will go is
back to the port to wait for your liner. Your tine in
the Msts will be the npbst unusual vacation you've
ever had, but if you don't obey ne it can also be the
nost dangerous. Since you* re paying for fun rather
than harm let's nmake sure that's what you get, eh?
Are we all clear on howit wll work?"

He | ooked around at each of us, cal marrogance and
authority in the bright eyes that touched us. but he
didn't get the sort of imedi ate agreenent he was ob-
viously looking for. | didn't know what was keeping
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the others quiet, but I was still too busy staring at him
to have tinme to react to what he'd said. He was sitting
calmMy in the mddle of the booth floor, paying no
attention to the page behind himor the one who had
brought us there, apparently also unaware of the fog

that swirled around all of us, fighting with the bright
lighting inside the booth. Sitting on his haunches his
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head was as high as mine, his beaked nose and nouth
giving his dark eyes an even fiercer look. If | hadn't
had other things to take nmy attention | m ght have
wonder ed how he spoke our | anguage so easily, but

the inpatient swi shing of his long, tufted tail was too
distracting. That tail led back up to a dark yell ow body
that was positively huge, and it was possible to see
how wel | -nmuscled it was even with the fol ded dark

green wi ngs covering his back. | couldn't quite tell if
his mane was fur or feathers, but it came nore than

hal fway down his huge chest, toward four feet that

were rather clearly tal oned.

I had been expecting our journey scout to be an ol der
versi on of the pages, but what he had turned out to be
was a nonhuman Gri ddent h.

Chapter 8

"For the amount of noney |I'm being charged, | ex-

pect to have sone say in what | see and do," Lidra
remarked at last, the first of us to cone out of it.
"Paying for the privilege of being bossed around isn't
my idea of a fun vacation, Velix, and | think ny at-
torneys will see it the way | do. | agreed to obey the
rules of the Msts in the release | signed, but | never
agreed to becone a puppet or a slave. If that's the way
you intend interpreting the rel ease, you' d better get
one of your bosses in here to discuss the point with

us.
"I'"'mafraid I'll have to go along with the |ady,"
Serendel put in as the Giddenth glared at Lidra, the
man' s words soundi ng al nost anused. "I'Il be nore

than happy to have your advice and gui dance, but |
don't obey anyone wi thout question. If that's the way
you intend running this tour, you'd better find a dif-
ferent group to do it with."

"So |'ve been bl essed with not one but two free

souls this time around,"” the Giddenth grow ed, | ook-

i ng between Lidra and Serendel, his bearing now nmuch
nmore aristocratic and even less distantly familiar than
it had been. "You both seemto think |I'm exaggerating
the danger and playing tyrant for the fun of it, but
that's only because you' ve never been through here
before. You're the ones who decide which way you'l

go after the set tour areas are visited and what you'l
do when you get there, but I'mthe one who tells you
whether it's smart to go that way or do as you intend
That point doesn't happen to be subject to debate with
134
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me or ny superiors, and if you can't accept it you'l
simply have to | eave. Now, which way will it be: do
you stay, or do you go back where you cane fronf"

He set the question flatly in front of them no doubt

at all in any part of his bearing, and Lidra, at |east,
seened nore than sinply annoyed. Considering the

fact that we couldn 't just turn around and go back, she
wasn't free to push the natter too far, not if there was
any chance at all the nanagenent of the Msts would

back Velix. As a matter of fact she'd al ready nade

nmore of a fuss than she should have; if they thought

we were likely to cause trouble, they'd watch us nore
closely than we'd find confortable or convenient.

saw her lips tighten in angry determ nation, as though
she'd just decided not to |let herself be pushed around,
and if 1'd had the time | would have groaned. Since
didn't have the tine, what | did instead was step for-
ward before she put all our feet init-

"What difference can it possibly nmake who deci des
what ?" | asked, addressing nost of the question to

Li dra while hoping she'd understand what | was really
sayi ng. "Maybe you and Chal expect to have a good

time here, but for ny part |I've cone for no nore than
a single reason. If | listen to themand do exactly as
they say and still don't enjoy nyself, they can't very
well conplain | didn't go along, now can they?"

She had her eyes on ne by the time I'd finished, and
this time | could see frustration in theminstead of the
previ ous | ooking-for-a-fight. She'd read ny nessage

ten and zero and was wi shing she could argue, but

wasn't di menough to think she really could. Behind

her to the left Chal stood wth nothing but blandness

in his expression, but if that wasn't a hint of relief in
his eyes, |'ve never seen the enotion. No nore than
seconds went by while Lidra swallowed the bitter pill,
and then she nodded with no indication of defeat what-
soever.

"You know. Inky, you've made a very good point,"

she said, then noved her gaze directly to the Gid-
denth. "It will be a rmuch stronger stand if we go al ong
with their absurd demands, and our vacation is ruined
because of it- My | awers have won any nunber of
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cases |like that, but the position does require full co-
operation. I'll have to be very careful to see that | do
exactly what Velix says—within reason, of course."

"Your graciousness is an inspiration to us all

Lady," Velix said with an infinitesinmal bow of his
head, sarcasmdripping fromevery word. **I | ook for-
ward to our association during this tour. And what
deci si on have you nade, |ord Serendel ?"
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Wth our own problemsolved | found nyself hoping
th&fighter would stick to his previous stance and turn
around and | eave, but no such luck. He sniled faintly,
possibly at the realization that Velix had recogni zed
hi m but hadn't shown it in any way other than using
hi s name, and then he shrugged.

**] can't afford the time |eaving and goi ng some-

where el se would cost me,*' he said, sounding no nore
apol ogetic or defeated than Lidra had. "I'm here so

m be staying here, but it's only fair to warn you about
one inportant point. If I"'mtold why | shouldn't be
doing something I'Il nmost likely go along with the rec-
omrendation, but if I'msinply given an order | tend
to get annoyed. You really should understand that I,
unli ke ne lady, rarely hand over ny annoyances to

| awyers. When peopl e understand | prefer dealing with
themnyself, | find a much small er nunber of annoy-
ances to deal with."

"Hardly surprising," the Giddenth comented,

and | would have sworn he'd devel oped the sanme sort

of faint smle worn by the man. "Wen one refuses

to accept petty annoyances, one finds fewer of them
offered. I"'msure we'll strike a bal ance acceptable to
both of us. Are there any other questions or protests
waiting their turn to be placed or |odged?”

He | ooked around at all of us again, giving it plenty

of tinme rather than none at all, but even though Lidra
stirred where she stood, no one took himup on his
of fer of an argunment. | had the feeling he was neatly

reestablishing his authority, and when no one chal -
| enged it he nodded his head and st ood.

"We'll go on to your accommodations, then, and on
the way I'Il explain what your places are in this town,"
he said, briefly shaking out his wi ngs as he noved
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toward us. "The period of tine is taken fromthe planet

Ll exi s* distant past, and although they all consider it
fact-bound history, the rest of the Enpire tends to think
of it nore as fanciful imagination. Llexians like to
believe their distant ancestors had the ability to do
magi c. "

"I'"ve heard that before,” Chal put in as we fol-

| owed our scout back into the fog, |eaving the two
pages behind in the booth. **| used to wonder how t hey
could believe that in the face of |ogic and reason, and
then | found out. They think the ability was | ost some-
where along the road to advanced civilization, that
what ever caused the talent to do nmagic atrophied like
the appendi x some menbers of our race once had. It's
been theorized that the appendi x all owed the human
animal to take nutrition fromthe bark of trees, but
once they devel oped a hunting and farming culture to
repl ace sinple gathering, they no | onger had a need

for it. It was . "
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"Exactly, exactly," Velix interrupted courteously

but hastily, happily heading of f what promised to be a
very long |l ecture on conparative biology. "Qur peo-

ple felt the belief would do very well here in the Msts,
and this town is the result of that conviction. Those
who wear plain cloth are conmoners, those in |eather

i ke that worn by you gentl enen are upper class |ords,
and those in glowi ng robes are nmgici ans. You | adi es

are al so dressed as nenbers of the upper class, and
that's the way you'll all be treated—except by the other
menbers of the upper class.”

"Sounds to nme like the rivalry was somewhat in-

tense," Serendel commented, apparently interested. |
mysel f, was nore interested in sonething I1'd noticed
about Velix, a fact that could turn out to be very handy
later on. As | wal ked beside himthrough the ever-
present fog, the sound of his talons clicking against
the cobbl estones was very clear. If he didn't have sone
way of muting that sound, we'd never have to wonder
whet her or not he was in the imediate vicinity. En-
gaging in frowned-upon activities went easier and nore
successfully with a break like that, but before we re-
lied on the theory it would have to be tested.
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"The rivalry was nore than 'sonewhat' intense,"

Velix said to Serendel, now apparently anused.

"Every menber of the upper class was ready, at a
moment's notice, to insult or destroy any other mem
ber. The only thing that kept it frombeing a time of
constant, all-out warfare was the presence of the nma-
gicians. Every lord had a magici an backing his House,
and the strength of his magician deterni ned what he
could and couldn't do against the others. After you've
rested, you gentlenen will have the chance to choose
magi ci ans of your own."

"VWhat about 'we | adies'?" Lidra asked at once,

taking her attention froma pinkly-gl owi ng house on
the left that seemed to have a | ot of w ndows, all of
themlit. "Don't we get to choose nmgicians for our
own Houses?"

"Alas. dear lady, the period of tinme didn't work that
way, " Velix answered as he turned his head to her,

his amusenent perfectly clear under the sorrowful tone
he'd adopted. "Only lords were pernitted to be heads
of Househol ds, never a |lady al one. The | adies were
anot her popul ar point of contention for the |lords, and
may wel |l have been the nobst popular. If a lady struck
a lord' s fancy he sinply clainmed her, and the strength
of his magician determ ned whet her or not he got to
keep her. You two ladies will certainly be clained

al nrost i mediately, and if the nmmgici ans chosen by

the | ords who acconpany you aren't powerful enough,

you'll need to accede to the wi shes of the claimng
lord- If the chosen nmgicians prove nore powerful than
their adversaries, you'll be the undisputed property of

the |l ord acconpanying you. That's the way the gane
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wor ks, and | believe both of you |ladies indicated com
plete willingness to conply in your rel eases."

"But what if we don't have a | ord acconpanying

us?" | said, finally finding sonething of my own to
argue about. "I agreed to go along with the gane
where the peopl e working here are concerned, but
not hi ng was said about ny having to be stuck with
some other guest like nyself. If sonething had been
said, | would have had the chance to enter a refusal,
just the way |'m doi ng now. "
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"My dear young | ady, we do have experience in
arrangi ng these matters," Velix said as he this tine
| ooked at me, superior and al nost condescending re-
proof in his voice. "If there had been no other ac-
ceptabl e guest to add to your party, one of our own
woul d have been added to bal ance your nunbers. Wth
| ord Serendel avail able, however, the effort becane
unnecessary. For you, he's the lord accompanyi ng
you. "

I thought | heard a sound |ike swall owed | aughter,

but when | turned nmy head fast to the right, the fighter
was | ooki ng down at me with the bl andest expression

I'"d ever seen. Wen he saw nme | ooki ng at him he

shrugged just a little, his small headshake adding to
the inpression of total resignation in the face of com
pl ete hel pl essness, a defeat accepted even before battle
had been joined. |I'm sure he thought he was being

really cute, but I was in no mood to be the butt of
anyone's j oke.

"As | said, | never agreed to |let nyself get stuck

with sone stranger," | told Velix as | turned back to

| ook at him even less friendliness in ny tone than
there had been. "Since there isn't anyone acceptable
around to be ny lord, I'll just have to do wi thout one.'

"No one acceptabl e?" the Giddenth echoed in near
outrage, those bright, dark eyes glaring at nme. "MW
dear young worman, have you any i dea what you're
sayi ng? Dbon't you know-*

He broke off in the mddle of the sentence, obvi-
ously fighting to keep fromtal king about things his
job didn't allow himto talk about, and then he got a
firmer grip on hinself.

"All right, | think it's fairiy clear that whatever gods
there may be are displeased with ne," he said, a

strong determ nation to cope now in his tone. "Nev-
ertheless, | think 1*11 be best off ignoring that and sim
ply going ahead as though they weren't. If you intend
arguing the term'acceptable,' young |ady, you ought

to know how these matters are judged. A court wll

poll a hundred wonen from your own hone worl d,

and if three-quarters of themor nore disagree with

your decision, the court will find agai nst you. You will
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be told that we had every right to eject you fromthe
M sts for breach of contract, and not only won't you
be relieved of the necessity for paying us the ful

anount charged, you'll also be given the burden of
payi ng court costs. And just in case you're uncertain
as to howthe poll will turn out, I'lIl let you in on a

little secret. One of the larger glad program networks
already did a poll about three nonths ago, using the
top five winners as their offering and every wonan

bet ween the ages of sixteen and ninety on every pl anet
the network broadcast to as their base. Based on the
results of that poll, and bearing in mnd the fact that
even wonmen who weren't regul ar viewers of arena

events were counted in, ny advice to you would be to
not waste your tine and noney."

"l seriously doubt whether any court can tell me |

have to |i ke what everyone else likes," | countered,
feeling the need to dent his heavy satisfaction a little,
but nore concerned with a different point he d nen-
tioned. "My planet has | aws guaranteeing nmy right to

my own taste in things as long as no one else is af-
fected by nmy choice, but | don't understand why you're
bei ng so unbendi ng about this. Wiy would | be ejected
fromthe tour if all | did was refuse to associate with
sonmeone in ny own group?”

"The answer to that, dear lady, is that a choice of
such a sort on your part would afreet nany nore peo-
pl e than just yourself," he answered with a sigh, stop-
ping where we were in the fog to | ook directly at ne.
"Based on the answers given in your release, certain
specifics were arranged for this group's tour, and lord
Serendel was added to it. If you try changi ng your

m nd now, after everything has been arranged, our tour
pl ans are ruined and so is lord Serendel's vacation
Wth that in view our only option would be to eject
you, replace you with one of our own people, and then
charge you for the tinme lost. You would al so be ex-
pected to pay for the tour as though you' d taken it,
and if it came down to going to court, your signatures
of agreenment on the release woul d nake the term' ac-
ceptable' a matter of general opinion rather than a spe-
cific. Do you understand what |'m saying, or nust |
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go through it again nore slowy and in greater detail?
1"l be happy to go over it as nmany tinmes as you liKke,
but | really nmust have an answer fromyou now. |f you

insist on keeping to your refusal, | have to see about
sendi ng you back and bringing one of our workers in

to replace you."

I didn't answer himinmedi ately, but not because
didn't understand himor was worried about having to
pay for a tour | hadn't taken. My hesitation was based
entirely on the apparent fact that if | refused to go
along with their game, they'd kick me out w thout

wai ting for another reason- Having to go back homne
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imediately rather than after a delay would not be ny
i dea of a heartbreaking outconme, but that would | eave
Lidra and Chal in a bind after I'd given ny word to
help them | stood there for a m nute w thout being
abl e to see any way out of the ness, and then Cha
decided to do for ne what 1'd done for Lidra

"Conme on. Inky, you don't want to spoil our va-

cation, too," he coaxed. "If you aren't here with us
we'll have a miserable tinme no matter how nuch fun
it turns out to be, sotiy to be reasonable. And I'Il1] tel

you what: if it happens that Serendel's nmagician is
stronger than a claimant's and you nake an effort to
get along with the wi nner but can't, you and Lidra can
trade lords for a while. You don't consider nme unac-
ceptable, do you?"

He gave ne a smile with the question, enphasizing

the personal and deenphasizing the fact that he'd re-

m nded ne | was needed, and because he was | ooki ng

at me he m ssed the peculiar expression that Lidra
briefly showed. She'd agreed conpletely with the first
part of his speech, but when she realized he'd offered
hinself in the place of Serendel, she hadn't seened to
l'ike the idea. Considering the way she supposedly felt
about the big fighter her reaction was very interesting,
but I had no rine at all to think about it. Velix seened
even nore pleased with dial's offer, and quickly added
some urging of his own.

"And you really rmust remenber that a lord is
needed no place but here, in the Msts of Llexis," he
said, settling his wings flatter in a very confortable
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way. "Once we nove on to the next place on your
tour, the scenario will be entirely different."

"And it could turn out that my—ord-picks a ma-

gician who can't cut it," | added ny own oar, trying

to sound as though that possibility in itself nmade it
worth taking a chance. "Al'l right, I'Il agree to give it
atry, and if the try doesn't work I'll go for the swap.
As long as there isn't some rule or regul ati on agai nst
swappi ng. "

I looked at Velix as | said that, daring himto even
hint there was, but all | got was a headshake and the
suggestion of a snile of anmusenent. | thought that
woul d be the end of the subject, but sonmeone el se
turned out to have a question

"Now that the point's been nentioned, how do we

pi ck our magici ans?" Serendel asked, totally placid
and not even glancing in nmy direction. "I want to
make sure, you understand, that | don't pick anything
but the best available."

He gave our journey scout a very innocent smle
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then, and | think if Velix had been human he woul d
have had to nb at his face while he coughed into his
hand. The Giddenth found Serendel anusing, but |
still didn't.

"We'll discuss the matter of choosing after you' ve
all rested,” Velix's answer cane in a famliarly bl and
and i nnocent way, as he | eaned back on his haunches
to gesture behind us with one tal oned forepaw. "The

guest house right there is where you'll be introduced
to the magicians, so the stop is essential. After that
you'll plunge right into upper class society, and wll

be gi ven accommodati ons at the pal ace any tine you
want them The activities go on nonstop over there,
and you're free to go on with themas Iong as you feel
yourselves able. My humble advice to you is to take
full advantage of this stop to restore yourselves."

After having stressed the word "hunbl e" he got

back to his feet and noved through our line to |l ead the
way into the guest house, |eaving behind himthe dis-
tinct inpression that he was doing all in his power to
keep frominsulting us with orders rather than sugges-
tions. I'd never net a Giddenth before getting to that

r A

AN
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pl anet, even though they'd been full nenbers of the
Enpire for nore than a hundred years. |f they were

all as arrogant and sarcastic as Velix, though, it was
fairly clear | hadn't nissed nuch.

We foll owed our scout through the front door of the
guest house and were met Just inside by two people, a
man and a woman, in the cloth outfits of the |ower
class. They greeted us warmy, told us we could have
anything we wanted just by asking for it, then led us
through the large entrance roomto a stairway going

up. There were a lot of lamps lit all around the room
and on the wall by the stairs, but their nunbers didn't
hel p that nuch against the thick fog hangi ng every-
where. The guest house seened to be nmade entirely of
wood with heavy | eather furniture standing around
waiting to be used, but th& fog turned everything into
a suggestion of itself, insubstantial-Iooking and there-
fore possibly unreal

W were taken to the second floor and shown to

roons, one for each of us and no nonsense about shar-
ing between |ords and their |adies. The man who had
opened the roomfor me urged nme to | ook around while

he got Lidra settled, and if there was anything | wanted
he woul d be avail able very shortly to supply it. The
first thing | |ooked at was him |l eaving and cl osing the
door as he went, wondering if his offer was really as
broad as he'd made it sound. He was definitely on the
handsonme side and hadn't | ooked bad in his short cloth
outfit, but for sone reason | couldn't generate nuch
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interest in taking himup on the suggestion he night
have been naking. | wasn't on that trip for the purpose
of having fun, and the urge to get on with it was be-
ginning to grow stronger than it had been

| did take the time to | ook around the room and was
unsurprised to find a fully equi pped bat hroom behi nd

one of the doors. What did surprise me was finding

my | uggage behind the door that hid a closet, and
couldn't help noticing that it hadn't been unpacked. It
seenmed to have been sent along with me in case

needed sonething fromit, but otherw se could sinply

be ignored. Since | didn't need anything right then
ignored it. but felt alittle better know ng my bodysuits
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were handy if | wanted one- | was |ooking forward to
it not being very long before | was able to get down
to work, and that would be when | wanted one.

My tenporary accomopdati ons were noderate in

size, with a large bed opposite the door to the hall
three | eather chairs scattered around the room the

bat hr oom and cl oset doors in the wall to the left, and
three wide windows in the wall to the right. Al the

wi ndows showed was nore fog with ghost-1ights ap-
pearing here and there in it, the sane sort of fog that
shared the roomwith me, the stuff | was beginning to
get tired of looking at. | went to the bed and sat down
on it, wondering what you were supposed to do during
that rest time if you didn't feel |like resting. The bed-
cover seened to be sval k, confortable but not terribly
interesting even though the color was a pretty rose.
lay down on it for a while, counted wounded m nutes
draggi ng thensel ves by, then finally sat up again. Even
more lane tine |inped past, possibly a year or two,

and then a knock canme at ny door.

"Who is it?" | asked, wondering if it was the man
who had brought ne to the room com ng back to re-
of fer his suggestion in case | was bored. | still wasn't

interested in that sort of a distraction, but | needn't
have worried. The door opened to adnmit Chal, cany-

ing what | ooked like a blue flane in a small, round
copper dish, and when he cl osed the door behind him
self he turned to face nme with a grin.

"I'sn't this the wildest thing you' ve ever seen?" he
asked as he cane toward ne, sounding like a little boy
with a brand-new gadgettoy. "That worman is the nost
brilliantly creative person |'ve ever net, nale or fe-
male. | can't get rid of the delightful feeling that |'m
in the mddle of a children's adventure book."

"If we end up getting caught doing the wong thing,

| doubt if you'll have trouble |losing the feeling," |
comrented, trying to be as specific and yet obscure
as it was possible to be. | didn't know why he was

suddenly acting as though we didn't have to watch
what we said, but it didn't seemw se to go along with
himinit.
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"Ch, you don*t have to worry about anyone over-
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hearing us," he said as he sat at the foot of the bed
opposite ne, just as though he'd read ny mnd. "As

long as this flame stays blue, there aren't any listening
devi ces operating near us and we can speak as we like.

I f anyone tries eavesdropping with nothing but ears,
they' Il find our conversation is too low for themto
hear. If the flame suddenly turns orange, though, we'd
better be fast about finding sonmething innocent to dis-

cuss. "

"That's one of Lidra's devices?" | asked in sur-
prise, finally understandi ng what he'd been tal king
about. "It doesn't |ook like anything but a plain cop-
per bow, and a snmall one at that. How can it do al

t hat ?"

"You' re asking nme?" he came back with a snort of
amusenent, giving ne a wd® grin as he set the bow
down between us. "Wen it conmes to electronics, |

know ni pping the switch up turns it on and down turns
it off. If it doesn't have an on/off switch, which this
doesn't, | usually ignore it entirely. That saves ne
fromhaving to admt how far beyond nme it is."

"You and ne both," |I nmuttered, |leaning forward a

little to peer at the bow and the blue flanme it held.
"I'sn't it too hot to Just set down on svalk like that? |f
we start a fire, we'll have to explain how it hap-

pened- "'

"It isn't hot at all,"” he said, still enjoying whatever

my expression rmust have been like. "No matter how

real it looks, that flane isn't a flame, and it isn't bum
ing. | had to put my hand in it before | believed that,
but there's really nothing there. Go ahead and try it

for yourself."

"I'd rather take your word for it," | denied, sitting
straight again. "Wth the way ny luck's been going,
I'"d probably find out it only buns females. How did
Li dra snmuggl e sonmething |ike that in here?"

"She sinmply tossed it into her luggage," Chal said

with a chuckl e, |eaning back against the padded foot-
board. Serendel had conpl ai ned about having trouble
with the skirt of his costume, but even | eani ng back
Chal wasn't having the sane. "She tells anyone who

asks that it's an ashtray for puffers, and even has the
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puffers to prove she indulges. She isn't anything like
an habitual snoker, but every now and then she has
one. She brought it to my roomto explain how it

wor ks, then suggested | showit to you."

"Your being here is her idea?" | asked with brows
hi gh, finding nyself distracted at |last fromthe copper
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bow and its nonflane. "After the offer you nade ne,
that's about the last thing | would have expected her
to do. |Is she trying to show how broadni nded she is,
or that she doesn't really care?"

"Neither," he answered with a good deal of satis-
faction, folding his arns as he | ooked at me. "You

had to be told there was a way to speak freely when

we had to, and | had sonmething to pass on that | didn't
want overheard. That nade it ny place to cone in

ehere, but not with conpany. |If Lidra had conme with

me wi thout our inviting Serendel to join us, it wouldn't
have | ooked right. And if the tine comes that you want
to speak to one or both of us in private, just nake
sonme comrent about puffers. We'll get the nessage

and be with you as quickly as possible."

"Puffers," | acknow edged with a nod, certain that
he knew he hadn't really answered ny question. "And
what was it you felt you had to pass on in private?"

"I wanted you and Lidra to know about sone of the
things | brought along to help us," he answered, his
expressi on now nore businesslike. "According to

what Velix said | expect us to be offered a | ot of par-
tying, and there's no reason for us to arouse suspicion
by refusing to joinin. If there's a lot of drinking going
on, for instance, | can give you sonething to take be-
forehand to keep you sober no matter how rmuch you
swal l ow, or | can give you sonething afterward that

will sober you up in about fifteen mnutes. If we have
to stay awake for long periods of tinme you have the
sanme choice, sonmething to keep you awake, alert and
refreshed, or sonething to make you that way when

you're dead on your feet. W'll be smartest eating as
much as we can as often as we're able, but if for some
reason provisions becone unavailable, | can take care

of that, too. In addition to those | also have a good
supply of pain-killers, antibiotics, sleep-assists, and
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me like, and all of it's conpatible with the biosphere
around us. My initial research made sure of that, but

| doubl e-checked with the entrance officials here just
to be on the safe side. W may need to take tinme to
recover fromthe strain afterward, but for the short
time we'll be using the conpounds, we should sustain
no | asting physical danmage."

"And you brought it in as your own nedication,"

| said with another nod, renmenbering when he'd nen-
tioned it to the Custons officials. "I hadn't expected
sonething like mat, and | have to admt I'mim
pressed. Do you happen to have sonething to take

agai nst the possibility of sudden, extrene nausea?"

He frowned briefly at that, at first taking the ques-
tion seriously, and then he understood what | neant.

"I"'mrealty sorry you' ve decided you'll be feeling
that way with Serendel," he said, his light eyes ex-
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am ning nme soberiy. "I still don't really understand
what went on between you two, or why you refused
to accept his apol ogy."

"What went on was that he tried to con me, and
apol ogi zing for something like that is never nore than
an extension of the con,”" | said, turning to stand a
thick pillow against the headboard for ne to | ean

agai nst. Chal had been polite enough not to put his
curiosity as a question, which meant | didn't mind an-
swering what he hadn't asked. "I also don't like being
done favors, and that's what Serendel's attention feels
like to me. The big nman has graciously decided to give
the little girl a giant thrill, but the little girl isn't in-
terested in buying. The man who rai sed ne taught me
that people who grant you favors aren't worth know

ing; only the ones who are willing to exchange favors
think of themselves as dealing with equals rather than
doormats. "

"I really do think you' re m sjudgi ng Serendel," he

said with a sigh, shifting a little against the foothboard.
"I"'mwilling to bet nore than one of the top fighters

are like that, but I don't think he is. If I'mright,

t hough, you'll probably find it out for yourself. The

man you nentioned, the one who rai sed you-he

sounds |ike an extraordi nary person."
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"He was," | said, smling just alittle at the mem
ories all the ruthless killing in the Enmpire couldn't
destroy. "There was a time right after my nother died
that | pretended Seero was ny father, taking the trou-
ble to raise and protect ne even though he didn't want
to acknow edge nme. He wasn 't my biol ogical father,
but by the time | was able to admt that to nmyself, it
no longer mattered. He proved hinmself ny father with
everything he said and did, and the fact that we shared
no common bl ood made it better than if we had. He
didn't have to take care of nme, he wanted to; if that
didn't make himny father, nothing in the universe

i ncl udi ng bl ood woul d have."

"I see | was right about himbeing extraordinary,"

Chal said with a smle, and then the smle faded. "I —
don't quite know how to ask this w thout insulting you,
but there's sonething |'ve been very curious about. If
the man who rai sed you was so special, and everything
you' ve said confirnms that—-how did you end up in the-
unusual —eccupati on you' ve reportedly becone so

good at?"

"That nust be the nost tactful way of putting it |I've
ever heard," | said with a grin. finding his open em
barrassnent anusing. "Seero told nme right at the be-
ginning that there were two ki nds-of people: those who
woul d understand what we were doi ng, and those who
woul dn't. He said |I'd know which were which by the

way they approached the subject, and damed if he
wasn't right as usual."
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"l hope that nmeans you think |'m one who woul d,"

he said, a wy expression showi ng that was probably

the result of my grin. ' 'l really nmeant what | said about
not wanting to insult you, so if you'd rather not talk
about it all you have to do is say so. On the other hand
my curiosity is close to killing ne, so ..."

so why don't | save your life by giving you

a chance to understand," | finished for himw th a
chuckl e when he just let the last word trail off. "It so
happens | do think you're the type to understand, but

I also think you have the right to make up your own

m nd about it. Let's start with the way Seero first ex-
plained it to me, when | asked hi mwhy he took things
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rather than working for themthe way nmy nother had.
I was very young at the tine, and he knew | wasn't
judging or criticizing, only asking."

"Just the way |'mdoing," Chal put in, abruptly
| ooki ng very virtuous despite the amusenent in his
eyes.

"Yes, just the way you're doing, sweetheart," |
agreed with the sort of oil you use on a child when
you think it's too young to understand it's being pa-
troni zed. Chal wi nced and held his hands up in sur-
render, adnmitting defeat and letting nme go on-

Seero took nme out onto the dining terrace, sat ne
down with a soft drink the two of us shared, and then
told ne gently that the Enpire wasn't the fair, just

pl ace everyone liked to pretend it was. There were
peopl e who worked hard for'what they had and ot hers
who tried to take those things away fromthem but

not all of those who took were arrested, tried and put
in acell. Some were too clever or conpetent to be
caught by the police, but by far the |argest number of
t hem bought their way out of trouble. Sone did the
buying with the jobs they held, as politicians or judges
or maybe even as police. O hers used part of the noney
they stole to buy thensel ves out of trouble with poli-
ticians or judges or police, using what they took to
keep thenselves in a position to take even nore. The
honest police couldn't touch them because the honest
police had to work within the law, and it was al nost

i npossi ble to have themdo that and still expect them
to get anywhere. That nade the bad people think they
were sonet hing special, that they had the right to keep
stealing frominnocent people and getting away wth
it. Seero said he didn't blane them for thinking that,
but he didn't agree.”

"Don't tell me that's who you took from " Cha

said with sudden delight, sitting up away fromthe
footboard. "You and he went after the crooks who
stole and got away with it?"

"Yes, but it's not quite the virtue you're trying to
make it sound like," | answered, smling only faintly
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at his enthusiasm "No matter who the targets of our
stroking were, it was still stealing and agai nst the | aw.
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We ended up being responsible for quite a few of the
supposedl y untouchabl e getting caught, because when

we cl eaned themout we forced themto go back to the
wel |l before it was really safe, thereby setting them up
We even hel ped put the skids to small Twilight Houses
on behal f of larger Houses, to keep the small-fry from
growi ng up and carving out pieces of their own terri-
tory. But that, Chal, doesn't nmean we weren't steal-
ing. It only means we stole fromthose who had no
legitimate claimto what they had. Seero refused to
start training me until | proved to him| understood the
poi nt. We m ght have been stealing only fromscum

but if we*d gotten caught we woul d have been the ones
who ended up in a cell."

-- "If you ask me, you were both making too nuch of

die point," he said, and dammed if he wasn't acting
stiff-necked and of fended on Seero's and ny behal f -

**|f the law can't touch sonebody, does that nean

they're entitled to get away with what they do? No

matter who gets hurt? | don't happen to believe that,
which is one of the reasons |'mhere right now. The

S.1. isn't as helpless as planetary officials are, and |']I
bet they don't think you did wong, either."

"Don't make bets you can't afford to lose,” | told

him renmenbering what that S.1. man Filster had said
to ne. "Mst people can't be bothered with differen-
tiating between one thief and the next, and you can't
really blame them Stealing is stealing, no matter how
well you justify it. Seero and | sinply felt that what-
ever ends we acconplished made the rest of it worth-
while; I'mjust glad you' re one of the few who agree."

"Damed right | agree," he huffed as he | eaned

back again, still touchy but beginning to cal mdown.
"Peopl e who take advantage of the hel pless set their
own rules for the game, and have no call to conplain
when others play by those rules. If they're as hel pl ess
before you and the man who rai sed you as others are
before them who could have the gall to say it's un-
fair? And—ah—+ think |'ve been very insensitive. It's
only just come through to nme fromthe way you were
speaki ng—The man Seero is dead?"

"Yes, he's dead," | said, |ooking dowmn away from
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Chal to keep the whole thing fromfloodi ng over ne
again. Every time | met soneone | liked, nmy first urge
was to drag them home and introduce themto Seero,

to let them see for thensel ves how wonderful he was.

Even after alnobst a year, | still hadn't learned not to
do that. Sonehow | didn't think I would ever | eam not
to.
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"Inky, I'msorry," Chal said, and the tone of his

voi ce was conpassion rather than pity. "I didn't nean
to bring the pain back to you, not for the sake of noth-
ing but curiosity. | can see | should have kept ny big
mout h cl osed. ' *

"No, Chal, it wasn't your fault," | said, |ooking

back to his very serious face and forcing a smle. "You
couldn't have known, and tal king about it just helps
toremind me that it's all being taken care of- But |'ve
al so been reni nded of sonmething else, and since we're
into asking each other openly direct questions |I'm go-
ing to repeat one to you: why didn't Lidra m nd your
comng here to talk to me al one?"

"I never said she didn't mind," he corrected ne, a

faint | ook of satisfaction suddenly back on his face.
didn't know if he realized | was changi ng subjects on
pur pose, but he didn't seemreluctant to cooperate in
the effort. * "What | said was that Lidra understood why
she couldn't come with nme and suggested that | cone

al one, not that she didn't mnd stayi ng behind. But
that's not all she was bothered by, only | didn't see it
until she cane to ny room"

"She isn't as happy about the swap as she expected

to be," | guessed, positive that had sonething to do
with it. "She thinks Serendel mght not be attracted to
her, and she doesn't want her idol yawning in her
face. "

"Inky, Lidra's not like that at all," he protested,
movi ng around agai n where he sat, his expression now
faintly hurt. "She knows Serendel is too nmuch of a
decent person to do sonething like that to her, and it
isn't even the fact that she knows he prefers you. Wen
she cane into ny roomshe was so quiet | alnost didn't
recogni ze her, and although |I could see she really
didn't want nme conming in here alone, she forced her-
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self totell me | had to. W all have a job to do, and
Li dra knows that has to cone first."

"Then what coul d her problem possibly be?" | de-
manded, sitting up away fromthe pillow "I thought
she was jeal ous over the offer you nade, but what
you' re describing doesn't sound |ike jeal ousy."

"I"'mhoping it's better than jeal ousy," he said, and
now he was back to grinning faintly, a definite tw nkle
in his light eyes. "I have a feeling the first part of
Lidra's problemis that she isn't quite as—eager—to
have sex with every acceptable male in sight as she
pretends to be. It wasn't until she realized | was seri-
ously attracted to her that she let ne conme closer than
arms length, and just between the two of us,-1'm not
very used to that. | may not be a fighter |ike Serendel,
but | seemto attract wonen al nost as easily as he

does. Wen Lidra told ne she wanted children | agreed
to father at |east one of them but nothing was dis-
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cussed about any sort of relationship beyond that, and

I never told her | didn't want her getting involved with
Serendel. | didn't have the right to tell her something
like that, especially not wthout specific agreenents
bet ween us."

"But—then. | don't understand at all,"” | protested,
really feeling confused. "She kept insisting she would
do just about anything to get Serendel into bed, and
now that she practically has himthere she's trying to
turn and run the other way. And why isn't she at |east
faintly annoyed that you offered to swap her for me?
More than once | had the inpression she was | ooking

at you like private property.”

"I think she realized she hasn't done anything to

give her the right to ook at ne that way," he an-
swered, and again that satisfaction was there. "I'm
convi nced she didn't oner anything in the way of a

rel ati onshi p because she's been hurt in the past, quite
a fewtinmes, and didn't want it happening again. |

t hought she understood how deep ny interest in her

goes, but now | can see she's been deliberately letting
it slide right past her. And | didn't swap Lidra for you;

| swapped Serendel for ne, and that Lidra does un-
derstand. "
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"I"'mglad soneone's foll owi ng what's happening,"

I nmuttered, |eaning back on the pillow again to give
himwhat | like to think of as a balefiil stare. "Wat's
the di fference who got swapped for whon? We're stil
tal ki ng about the sane swap, aren't we?"

"Ch no, we're not," he came back, grinning at mny
annoyance. "Lidra realizes | used the opportunity of
a near-crisis to not only smooth things over for you
but to also give her what she kept insisting she wanted.
I don't think anyone's ever done that for her before,
and |'mcertain she didn't expect it to be done this
time either. She's been very careful to maintain the
attitude that says there's nothing between us but an
agreenment to make a child, all the while loudly ex-
cl ai mi ng how acceptabl e she found Serendel. |'m sure
she does consider him acceptable, but only in a dis-
tant, biological way."

"You nmean she kept drooling out |oud over Seren-

del because she never expected to end up anywhere

near him" | said slowy as the light finally cane,

di stantly knowi ng Seero woul d have understood a good
deal sooner. "And she barely glanced in your direc-

ti on because you were right there and closer than arm s
reach, able to hurt her badly if she showed the | east
sign of interest going deeper than plain sex. Now she's
trapped because Serendel and | aren't getting al ong,
and she may even be put into the position of having

to sleep with him Chal, you have to do sonet hi ng!
Htting her with a problemlike that just isn't fair."
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"You have to renmenber how unfair a place the Em

pire really is,"” he answered with a snile for the way

| was sitting straight again, then held up a hand to cut
off the inmedi ate protest | began. "lInky, Lidra cer-
tainly does have a terrible problem but it's nothing
can help her with. If |I work very hard and nanage to
convince her | want her on a nore permanent basis

than the one she's offering, she may cone around to
agreeing to go along with it, but she'll never really
believe it. She has to decide on taking one | ast chance
of letting her own feelings out, and give nme the chance
to respond to them That way she'll be able to accept
what |'moffering, and won't ever have to wonder if
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it's the truth. If | don't make her do that, then we'll
never have anything worthwhile between us."

"Worthwhile," | echoed, wondering how so inno-
cent-sounding a word coul d be responsible for so nmany
difficulties. "And just what do you consider that to
be, Chal? What is it you want happeni ng between you
andLi dr a?"

"I want us to nake a life together," he answered

very sinply, his warm happy smle turning himeven
mor e handsone than usual. "I've always found it very
conveni ent having so many wonen attracted to nme; it

gave nme the chance to | ook carefully for the one

wanted. | was certain | would find her sonme day, and
when | nmet Lidra | knew that sone day had cone. W
share so nmany pastine interests we mght as well be

the sanme person, but our mejor career paths are so

wi dely separated that one can never intrude on the
other. Since she's as brilliant in her field as | amin
m ne, our children will have the potential of being just
about anything they please. Qur house can have two

| abs, one for her, one for ne, and I'Il never have to
worry about her coming into mne to 'straighten a lit-
tle.' There are all sorts of benefits in marrying a highly
intelligent woman, and that's just the best of them"™

By then he was grinning at ne, the joke he'd nmade

trying to turn the situation funny rather than touching,
but | couldn't see it that way. His intentions seened
like the nost wonderful thing I'd ever heard, the son

of romantic drivel you laugh at in books, but can't

quite laugh at in real life. | found nyself envying Lidra
instead of feeling sorry for her, as it seened fairly
clear that Chal had no intentions of letting her get

away. | spent a very short instant wondering what that
woul d be like, and then | smled at him

"I hope it works out the way you want it to," | told
him and | was sure he could see | wasn't just saying
that. "l suppose |'d also better hope now that it doesn't

cone down to ny having to swap Serendel for you
That woul d just make things harder all around."

"Not at all," he said with a continuing grin, begin-
ning to get back to his feet. "The swap m ght be just
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the thing to push Lidra past that blind spot of hers. If

M STS OF THE AGES 155

she wants ny attention while not having to give any-
one el se hers, she'll have to talk to ne. |I'msure she
feels about nme the way | feel about her; all | have to

do nowis get her to admt it."

"All," | repeated with a | augh, watching as he re-
trieved the copper bowl with its blue fire fromthe bed.
"I"'mglad my end of this three-way partnership is the
easy one; the only thing | have to do is get us into a
pl ace people don't want us getting into. Security sys-
tenms are a lot easier to get past than enotional de-
fenses."

"You may be right, but enotional defenses are al
I'"'mequi pped to handle,” he answered with a chuckl e,
then sobered just a little. "And speaking of enptions,
if Serendel wasn't truly sorry for his msjudgnent in
his conversation with you, he ought to | eave the arena
and take up acting. He was trying to make associating
with himeasier for you by evoking faint pity first and
then hunor, but you reacted in a way he wasn't ex-
pecting. He said if he'd known you had the soul of a
femal e gl ad, he wouldn't have worried about your be-
ing afraid of him™"

"Well, he's right about ny not being afraid of

him" | said with a snort, |eaning back agai nst the
pillow again. "As far as the rest of it goes, though,
don't want associating with himnmde any easier. Bot-
tomline is, | don't intend associating with himat all
There's the faint possibility I may have to sleep with
him but that doesn't nmean | have to talk to him"

"I'nky, don't make the m stake of offering hima
chal I enge, " Chal warned, now conpl etely serious.

"He ignores that son of thing from nonconbatants,

but he seens to have classified you differently- If you
annoy himtoo badly, you may find himreacting in the
mental set that makes hima very successful fighter. I|f
you find you need to tal k about that or anything el se,
Just conme to ny room Lidra is next to you on the
right, |I'mbeyond her, and Serendel is beyond ne.

Ri ght now, |1'd better get back to where | belong."

I nodded to show | agreed he'd already been in ny
room | ong enough as far as possible suspicion went,
and once he was gone | was able to | ook down at ny
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hands wi t hout bei ng bothered by soneone who had

obvi ously studied the nental sciences as well as the
bi ol ogi cal ones. | didn't feel unconfortable, exactly,
nmost certainly not where that big fool Serendel was

i nvol ved, but | didn't quite understand what Chal had
meant when he'd said the fighter had classified nme as
other than a nonconbatant. | didn't |ike the sound of
it any nore than | liked the man hinself, and snorted
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out loud at the thought of how solicitous he'd been of
my feelings. | wasn't afraid of himor anyone, and if
I had to prove it there on Joelare the way | had on

G yphon, | woul d.

| sat up to lay the pillow flat, then stretched out,
wondering in annoyed inpatience Just how long a tine
we'd be wasting in "rest.'* If it turned out to be too
long, they'd find themsel ves in possession of a com

pl aint they couldn't sinply gloss over. Having a guest
dyi ng of boredom was very bad press, and if they knew
what was good for themthey'd try hard to avoid it.

Chapter 9

Qur rest tinme was | ong enough for me to fall asleep

for a while, which didn't turn out to be as unwel cone
as |'d thought it would. Wien | woke | had enough

time to stretch confortably while | considered getting
up, and then soft, pleasant mnusic began playing in the
room The nusic went on only |ong enough to wake

me if |'d been asleep, and then a wonan's voi ce an-
nounced that my presence was requested in the dining
room downstairs at ny earliest conveni ence. Once the
voi ce had stopped | wondered very briefly what they
would do if | sinply turned over and went back to
sleep, but I was only curious, not interested in trying
to find out. | yawned and stretched a second tinme, then
got up to use the bat hroom

As expected, even sleeping in the sval k costune

hadn't winkled it. so all |I had to do was throw a little
cold water on ny face and brush ny hair, and then

was ready to go. The hall outside ny door was de-

serted when | wal ked out into it, and | couldn't help
noticing how eerie the fog made everything | ook

There had been just as much fog inside my room but

there had also been a ot nore light and the presence

of wi ndows. For sone reason having fog around when

there were al so wi ndows was | ess disturbing, but I

hadn't any idea why that should be. | raised my head
alittle to showthe fog | wasn't afraid of it either, and
then nmoved deliberately through it toward the stairs

| eadi ng down.

When | reached the | obby it was al so deserted, but
a glowi ng sign hanging in mdair showed an arrow
157
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i ndi cating the dining roomsonmewhere off to the |eft
around the staircase. | wal ked through the fog into the
next room expecting it to be just as enpty as the

| obby, but found instead that the next hovering arrow,
still pointing left, also indicated a group of people.
Qur trusty journey scout Velix stood between Chal and
Serendel, talking to them as he indicated four nen
seated in large, ornate wooden chairs which stood side
by side in front of the wall the two men and Velix
faced. The seated four had | ong white hair and beards,
eyes which glittered even fromwhere | was, and wore
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ankl e-l ength, |ong-sleeved robes that glowed even

more strongly than the lights and signs around us.

None of the four |ooked at the nen who were exam

ining them instead gazing straight ahead while resting
their arms on the chair arms, and as | cane up behind
those who were observing them| was able to hear

what Vel ix was sayi ng.

** .. are the ones you'll be choosing anong for

your personal magicians," the Griddenth told the two
men, sounding very firm "Wether or not there are

ot hers avail abl e makes no difference at all, lord Ser-
endel. These four arc representatives of the avail able
talent, and it's up to you gentlemen to each choose the
one you think will serve you best. You may each ask

one question of any two of them and then you nust
state your choice. Since lord Serendel got down here
first and therefore gets to choose first, lord Chal may
ask his questions first."

"That's your idea of giving me a break?" Chal said
with wy anmusenent, his eyes still npving anong the
four who were seated. "How am | supposed to know
what to ask then?"

"You' re supposed to ask them questions which will
tell you whether or not you want their protection,"
Vel i x answered, |ess wy and nore amused. "Look at
them carefully, renmenber what their purpose will be,
and then choose two to question. | can't be any nore
specific than that, or it won't be fair."

"I'"d consider it fair," Chal came back in a way that
made Serendel chuckle, and then he shook his head.
"Well, if | have to, | suppose | nmight as well get on
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with it. You said to ignore the fact that they don't
seemto be paying attention, and sinply address the
one | want to talk to? All right, then |I'm addressing
you, sir, the gentleman on the extrene left. Wo's the
nmost power ful magi ci an anong you four?"

"I am" the man addressed answered, sounding

consi derably younger than his appearance suggest ed.
He' d answered w thout hesitation, but he hadn't even
gl anced at Chal

"Since | don't get to choose first, maybe | shoul dn't
have asked that question," Chal said. |looking to his
right at Velix with raised brows. "Wat do | do now?"

"I would strongly suggest asking your second ques-
tion," the Giddenth answered, now apparently even
nmore amused. "You don't get involved rmuch with
gamepl ayi ng, do you, lord Chal ?"

"I don't have the spare time nost of it requires,”

Chal said, suspecting the Giddenth was trying to tel

hi m somet hi ng, but not knowi ng what- "I can't think

of anything to ask that would better nmy first try, so all
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I can do is save Serendel the trouble and confirm what
I'"ve already been told. You, sir, second fromthe left.
Who' s the nost powerful nagician anong you four?"

"I am" the second | ong-bearded man answered

with as little hesitation as the first, also sounding
equal ly as positive. He also made no attenpt to | ook
at Chal, but this time Chal was returning the conpli-
nment .

"I''"ll bet I wasted both of ny questions, didn't |?"

he asked Velix as he stared at the Giddenth, sounding
nore excited and enthusiastic than depressed over hav-
ing nmessed up. "It didn't matter that | asked what |
did, because it doesn't help Serendel any nore than it
hel ped ne. Am 1 right?"

"In a way, you certainly are. lord Chal," Velix an-
swered, his wings noving a little with his amusenent.
"At the very least, as far as your own efforts go, you
have wasted your questions. Let's see if |lord Serende
can do any better."

I joined the two of themin |looking at the fighter.
but probably unlike them| was hopi ng he woul d not
do better. For his part Serendel was staring narrow
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eyed at each of the four nagicians, but rather than
sinmply | ooking them over, he seened to be searching
for something in particular. After a mnute or so his
i nspection ended, and a faint snile raised the ends of
that |ong red mustache.

"l believe you said they would all tell the truth, at

| east as far as they see it," he stated to rather than
asked Velix, only glancing at the Giddenth |ong
enough to see his nod of confirmation. "In that case,
I"ll address ny first question to the one here in front
of me, on the far right. After yourself, who's the npst
powerful magician in this group of four?"

"After me, the nost powerful is Jejin,* the man
answered at once, still staring off into space sone-
where but giving nme the distinct inpression he was
begi nning to be anused. Serendel nodded as though
he*d gotten exactly the answer he'd been | ooking for,
and then his eyes noved to one of the ones Chal had
al ready questi oned.

"You, second fromthe left," he said, his tone a
good deal |ess respectful than Chal's had been
"Whi ch one of you four is Jejin?"

"Jejin sits beside ne to ny left," the man an-

swered, and | woul d have put noney on the fact that

he was enjoying hinself as much as the other one had.
Serendel nodded again, this tine with that faint smle
he Iiked so much, and then he was | ooking directly at
Vel i x.
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"Since first choice is mne, that's the one | want,"
he said, calmsatisfaction in the decision. "The one
named Jejin, who | believe is sitting second fromthe
right. Do | have to do anything beyond stating the
choi ce?"

"No, but 1'd say lord Chal is curious as to why you
did it the way you did," Velix answered, his tufted
tail flicking back and forth. "You don't owe him an
answer unless you want to give one, and you certainly
don't have to say anything until he's made a choice of
his own."

"But | can comment if | want to, which it so hap-
pens | do," Serendel sunmed up, then | ooked at his
fellowtourist. "Chal. we were told twice to | ook them
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over, and when | finally heard the hint and foll owed
it, I noticed something interesting. They're all wearing
the sane kind of clothes, but not the sanme quality.
They may all consider their own power the strongest,
but if it isn't so, which it probably isn't, how other
peopl e see themis the nost telling point. The strong-
est will pull down nore wealth than the others, so he
shoul d be dressed better than them | asked who the
second strongest was, got an answer that should nave
been true, then doubl e-checked it agai nst appearances.
The two matched, so | nade ny choice.”

"Damed if you aren't right,"” Chal nuttered, this

time looking at the four nmmgicians w th purpose rather
than aim essly- "The one you picked is better dressed
than any of the other three. And you did get use out
of ny wasted questions, by realizing that they can't
be trusted to speak anything but opinion when it cones
to thenselves. | appreciate the help, ny friend, and
I"lIl use it to choose that one."

Chal pointed to the magician on our far left, the one
he' d spoken to first, the one who, after the fighter's
choice, was dressed in the best quality robe. It cane
to me to wonder if that was how LIl exi an magi ci ans
really had shown off their status spots, with nore na-
terial acquisitions rather than fewer, but | didn't nen-
tion the point- My nenesis seened to have overl ooked
the consideration, and | wouldn't have wanted to bring
it up even if Velix hadn't already started goi ng back
to his take-charge gui dance

"Now that the choosing is taken care of, my |ords,

you and your | adies and your nmgicians are free to

have your neal." the Giddenth said, just short of
purring. "Wen you've finished eating I'll conduct you
all to the nearest palace and its revelries, where you'l
certainly have opportunity to test the wi sdomin your
choi ces of magicians. If you'll follow me?"

The two desi gnated magi ci ans had gotten out of their
chairs to join our little group, and when Velix noved
off to the left |leading Chal and Serendel, they followed
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al ong behind. | hesitated for a nonent, wondering how
Li dra was supposed to find us, then glanced around to
di scover that she already had. She stood a few feet

162
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back from where we'd all been, a phantom of a ghost
inthe swirling fog, an odd, secret snile on her face
as she watched the men noving behind Velix. She

seemed nmore calmy anused than in the grip of the

sort of disturbance Chal had described earlier, and
when she saw ne | ooking at her she actually grinned
and wi nked. If she'd had her copper bow | would

have asked her what she found so funny, but without

it all | could do was join her in adding to the parade
behi nd Vel i x.

The room the magi ci ans had been sitting in was

wi der than it was long, and the doors in the short left-
hand wal | were double with servants to see to their
openi ng. W sailed on through as though we had j ust
bought the place, and once into the next roomwe coul d
see two long tables facing one another across a space

of about ten feet. There were three heavy chairs set at
the outer sides of each table, and a servant stood be-
hi nd each of the six chairs. Velix stopped short of the
tabl es, then nodded toward the one on the right.

"That one is for you and yours, lord Serendel, and

the one to the left is yours, lord Chal," he said, his
head novi ng around as though he were maki ng sure
everything had been set up right. "There will be en-
tertainment during the nmeal, but | woul d advi se using
part of the time for getting acquainted with your newy
acquired nmagicians. 1I'll rejoin you all after you've
eaten.”

He gl anced at the two nmen he'd been talking to,

again giving themthe chance to ask any questions they
nm ght have. then noved off to the far right when they
didn't take himup on the offer. As soon as he was
gone from anmong us, the servants canme forward to

wel come us while deftly herding us to our respective
pl aces, and |I found nyself being seated first, in the
center chair of the right-hand table. Through the fog
coul d see Lidra was being given the sane honor at her
own table, but I still would have nade a fuss if I'd
thought it would do any good. My digestion would

have been considerably inproved if the nagician had
been seated between ne and Serendel instead of to ny
left with the fighter on ny right, but our hosts obvi-
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ously didn't want it like that. Since | hadn't been given
a choice there was nothing | could do but sit back in

the padded, thronelike chair and pretend | was as com
fortable as it's possible to be.

"I feel as if I'mstarving," Serendel said as he set-
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tled hinself in his place, glancing at ne and the na-
gician both. "I haven't eaten since early this norning
on the liner, not even so much as a snack in the car
that brought us here. When was the last tinme you and
the others got sonmething to eat?"

The question he'd put was casual small talk, nothing

of earth-shattering inportance—but al so nothing the
magi ci an coul d be expected to answer. It |ooked like
the conpani on who had been forced on ne was trying

to break the conversational ice, but that sort of thing
isn't hard to get around.

"W all had a snack during Custons inspection,"
answered wi thout even glancing at him then turned

my head to the magician with a smle. "How | ong has

it been since the last tine you were chosen to be the
protector of a visiting House?" | asked as though
really interested. "And are you truly as pleased to be
included in on this neal as you | ook?"

"I"'mdelighted to be included in on this meal, and

as soon as they bring out the food you*ll understand
why," he answered in a |light and easy voice accom
panied by a return snile, apparently all through with
staring off into the distance. "As far as being chosen
as a protector goes, |'mpicked at |east as often as any
of the others, but rarely for so—distingui shed—a

House. | may be putting my foot in it by saying this,
but—am | wong in thinking you don't agree with me

about how nuch of an honor it is?"

He was examining me with guileless, |ight blue

eyes, waiting for an answer to his admttedly bal d-
faced question, nost of his expression hidden behind
that long white beard. | really wasn't rmuch interested
in going into detail on ny dissenting opinion, but
someone el se proved nore than happy to jump in for

ne.

"The lady feels | insulted her," Serendel supplied
in the sane cal mand easy tone that he'd used earlier,
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drawi ng the magi cian's gaze. "All | thought | was

doi ng was soot hi ng the nervousness nany wonen fee

in nmy presence, but apparently she doesn't see it like
that. She's decided | insulted her on purpose, and isn't
interested in hearing any statenents to the—Ah, here
cones the first of the food.*'

He interrupted his own story to watch the approach

of four tray-bearers, three carrying tureens and tiny
cups and spoons, the fourth carrying nine enpty bow s
and ni ne regul ar-si zed spoons. The tureen-bearers put
their burdens down on the far side of the table opposite
us, paying no attention to the golden cloth covering

the table, and with the help of the servants who stood
behi nd our chairs, we very quickly had three tiny cups
standing in front of each of us, sanples of the different
sorts of soup which had been brought. As other ser-
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vants cane by to drop off baskets of nore kinds of
bread than | knew there were, the servant who had
been carrying the bow s stepped in front of the three
soup- nen.

"CGentles, please taste our offerings and indicate

whi ch of themyou find nost pleasing." he said, per-
form ng a general bow that was apparently neant for

us all. "Should you find two or even three equally as

pl easi ng, sinply instruct your personal servant to fetch
you sone of each. Three or none, the choice is, of
course, yours."

He bowed again before going back to his tray, and

the annoyance |1'd been feeling with the fighter sitting
next to nme spread to cover the Msts people al nbst as
thickly. Gving us soup before offering anything nore
substantial wasn't too obvious a ploy to cut our ap-
petites for and possible consunption of nore expen-

sive dishes, and that idea was a perfect kicker to
SerendeFs attenpt at show ng just how unreasonabl e

I was being. If | hadn't realized just how hungry | was
I woul d have ignored the soup sanples the way | was
still ignoring the fighter, but the snells com ng out of
the three tiny sanple cups were just too good to resist.
I knew | had to taste all of them and then |I m ght be
able to get back at Velix's bosses by refusing all three,

After tasting the sanples, the best | could do was
M STS OF THE AGES 165

settle on just one of the three. | couldn't remenber
ever tasting soup that good even at the very expensive
resorts Seero and | had visited over the years, but |
wasn't ready to admit | mght be wong about the scam
the Msts people were trying to run. Seeing the chilled
fruit and cheese and even nore hot baked goods added

to our table let nme stay suspicious, but once they be-
gan bringing out the neats and vegetabl es and gra-

vi es—and wi nes—+ decided | m ght be wi se dropping

all thoughts of a scam W were urged to try as nuch

of as many different dishes as we |iked, and despite
the soup | found I wasn't reluctant to go along with
the suggestions. | felt as though | were eating ten tines
nore than | ever had in ny life, but | enjoyed every
bite without also feeling that I was about to expl ode.
Wen | finally finished | was npbst aware of satisfac-
tion, that and the inpression that | was now prepared
to get on to other things.

"That has to be the best neal |'ve ever eaten,”
Serendel announced once his wi ne gl ass had been re-
filled for the twentieth time, a pleasant nod of thanks
for the servant who had poured. There hadn't been any
conversation while the food had held our attention, but
there had been nusic as well as dancers who spun
gracefully between the tables. The dancers had been
nmostly femal e, which was probably why I'd had the
opportunity of noticing howlittle the nagician had
eaten in conparison to the fighter. Qur bearded friend
hadn't been shy about hel ping hinsel f, but even ny
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capacity had been greater than his. | wondered if the
di fference neant anything, but couldn't think of any
way it mght.

"There's never any stinting when it cones to a feast

of greeting," the magician—ejin, that was his name-
said in answer, his own wine glass still nore than half
full and close to his hand. "You won't go hungry in

any of the Msts, but this one is far and away the best.
Before the nmeal, lord Serendel, you were saying somne-
thi ng about many wonen bei ng nervous in your pres-

ence. | think you understand there are certain things
can't nention here and now, but with those things in

m nd even though absent fromtongue, | nust confess
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I don't understand why that would be. | should think
you would find it the conplete opposite.™

"Most people think it's the conplete opposite," the
gl ad answered, faint anusenent in the gray gaze he
rested on Jejin, his body relaxed back in its chair ex-
cept for the hand that gently swiried the wine inits
gl ass prison. "There are enough amateur wi gglers and
hot crazies around to give that inpression, but you
can't lunp themin under the general heading of
"wonen.' They may be fenmale, but they' re not inter-
ested in what you might want to say to them only in
what you can do for them in bed or in supplying pres-
tige. Those who can be |isted under the heading of
wonen are capabl e of occasionally doi ng somnet hing
really unusual, Uke carrying on an intelligent conver-
sation.'*

The dryness in his voice made Jejin chuckle, but I
was busy paying nore attention to the newest dancers
performng in the space between the tables. One male
and one fermale they were, and their costumes were
definitely on the skinpy side

"Yes, nmen of action aren't supposed to be inter-

ested in sonething as unusual as conversation," the
magi ci an agreed, his appreciation of the coment stil
clear. * 'Sonme observers seemto be afraid that if they're
all oned that, the next things they might take an inter-
est in could be the unthinkable real ns of poetry or

music or literature. | can see that, but what | can't see
is why you nmintain wonmen are nervous in your pres-

ence, |s conversation with you considered that nuch

of a danger?"

"You forget it's not supposed to be conversation

that |"'minterested in," Serendel returned, just short
of sounding like a martyr. "A wonan finds herself

face to face with ne, suddenly renenbers all those

thi ngs everyone 'knows' are tne about people |ike ne,
and that's the end of any chance at conversation. Calm
friendliness changes so fast to nervous tension that
you' d need an open lens to catch the action, and al
because they're afraid | won't be able to keep from
attacking them"
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"And nmen say women aren't perceptive," | mnur-
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mured to nyself, still keeping nmy eyes and attention
on the dancers. | knew | shouldn't have cut the hook
fromthe dangling fishing line, but the tenptation had
been too heavy to resist, | was supposed to have been
filling up with pity for the poor little m sunderstood

fighter, but it hadn't quite worked out that way. | un-
derstood himbetter than he knew, and if he deci ded

to argue | could always cite Chal as ny authority.

Rat her than argunent a |lot of silence came fromny
right, and then there was a throat-clearing sound from

my left.

"l beg your pardon, my |lady, but are you saying

you agree with those who judge fromnothing but idle
gossi p?" Jejin asked, his tone a good deal nore dip-
|l omatic than his words. "Wre you afraid |ord Ser-
endel would attack you before you and he began

ar gui ng?"

"I was never 'afraid of anything in connection with

|l ord Serendel,"” | cane back, shifting in ny chair as

gl anced at the bearded man in annoyance. "It so hap-

pens | don't believe in being afraid of things, or people
either for that matter. If all your friend wanted out of
me was a little conversation, why was he so interested

in choosing the strongest mmgician avail able? Is that
what 'lords' win in this section of the Msts, the right
to talk to the lady of their choice?"

"If that's what woul d pl ease them nost,"Jejin be-

gan to say in counterargunment, nmaking it sound no

nore than reasonabl e and to be expected, but that was
as far as he got. A sound like the hissing of vexation
through teeth cane fromny right, and then | had un-
expected support on ny side of the di sagreenent.

"The lady is absolutely right, Jejin," Serendel said
in what was neariy a grow, drawing nmy attention as
well as the magician's. "All | want fromher is the
use of her body, and that's what | intend getting. Wat
do | have to know or do, to be sure no one succeeds

in claimng her fromme?"

"You have very little nore to do than has al ready

been done," the bearded man said with the faintest of
hesitations while | glared at the m serable beast of a
fighter. "If you' re challenged by another |ord, you
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sinmply order nme to protect what's yours. |If ny powers
are stronger than those of the nmagician | go up against,
you win. If they aren't, you |ose."

"Can't you tell beforehand which of you is
stronger?" the fighter demanded, conpletely ignoring
the way | was | ooking at him "Haven't you been here
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| ong enough to have been tested against nost if not al
of the others?"

"It doesn't work that way," Jejin answered, shift-

ing just a little under the cold gray stare he was get-
ting. "The magicians here conme in grades of ability,

and if your original choice is soneone fromthe | ow

est grades, you might as well give up the idea of wn-
ni ng agai nst anyone of higher ability. If your choice
brings you someone of high ability, that in itself should
guar ant ee success in nost cases. The only time diffi-
culty arises is when your challenger's magician is of
the sane caliber as your own. There's al ways uncer-
tainty when two naster magici ans face one anot her,

so the meetings are usually governed by pure chance-

But that's a circunstance covering the neeting of
equal s, which only happens occasionally. It really isn't
worth getting too upset about."

By that tinme the bearded man's voice was nearly
trenbling, and the sweat beaded on his forehead wasn't
bei ng caused by the cl oseness of the room He was
obviously required to tell Serendel just what he had
been telling him but what the fighter wanted to hear
was how he could win, not the reasons why he night

| ose.

"Then maybe we can find sonething | should get

upset about," he said in that same near-growl, his eyes
refusing to turn Jejin loose. "That |ist of grades we
were just discussing—en what part of the list does your
nanme appear ?"

"I 4" mthe strongest magician of themall," the

man nmunbl ed in the faintest of voices, close to being
terrified at having to give an answer that was obviously
required of him Serendel's head went up when he

heard it, those gray eyes growi ng even col der, but I'd
had enough of that nonsense.

"Stop it!" | snapped to the fighter, the anger in ny
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voi ce enough to finally get his attention. "Can't you

see you're not supposed to find out how good or bad

he is until after the first chall enge? And where the hel

do you cone off giving hima hard tinme? It wasn't his

idea to be chosen, it was yours! If you' re mad at me

and | ooking to start a fight because of it, start the fight
with me, not some innocent bystander! | said | wasn't
afraid of you, and I nmeant it!"

"Yes, you did say that, didn't you?" he nurnured,
nost of the col dness gone fromhis eyes as he | eaned

back to stare at ne. "It obviously slipped ny m nd

that you have the soul of a female glad, but 1'll try not
to let it happen again. And for the second tine, the
|lady is absolutely right, Jejin. | was taking ny nad at

her out on you, and | apol ogi ze. None of this stupidity
is any fault of yours."
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"Thank you for understanding that, |ord Serendel,k"

the magi ci an answered, vast relief in the words. "The
expl anations we're required to give are designed to
keep guests in eager suspense, but it's clear they
weren't anticipating guests like yourself. And ny nost
heartfelt thanks to you, lady Dalisse, for interceding
on ny behalf. I"'mafraid nmy bravery isn't quite on a
par with yours."

"Don't tell nme you're someone who believes all that

i dl e gossip about how untrustworthy fighters are?"
asked with inch-thick innocence, turning nmy head in
time to see the nmagician flinch over having his own
words fed back to him "Don't you know they're nen

of iron self-control, who have absolutely no need of
the handlers it's been suggested they shouldn't be al-
|l owed to wal k around wi thout? Were you afraid of the
man before he started flexing a bad tenper in your

di rection?"

"OfF course he was afraid of ne," the fighter an-

swered for Jejin in a very neutral way, the ghost of
guilty agreenment flashing briefly in the bearded man's
eyes. "Everyone with sense is afraid of a man—er
worman—whose career is based on the ability to kill

Any other reaction is the result of never having thought
the thing through. But don't forget, Jejin, it wasn't
bravery that made her defend you. Wthout fear brav-
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ery isn't possible, and she isn't afraid of me. And you
shoul d al so know t hat she prefers her nicknanme, so
pl ease don't call her lady Dalisse. Call her |ady

Smudge. "

"That's Inky, not Snudge," | said with a grow of

my own, turning again to send daggers toward the big
fool. "Don't pretend you don't know that, because |

heard you being corrected once before. And in any
event, what the nane is or isn't doesn't concern you
My nicknane is reserved for the use of friends, and
you don't happen to qualify."

"Why are you acting so outraged?" he asked with

brows raised high, the innocent child being unjustly
accused. "Didn't you just now say that if | wanted to
start a fight, you were the one | ought to be starting it
with? Don't you consider being insulted a good way

to start a fight?"

"Ch, it's a wonderful way," | agreed as | seethed,
hating the grin he couldn't quite swall owhrot to nen-
tion the chuckling Jejin was doing. "The only probl em

| can see is that it isn't quite fair on ny end. There
are so many things about you open to coment, |'m
havi ng troubl e deciding which to use first. Mybe

ought to settle for asking how you can speak so clearly
with your foot constantly in your nmouth. If you doubt
the contention, just remenber how nany times you' ve

had to apol ogi ze over the last few days."
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"At least |I'mbright enough to recognize those tines
apology is called for," he came back as he straight-
ened in his chair, a good deal of his amusenment having
di ssolved. "That's nore than can be said for other
people at this table, specifically other fenmale people.
You ..."

"My lords and | adies, may | have your attention

pl ease, " a voice suddenly cane to interrupt the fighter
and | reluctantly | ooked away fromthe argunent to

see Velix standing in the space between the tables, a

repl acenent for the dancers | hadn't seen |leave. "If
you're all quite finished with your nmeal, we can | eave
for the palace now. N bbles and drinks will also be

avail abl e there, and | have transportati on outside be-
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fitting those of your station. Please rise now and fol -

| ow me. "

"Just a minute," | called as | stood, naking no

effort to look at the fighter again. "ls that transporta-
tion one of your ironclad requirenments, or is it possible
to wal k off part of that meal | just swallowed? |I'm not
worried about getting lost in the fog. If | have to ride
in anything right now, it's nmuch nore likely I'Il have

being sick to worry about."

Most especially fromthe conpany, | added to ny-

self as Velix paused, wishing | could read the Gid-
denth's expression. If he refused ny request and

ended up anywhere near Serendel in whatever we were
supposed to ride in, everyone else was in danger of
endi ng up knee-deep in spilled blood. Lidra wasn't the
only one who had nanaged to smuggl e sonet hi ng past
Custons and the cl ot hes change, and another five m n-
utes of arguing with that stupid gl ad woul d guarant ee
everyone's finding out just what that sonething was.
Serendel and Jejin got to their feet the way the three
people at the other table did, and Velix | ooked around
at us all before performng a gesture that was very like

a shrug.

"I meant to nmention this once we'd reached the

| obby, but since the point has been raised I mght as
well go into it now, " he said, sounding cal mand un-

di sturbed. "It so happens you do have the choice of
wal ki ng, but not through the heavy mists in the street.
Anyone not thoroughly famliar with this area couldn't
hel p getting lost, that's why another route was pre-
pared. It reaches the palace by nmeans of an under-
ground passage, and al though the passageway isn't

used very often, it's not really possible to becone | ost
init. |, unfortunately, nust stay aboveground with the
transportation, but any of you wi shing to use the pas-
sageway may certainly do so."

"Then that works out really well," | said before
anyone else could junmp in. "You'll go along with ny
fellow travelers in the transportation, and I'l|l have the
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passageway and a little time to nyself. Every now and
then | need to be alone, and this seens the perfect
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opportunity to satisfy the need. No one objects,
hope?"

I'"d tried nmaking the request sound |ike sweet reason
incarnate, primarily to have a strong basis for protest
if the m ghty Serendel decided to open his mghty

mouth in disagreenent. |1'd stated a need and had asked
for everyone's help in seeing to it; if the fighter tried
argui ng he woul d be the unreasonabl e one, and his
suitability as an acceptabl e conpani on woul d begin
losing all those legs it had been standing on. | waited
with a friendly smle on ny face, not really | ooking at
the way Chal and Lidra exchanged a silent glance, and
then Velix gave that sort-of shrug again.

"Apparently no one does object," he said, delib-
erately | ooking around as he said it. "The passageway
is all yours then, and we'll neet again when you reach
the palace. W'll all walk to the | obby together, and
then go our separate ways."

The servants pulled the chairs out of everyone's way
to make it easier to leave the tables, and | followed
after Velix w thout even a single glance behind ne.

As | passed Jejin, | noticed a faint frown on his face.
but | didn't ask himthe reason for it and he didn't
vol unteer any data. | was too delighted at the thought

of getting away fromthat glad to wonder why the ma-
gi ci an was unhappy, and then it occurred to ne our

reasons mght be exactly the same. | was happy to get
away even for a little while, but that neant Jejin would
be all alone with Serendel until | rejoined them If he

was as afraid of the fighter as he'd clained to be, ny
not being there as a buffer would nake the tinme a good
deal less than pleasant for him

Getting back to the | obby didn't take very long, and
we hadn't gone nore than a couple of steps before
Vel i x stopped and turned to | ook at ne.

"Qur transportation lies through the doors straight
ahead, the doors you all cane in by," he said, ges-
turing behind hinself with his head. "Your point of
departure, dear lady, lies behind you to your left,
through that portal. A servant will be here in a nonent
to open it for you."

I wondered why | needed anyone to open a door for
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me, but once 1'd turned to |l ook | began to understand.
Portal Velix had called it and portal it was, a heavy,
met al - bound wooden door that had a large ring of neta
on the left, halfway up. If | wasn't mstaken, it was
the thick ring that was used to open the door, and with
the swirls of mst all around it it really did | ook as
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though it hadn't been opened in a while. | wasn't ac-
tually beginning to have second t houghts about going

t hrough the door, not with the alternative being what
it was, but the arrival of two big nmen ended the tine
| had even to toy with the consideration

"Very good, nen, just as pronpt as ever," Velix

said to the new arrivals, watching themwal k to the
door. "There's only one to go through this tinme, and
then you can close it again."

"Close it again?" | asked as the two nmen put hands

to the ring and shoulders to the wood, then began
pushing with all their strength. "You nean you're just
goi ng to—el ose that behind ne?"

"Well, of course,” Velix said with an indul gent

chuckl e, his bright, dark eyes faintly anused, "W

can't very well leave it open, not with the nunber of

ot her guests around. W really do need to keep track

of all of you for safety's sake, and if we left that door
open, half our charges woul d di sappear through it, just
to find out if it really does go where we say it goes.
Surely you can appreciate the problem"”

"Surely." | said in a voice that sounded very hol -

lowto ne, which is why | said no nore than the single
word. | hadn't known | was going to be cl osed behind

a door | had no chance of opening again, but it was

much too late to back out by refusing to go. |I'd | ook
and feel like a conplete idiot, and | knew I'd rather

die than give Serendel the satisfaction of that. 1'd just
wal k as fast as | could until | got to the other end of

the passageway, and then it would all be behind ne.

"When you reach the pal ace, the servants there, sta-
tioned inside the portal, will open it for you,** Velix
said, his tail nmoving in sharp arcs in contrast to the
snoot hness of his tone. "l believe the opening is wde
enough for you to fit through rather easily now. "

He et the sentence trail off as he npved cl oser to
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exam ne the efforts of the two men, and when | nade
nmyself follow | could see he was right. They'd pushed
the door nore than hal fway open, and behind it and
them | could see m st-shrouded stairs that trended
downward. Through the fog | could al so see the faint
glow of intermttent light, which nmeant there was no
reason includi ng dangerous dark to keep ne from get-
ting started. My lips felt the least bit dry when ny
tongue wet them but then | realized there was really
not hing to be nervous about. | was being sent through
that door in front of wtnesses, so if anything hap-
pened to ne the Msts people would be liable. It was
like crossing a street in the mddle of ground traffic;

no matter how badly the drivers wanted to hit you
none of themwould or their insurance would go up.
was safe and | knewit, so | sinply stepped through
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t he opening without the slightest worry.
Chapter 10

The lack of worry lasted until that inpossible door was
pulled slowy and silently shut behind nme, then the

| ack of worry became conspi cuously absent. The back

of the door was conpletely snmoboth, with nothing for
anyone without talons like Velix's to get a grip on,
and sonehow it seened out of character for the thing

to have opened and cl osed wi thout naking a sound.

By rights there should have been the eerie scream of
protesting hinges, much |like the npaning cries of |ost,
tormented soul s

"Are you conpletely out of your mnd, or just a

little on the weird side?" | demanded in a hiss, talking
to nyself the way | deserved to be talked to. "If you

do any nmore of that, you'll be having hysterics even

bef ore you' ve gone down the stairs! | thought you were
supposed to be the one who wasn't afraid of things."

I conceded that an excellent point had been nade,

then took a deep breath and | ooked around a little
more. Between the fog and the plain, stonelike mate-
rial of walls, steps and ceiling, there wasn't much of
anything to see, so | sinply started goi ng down the
stairs.

By the tinme | reached the bottomof the flight, | was
certain I'd gone lower than the |level of the transpor-
tation systemthat had brought us to that section of
the M sts. The descent had been | ong, tedious, dizzy-
maki ng, boring—but it hadn't been hard on ne phys-
ically even when I'd junped down one section of ne

steps. |1'd done the junping because |'d been curious
about what the steps were nade of, which wasn't stone
175
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even though it | ooked like it. The material was unex-
pectedly springy while still being very firm and the
sharp edges of the steps were anything but sharp. It
came to nme that | probably couldn't hurt nyself on the

stuff even if | tried, and when | | ooked nore closely
at the walls | saw they were made of the sane mate-
rial. | realized the Msts people really were being cau-

tious about my safety, and after that felt a | ot better
about conti nui ng down.

The ever-present fog didn't thin at the bottomthe

way |'d been hoping it would, but the passageway |
found before ne was w de enough and al nost wel | -
enough Iit to nake that a mnor problem As | began
wal king | noticed there wasn't a sound anywhere,

not hing but the very soft, very faint scuff of ny san-
dal s agai nst the not-stone of the passageway fl oor
Even right on top of it | could barely hear it, and that
gave ne an odd sense of being absolutely al one. The

t hought was di sturbing, and | didn't understand why
that should be. I'd been al one before, nost especially
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on strokings, but 1'd never felt the way | did right
t hen.

The only thing | could do about the feeling was

shrug, so | shrugged and just kept going. The pas-
sageway took me straight ahead for a while, and then

it began curving first right, then left, then right again.
After another few minutes it was a toss-up as to which
way the curve would go, and that no matter which way

the previous curve had gone. | wasn"t conpletely sure,

but | was beginning to think the light was a little less
than it had been, and the passageway wal |l s | ooked

somehow different. The fog hung too thick around the
walls for me to see themat all easily, but | was sure
there was somet hing different about them If I'd

stopped to exam ne them | m ght have found out what,

but I didn't stop. | just kept going while trying to | ook
everywhere at once

"This is stupid,” | whispered to nyself, the words
coming out with a lot less sound than I'd wanted them
to have. "There's nothing here, not even a shadow.

Way are you so nervous?"

I woul d have enjoyed being able to answer that
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question, but | couldn't think of an answer. The fog
was just as warmand dry as it had been all along, but
it seemed to be threatening to go chill and dank at any
monent. The mst-diffused light was trying to hide the
fact that it was slowy fading, the walls were sneakily
changing in sone way, and even though |I'd been try-

ing not to admt it, | thought | heard small sounds both
behi nd and ahead of ne where there had been nothing

but silence earlier. Velix had said the passageway
wasn't used very often, but although it had felt enpty
when |'d first begun wal king, it didn't feel that way
any longer, | knew sonething was down there with

me, | just didn't know what.

"And wouldn't it be nice if we could keep it like
that," | nuttered to nyself, still |ooking around at
fog-covered nothing. |If the passageway was usually
enpty, sonething could have noved in and nade the

area its hone; it was possible the stretch had been
safe, but now no |onger was. | |ooked around again,
remenbered that one of the reasons the S.|I. had sent
me to that world was to keep nme away fromtraps that
had been set and waiting, and al nost | aughed. There
wasn't a day or night | wouldn't have preferred facing
Twi House traps to what was right then in front of ne,
but it was nuch too late to make that sort of a choice.

The urge to laugh didn't last any time at all, espe-
cially once 1'd turned the sharpest bend yet and found
something like a fairly large roombeyond it. To be
honest it was nore of a chanber than a room circular,
compl etely undecorated, fog-blurred not-stone with an
archway | eading out of it again on the far side.
stopped just inside the entrance archway to | ook
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around, but the curving walls to left and right were too
obscured by the mist for anything but vague outlines

to be seen. | decided it nust have been neant as a rest
area for those using the passageway, and m ght even

have confortabl e benches near the walls for anyone

who wanted to sit down and rest a while. Since sitting

and rel axing was the last thing | wanted to do, | began
crossing the area to the only other way out of there.
suppose if |'d stopped to think about it. | would have
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realized that that was the perfect tine and place for
the lights to go out.

I froze alnost in nidstride in the thick, om nous

bl ackness, ny heart thudding so loud | would have

nm ssed the sound of a ten-foot-tall behenmoth charging
at me, ny imgination i mediately sending a | ot nore
than one of themin nmy direction. | was even sure there
were ot her things creeping at nme, and that thought was
much worse than the idea of being charged. How al

those attackers were supposed to see ne in mat end-

| ess, envel opi ng dark was beside the point; things |ike
that never had trouble finding their victins in the dark,
sonet hi ng everybody knew. | was sure | heard faint
sounds all around ne, and if | hadn't been beyond
movenent of any son, | would have trenbled |ike

sonmeone trying to stand upright in an earthquake.

That was when the lights cane on again, too faint

to be anywhere near the level | wanted, but at |east a
thousand tinmes better than absolute dark. It couldn't
have been nore than a minute that |'d been without
light, but while it was happening it had felt |ike ages
and eons and time without end. | forced sonme spittle
down ny very dry throat, so relieved to find nothing

in creeping distance that the feeling was indescribable,
my mind grabbing wildly at die thought that the |oss

of light had only been a brief, neaningless, power

out age. Nothing sinister, nothing trying to get ne—
and then | finally | ooked up to see what had become

of the previously solid walls.

"That's not possible," | breathed as | |ooked fran-
tically around, but it wasn't just possible, it had al-
ready happened. |nstead of one archway | eading into
the room and one | eading out, the walls were now
covered with archways, sone |it, sone as black as the
darkness 1'd so recently been through. The passage-
ways | could see were riddled with crevasses and

openi ngs, places where anything or anyone could |urk
unseen, none of themas snooth-walled as what |'d

wal ked past to get there. | didn't know which way |I'd
come in, couldn't tell which passageway | ed out again,
but knew beyond the faintest doubt that if |I chose the
wong one |'d deeply regret it.
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And then | heard a sound | wasn't at all unsure

about, a sound that froze the blood in ny veins and
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al nrost brought a whinper to nmy throat. Sonething

was noving in the darkest passageway to my right.

sonet hing that shuffled and dragged part of itself,
sonething that breathed with a gargling, burbling

sound, sonething that was definitely conming toward

the chanber | stood in. Dizziness swept over ne, and

the need to be violently sick, and it was all | could do
to funble out the tiny pal mdagger | had sheathed high
up on ny right thigh. The weapon was too small to be
useful agai nst anything but people, which nmeant it

woul d be no help at all agai nst whatever was com ng

out of the passageway. | held the usel ess dagger in a
fist of whitened knuckl es, and began backi ng away
fromthe passageway w thout light. | backed three

steps, four steps, still seeing nothing in that dark, only
hearing it—and then | backed into sonething that was
definitely not a wall.

At that noment quite a lot of me was ready to pass

out, but what was left refused to do anything that su-
icidal. I may have screanmed as | whirled around, but

I certainly brought the pal mdagger around with me,
sweeping up at the belly of whatever mght be there.

It was one of the novenents |'d been carefully taught,

a crippling swipe even if it failed to be lethal, but the
bl ow, never | anded. A thought-fast hand w apped

around my wrist, stopping the attack cold, and then

was staring stupidly up into the face of the fighter Ser-
endel

"l know you said you wanted to be alone," he

drawl ed, "but | didn't think you'd go to these |engths
to be sure you were. If | let you go, will you put that
thing back where it canme fronP"

Hi s gl ance was for the pal mdagger, and | realized

he was one of the very few people who had seen it

who didn't consider it a harmess toy. I'd found it
possi ble nore than once to say it was a nail file, but
the ones who had believed that weren't professiona

gl ads. The one who was still had his fingers closed
tight around ny wist, undoubtedly waiting for ne to
agree to his offer, but that wasn't going to happen.
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"I"'mnot putting it away until |I'mout of here,"

sai d, the words unbelievably steady in conparison with
how | felt. "There's sonething heading this way from
that darkened passage, and if you think I'mgoing to
meet it enptyhanded, you're out of your mnd."

"What do you nean, 'sonething' heading this

way?" he asked with a frown, his eyes and attention

i medi ately on the section of roomI|'d nmentioned. "If
Acre's anyone there it has to be one of the Msts peo-
ple, but | don't hear or see a thing. Are you sure you
didn't imagine it?"

"My imaginati on nost prefers supplying horrors
wi t hout adding details,"” | answered, pulling ny hand
out of his |loosened grip before turning to eye the guilty
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passageway. "What | heard noving along in there may
have been imagination, but it certainly wasn't mne.

And now that you nention it, | don't hear it anynore
either."
**|t probably decided to take its stroll in a different

direction, one where it would run less of a risk of
getting sliced info strips,"” he said, a faint anmusenent
now in his voice. "If I'd knowmn you were that wel
armed, | mght not have started that insult exchange.
Femal e gl ads can be pushed only to a certain point,

and then they' |l use whatever they m ght be carrying.”

"I'"'mnot a female glad,” | told himsourly, giving
hi mno nore than a glance. "And don't bother trying
to pretend you're afraid of me with a weapon in ny
hand. | saw just how afraid you were when | acciden-
tally attacked you. What are you doi ng here?"

"I'"'mwal king to the pal ace," he answered, making

it sound absolutely usual and routine. "I was in no
more of a mood to ride than you were, but | felt 1'd
crowded you enough for one day. | waited until you
were well on your way before having them open that

door again, and then | started out. | really didn't ex-
pect to neet you on the way, but | can't say |'mdis-
appointed that | did."

I 1 ooked over at himthen, to see the very open,
frank and sincere expression he wore. None of it was
overdone or in any way phony-1ooking, but for sone
reason | didn't believe him H's gray eyes rested on
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me with easy unconcern, which just seened to add to
all the rest.

"You enjoy arguing so nuch you're happy you

caught up to nme?" | asked, wondering if it was ny
previ ous annoyance that was maki ng ne so suspi ci ous.
"Now | know why you becanme a fighter. You nust
consider being in the arena the ultimte party.'*

"It keeps ne out of barroombraw s," he offered

with a faint grin, his long red nustache noving with
his lips. "And it isn't the prospect of nobre argunent
that makes ne happy to see you. Don't forget that I'm
after your body."

My first response to that was to cone back with

sonet hing smart, but despite being able to think of any
nunber of things to say, | sonmehow couldn't bring
myself to say them Even if the accusation |'d nmade

was true, it was hardly so unusual and despicable a
thing that 1'd had to make it sound |ike perversion. As
far as females went, | wasn't too close to being an
eyesore, which nmeant nost healthy nal es | ooked at

me with one and the sane idea. It wasn't a novel con-
cept, it certainly wasn't insulting, and | had the dis-
tinct inpression that if Seero had been around to hear
me say what | had, his anger woul d not have been
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aimed at Serendel. | found nyself hoping it was too
dimin that place for the warnth in ny cheeks to show,
but just in case | found an excuse to turn away from
the fighter.

"Have you any idea which of those passageways is

the right one to use?" | asked, very busily exam ning
the archways in question. "Wen | first got here there
was only a single way out, but now !l can't tell which
one it was."

"I have the feeling this place was originally sup-

posed to be part of the show, but so few people went

for it they decided to turn it off," he said, nmaking no
further nention of the subject |'d avoi ded so grace-
fully. "The first part of the walk was so boring

thought 1'd fall asleep on ny feet, and then everything
suddenly changed. Maybe they realized they'd forgot-

ten to turn on the special effects, and decided to go
along with 'Better late than never,' If that's true, then
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it doesn't rmuch matter which passageway we take.
They should all lead to the sane place."

"What kind of 'show could they be putting on?"
asked, confused and faintly disturbed. Just before
reachi ng the chanber | renenbered thinking the walls
of the passage | ooked different, but hadn't been able
to figure out different in what way. If Serendel was
right—and it was hard to argue the point—then the
difference in the walls neant they were supposed to
change. "What could they have in mnd that this sort
of special effects would be called for?' *

"They're probably trying to make us think we have

to hunt for the way out," he answered, |ooking around
with faint amusenent. "You know, nake the right

choi ce or wander around forever. Some of those pas-
sageways nay nmeke the walk a little longer, but I'm
sure they all lead to the palace eventually. Wy don't
you choose one, and we'll see if I'mright."

"As long as there's light, | don't care one way or

the other," | said, frowning at the choices he'd given
me. "This place renminds nme a little too nmuch of a
certain section of the wilds on G yphon. How about

t hat one?"

"That one it is," he agreed, beginning to walk with
me toward the passageway |'d pointed to, but he was
suddenly giving me nore attention than the direction
in which we were going. "You' ve been through the
wilds on Gyphon? | was there nyself once, so | think
you'll know |I'm not joking when | say |'minpressed.
It isn't a place for tourists.”

"Well, nmost of it wasn't all that bad," | said, for
sonme reason enbarrassed by how serious he sounded,

finding it easier watching the passage we were about
to enter than looking up at him "W had a coupl e of
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gui des who had as nmuch experience with the area as

it's possible to get and they were both well-arnmed, so

the trouble was kept to a mnimum The worst part

was goi ng through the nmountain caverns to get to the

other side of the range; that was where we | ost one of

the guides, and the rest of us weren't sure we 'd nake

it either. If it was possible to fly in rather than needing
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to go overiand on wheels or on foot—but of course
they won't allow that."

"Not when you never know who'll be taken over

and who won't be," he agreed, distaste now coloring

his tone. "They told ne pilots have al nost no chance

of resisting the nental attack, even if they' ve gone in
on foot before with nothing happening. The mnuties

hate each other as nmuch as they hate hunmanki nd, but

they apparently band together if there's a chance of
getting an air vehicle. I'mtold as soon as they get one,
they crash it in the mddle of one of the cities."

"It had to happen three times before the planetary
officials got the idea and banned air traffic into the
area," | said, spending only a little disgust on people
who' d been dead even before |'d been born. "The

pl anet was settled because the nuties |ived nowhere

but in the wilds, but they should have expected trouble
when they found it inpossible to sign treaties or agree-
ments with any of them | suppose they were feeling

too superior and advanced to worry about trouble, so
people had to pay with their lives before they under-
stood nore advanced doesn't mean indestructible. |

hate stupidity like that, but it seens to be the comon
curse of humans everywhere,"

"Which is one of the reasons why | |ike the way ny
honme pl anet sees to the problem" he said, dividing

his gl ance between ne and the crevasses and fol ds of
the walls we were passing. "No matter what you want

to do on Rober Tay, you have to prove you're the best
one for the job. Not that you want the job nore than
anyone el se, but that you're also the best. If you want
to work in the governnent, you and your opponent or
opponents don't run for election, you all do the job
for a year in sinmulation by interactive conputer pro-
grams, facing the same problens actually faced by the
one who is doing the job. If one of your nobves is so
wild and brainless it leads to a crisis, you' re imedi-
ately disqualified. If all you do is play it safe by taking
no chances not backed by precedent, you're disquali-
fied. You have to show i nagi nation and ability, oth-
erwi se you have no business involving yourself in other
people's lives."
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"Gryphon isn't quite that advanced," | said, decid-
ing | liked the way his planet did it. "CQur people stil
think it's possible to make an unknown stranger into a
good | eader by pushing a lever in a voting nmachine.
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O by taking the word of his or her party as to how
conpetent the candidate is. After all the times they
got duds instead of doers, you'd think they'd have

| earned their |esson."

"Change is the hardest thing for people to accept,"”

he said, sounding a good deal nore tolerant than | was
feeling. "The established way of doi ng somet hing

m ght not be the best way, but what guarantee is there
that a new way won't be a | ot worse? You have to be

in a position where nothing could be worse than what
you have, and then change becomes the best of all
options. Not the npbst eagerly accepted, just the best."

"You know, that's very deep,” | said with a snall

| augh, looking up to his face where he wal ked besi de
me. "You sound nore |ike a philosopher or a psy-

chol ogi st than a—

"Than a m ndl ess, bloodthirsty glad?" he finished

when | didn't, nore anusenent in himthan anything

el se. For ny part | was back to being painfully em
barrassed, but silently cursing the big, flapping nouth
I conme equipped with didn't call the words back. It

al so didn't help ne understand why he wasn't feeling
insulted, as he had every right to be.

"Despite a lot of people's opinions to the contrary,
there really is no | aw that keeps a fighter from being
able to think," he went on, his grin wider than it had
been, probably because of whatever ny expression was
like. "I wasn't forced into becomng a glad, | made
the career choice as soon as | was old enough to un-
derstand what the choice entailed. It was a field that
suited my tenperanent perfectly, one that kept me
fromending up fighting society instead of other bom
fighters like nyself. | began training when | was very
young, just the way everyone on ny worid is encour-
aged to do even if they never intend going near an
arena, but that doesn't nean | stopped going to school
I enjoyed school almpbst as much as | enjoyed training,
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and | like to believe | may have stopped goi ng now.
but | haven't stopped | earning."

"Maybe there's a | aw keeping me fromthinking,"

| suggested, feeling even worse than | had earlier. "It
m ght not be an excuse for the way |'ve been behav-
ing, but at least it would be a reason."

"I can think of a better reason than that," he said
with a chuckle, accepting ny halfhearted and fully

i nadequat e apol ogy as though it been perfect instead.
"Al'l those people who kept telling you how wonderfu

I was—they turned the mistake | nmade into a crine of
gigantic proportions. If they'd left you al one, you
woul d have seen for yourself that I'd just been stupid
in nmy estimation of you. Instead of that they kept try-
ing to insist | was too marvel ous to do anythi ng wong,
whi ch you knew dammed well was a lie. And you don't
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i ke having people telling you who to associate wth,
do you."

The last was a statenment rather than a question, those
gray eyes still faintly amused as they | ooked down at
me. | could see he was sharing a joke rather than

| aughing at ne, and | couldn't help smling nyself.

"No, as a matter of fact | don't |ike having people
telling nme who to associate with," | agreed. "And I|'|
bet you paid a lot of attention in school to courses on
psychol ogy. An awful lot."

"Enough to know when it becones tine to keep

quiet'," he said as he | aughed, understandi ng i me-
diately that I'd caught himtrying to play me again.
"Let's see if there's any nore to their show than mak-
ing us think that we're lost."

The suggestion was a very sensible one, so we both
began putting it into effect. The passageway we wal ked
al ong al nost seenmed to be hovering nenacingly, but
with the presence of someone there besides myself, the
menace wasn't as—aenaci ng—as it had been. | grudg-

i ngly sheat hed ny pal m dagger and we wal ked on

through the fog for a while, followi ng the twi sts and
turns of the passageway, and then Serendel said sone-
thing or other that was no nore than conversational .
know | answered himin a way that made hi m chuckl e

and say something else, but | really wasn't paying at-
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tention to the chit-chat. |I'd begun hearing snall noises
fromsonme of the openings in the walls we were pass-

ing, but | couldn't tell what they were. Very soft noises
that stop as soon as you try listening to them are an-
noying, but in a place like that they' re sonething el se
as wel | .

"You're not listening to nme, are you?" Serendel

said abruptly, but his voice was filled with curiosity
rat her than annoyance or anger. "Is sonething

wr ong?"

"I think soneone's starting to exercise their inmagi-
nation again,"” | nuttered, silently cursing all that fog
and darkness. "There's novenent of sone son going

on in those unlit openings, but I'"'mdamed if | know
what's doi ng the noving."

"l haven't heard a thing," he said, now sounding
puzzled. "OF course, | also haven't been |i stening.
Maybe the problemis that this place does rem nd you
too much of the caverns under the mountains in the
wilds. Is this any hel p?"

"This*' was his armcom ng gently but firmy around

my shoul ders, a gesture | hadn't been expecting. Star-

tled, I looked up at him seeing the faint, calmsnmle

in his gray eyes, and that told me he really was asking
whet her or not | minded. He wasn't expecting ne to
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m nd, but the attitude was nore a matter of assurance
than arrogance, a mature outl ook of serene confi-
dence. | renenbered the tinmes in school and afterward
when boys and nen had done the same, nobst of them

sel f-consci ous, nervous or aggressive, all of them us-
ing the gesture as an openi ng nove toward taking
nmore. None of them had asked, not even the nervous
ones, and this tine | sonehow knew t he arm ar ound

me wasn't meant as an opening gesture. The man |

| ooked up at didn't need gestures of that son, an ob-
vious truth that managed to nmake ne inexplicably un-
confortabl e agai n.

"If this is the way you usually guard yourself agai nst
possi ble attack, remind me to bet on the other guy the
next tinme you fight," | said, holding the words as
steady as | could. H s hand was so very warm on ny
arm and ny left shoul der touched one of the |eather
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straps on his otherw se bare chest, and that was the
cl osest we'd conme to one another since our very first
meeting. Thought of that tinme nade ne | augh just a
little, breaking the nood of enbarrassnent, which in
turn let me add, "And is this supposed to nake ne
feel better? The last tine we were this close | was
nearly tranpled."

"You're in absolutely no danger of that now " he
said with an answering |augh and a grin, enjoying the

comrent. "I usually Iimt the nunber of times | tram
pl e any one worman, just to keep the rest fromgetting
jealous. If | tranpled you nore than once, |'d have to

do it toall of them"''

"l hope you know you're not really kidding," | said,
renenbering Lidra's comments on the subject. "And

I al so hope you know you have ny sincere synpa-

thies. Living with sonething |ike that would drive ne
crazy in no tine."

"I'f you do your best to win the loaf, you can't com
pl ain when the crust conmes along with it," he said in
a very pious way, deliberately making it sound like an
anci ent adage | wasn't old enough to have | earned. |
stuck ny tongue out at himwhile naking a very rude
noi se, and his grin canme back doubled. "But it hap-
pens to be true," he protested through a | augh, and
then the armaround ne tightened. "And you can't

deny' there are occasi onal conpensations. If | wasn't
who J am you night have been able to get away with
calling nme unsuitable as a conpanion for this tour.
Then 1'd really need soneone's synpathy."

H's grin eased off as his head began | owering toward
m ne, his intention obvious, and | wasn't surprised to
find I didn't nmind the thought of kissing him He was
more than just a handsone hunk of meat; at the very

| east he was acceptable to have vacation fun with, and
| began to raise ny own face, when—
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"What the hell?" he exclainmed as | whirled away
fromhim the pal mdagger already in ny hand. "What
are you doi ng?"

"Dam it, sonething pinched me," | answered with
a snari, ny eyes searching the thick, swiriing fog. "I
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know nmen cone equi pped with nore than two hands,
but | really don't think it was you. Am| wong?"

"No," he said with a from | could hear, also un-
doubt edly searching the fog. "But how coul d anyt hi ng
have pi nched you? If anyone had been behind you,
woul d have seen them™

"If you're going to suggest it's ny inagination

again, let nme assure you it never works overtine wth-
out getting paid," | responded sourly, reluctantly giv-
ing up the useless search as | turned back to him
"There's sonething weird going on here, sonething
we're just not—

The word |'d been going to use was "seeing," but

suddenly it no longer fit. There, just beyond Seren-
del's left shoul der, was a six-inch line of dark blue, a
streak that stood out clearly against the gray of the
fog. The streak was just hovering in the air, unsup-
ported and all alone, and if it's possible for a six-inch
blue Iine to | augh at soneone, that dammed |ine was

| aughi ng at ne.

"If 1 end up paranoid, | won't have to wonder

why," | nuttered as | resheathed the obviously usel ess
pal m dagger, nore than aware of the strange | ook

was getting from Serendel. "Turn very slowy that

way, and then tell ne |I'minmagining things."

Hi s brows went up as though he thought |I was be-

com ng a candidate for protective restraint, but he stil
turned slowy to his left as |I'd suggested with nmy nod.
| felt grimy pleased that he hadn't hesitated, but the
pl easure dissol ved fast when the |ine began noving

with him just enough to keep out of his range of

vi sion. The dammed thing really was playi ng ganes,

and | was so instantly furious |'msurprised | didn't
start foaming at the nmouth. If Serendel didn't see the
thing he'd never believe ne, and the thing was naking
very sure the fighter didn't see it.

"I's this where | get to say you're inmagining
things?" the man in front of ne remarked nmildly,
turning back after having exam ned nothing but fog.
"Now let's see, where were we?"

Very suddenly both of his arnms were around ne,
hol ding ne tight against him and before I could nake
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a single sound he had taken ny lips with his. | strug-
gled to get free, dammed if | was going to be kissed in
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front of aline with a warped sense of hunor, but
struggling abruptly becane entirely unnecessary. The
arns that had cl osed around nme qui ckly opened agai n,
and Serendel's head drew back as he voiced a wordl ess
shout .

"Dam it, sonmething bit ne!" he grow ed, turning
conpletely around to reexanine the fog that had shown
hi mnothing only a minute eariier. "I'd love to be able
to blane you, but girls don't cone equi pped with nore
than two hands."

"Remind me to introduce you to sone of the giris /
know," | said, trying not to laugh out |oud at the way
I'"d been vindicated. "Are you sure it wasn't my inag-

i nati on? Sorme people feel it can be very vivid."

"I's vivid supposed to include having teeth?" he

asked, fists to hips as he glared around. "I don't |ike
bei ng attacked from behind, and especially don't |ike
havi ng that attacker then refuse to face ne. Do you
still see whatever it was you saw?"

"It was a thin blue line, and no, | don't," | re-
sponded, also |ooking all around in the fog. "Wen
you missed it, it hid behind you, but | don't see it
now. Are we going to search for it?"

"Search where?" he asked, finally turning back to
show nme heavy annoyance—ai med el sewhere. "The

thing could be hiding ten feet away fromus, but with
this fog we'd never know it. Qur best bet is to just
keep going—and have a little talk with our—hosts-
when we get to the pal ace.”

"You knock 'emdown, and I'll stonmp on 'em"™
agreed with a laugh | couldn't hold back, |ooking up
at his continuing anger. "I didn't |ike where | got

pi nched any nore than you |i ke—ah—the way you
were bitten."

"The way | was bitten," he repeated, surrendering
to a grin that refused to be denied, "1 Iike wonen who
are diplomatic. Let's go get 'em

We resunmed our wal k up the passageway, and al -
though I was still able to hear sounds fromthe dark-
ened openings, there was no sign of interfering blue
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lines. The passage continued to twist and turn as it

pl eased, but absol utely nothing happened. My com
panion and | were trying to be very alert, but boredom
and not hi ngness wi Il wear down sharpness faster than
any nunber of attacks. After about fifteen minutes we
reached a stretch of wall with fewer openings than
there had been, and suddenly |I was no | onger wal ki ng
ahead but was being pulled around and folded into
Serendel 's arns.

"l think we've earned a short break, ** he said as he
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held ne to him his voice very, very low "If they
don't know about it they can't bother us, and this |ooks
like a perfect place."

Hi s head | owered and his lips touched mne, briefly
testing the waters, so to speak. The waters were fine
as ny smle and return kiss proved, and then our lips
were touching with I ess brevity and nore sustai ned
interest. He held me to himw th ny hands agai nst his
chest, his arnms delightfully tight around nme, one of
his hands to ny hair. Qur bodies noved cl oser to one
anot her, the taste of warnth rising, and then—

"Slig!" | yelled, and "Slinme-wiggling jark!" Ser-
endel snaded, the two of us pulling away to whirl
around in nurder-rage. This tine there were two of
them one blue line hovering behind each of us, and
al though | didn't know what had happened to the
fighter, I knew damed wel|l what had been done to
me. It was the next step up from pinching, the sort of
|l ong-finger effort that was usually the trademark of
sidewal k idlers, and the only other tine it had hap-
pened to ne |I'd gone after the doer with a | ength of
two-by-four that had been |ying handily about. Not
only was there no handy wood this tine, | had the
definite feeling it woul dn't have done any good even
if there had been.

"The dammed things are | aughing at us!" Serende

grow ed, probably still glaring at his the way | was
doing with mne, naking ne feel |ess paranoid. "I
wasn't wong, they are trying to keep us apart. Wat
in hell are they?"

"Part of whatever game our hosts are playing," |
answered, junping forward fast to try grabbing ny
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line. My hand cl osed on nothing as the Iine darted up
and away, which made nme feel better despite the m ss-
If getting ny hands on it woul dn't have done any good,
the line woul d have had no reason to dodge. Since it
had dodged, / now had reason to try again, at a tine
it would hopefully not be expecting the grab-

*Tve now gotten to the point of not liking the gane

at all," the fighter said very flatly, his voice slightly
rai sed as though he spoke not only to ne and the I|ines,
but al so to whoever else mght be listening in. "Ev-
eryone's entitled to fair warning, so I'll say it once
clearly, and then | won't bother again: stop the gane

and cancel any other plans you have in regard to me

and the lady in this place, or you re the ones who wl|
be responsible for what happens. You won't be able

to say you didn't know. Conme on, Dalisse."

He took ny arm and went marching up the passage-

way again, ignoring the two blue lines we | eft hover-
i ng behind us. The lines now seenmed nore unsure than
amused, and if that was true | couldn't say | blamed
them The fighter was so angry his gray eyes were
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frozen sl ow sparks, which made nme decide to tell him
sone other time that | didn't like being called Dalisse.
Ri ght then ny nost central concern was keeping up

with himw thout running.

After a couple of mnutes Serendel slowed down,

but nore because he'd gotten his anger under contro
than because it was any less. He made no attenpt to

| ook behind us to see if the lines were foll ow ng, but
I didn't have the same unspokenl y-deadly inmage to

mai ntain. | | ooked back a few tinmes w thout nmaking
any attenpt to hide what | was doing, and finally

gl anced at Serendel .

*'|1 don't know if it means anything, but they aren't

following," | told him "Or at least | can't see them
following. Maybe they'll be snmart and take your ad-

[ | *

vi ce.

"They' d better be that smart, because it wasn't ad-

vice," he cane back w thout |ooking at ne, all of the
grow gone fromhis voice but the faintest of shadows.
"Doing things like that to people isn't the joke sone
consider it, especially when there's a |ady invol ved.
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My parents taught ne manners while | was grow ng
up; if theirs didn't do the sanme for them it's nore
than time the oversight was corrected.”

I lapsed back into silence at that, not quite sure what
to say. The fighter was angry, all right, but not for the
reasons |'d thought and he wasn't only angry. He al so
seened to be indignant and outraged, in |arge neasure

on ny behalf. A reaction like that wasn't sonething

I'd expected froma virtual stranger, especially not one
I'd exchanged nore argunent with than conversation
Qoviously there was nore to Serendel than just being

a brainless glad, and he'd been very right: if people

bad | eft us alone, | mght have found that out sooner

Once again we just kept wal ki ng, sonething that

was beginning to be really boring. | felt as though
we' d already cone niles, and there was no know ng

how far we had left to go. Serendel didn't seeminter-
ested in nore conversation, and | agreed with that.
When two peopl e begin getting to know each ot her,

the personal itens they exchange are neant for each

ot her, not an audi ence. We'd had nore than enough
proof that someone was keeping track of us; if they
really were also listening in, the rest of our conver-
sation could wait.

Possi bly another ten minutes went by, and then |
began noticing different sounds coming fromthe dark-
ened openi ngs we passed, with sone not confined to
the openings. | hadn't realized it sooner but the fog
al so seenmed to be thickening, which made seeing nore
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than a few feet beyond us just about inpossible. Sone

of the noi ses sounded |ike dragging, sonme shuffling, a
few | i ke scrapes, and one or two were nothing but
strange breathing. At first | considered the whol e thing
stupi d, but when the noi ses began soundi ng cl oser and
there was still nothing in viewto account for them /
began t hi nki ng about changi ng ny m nd.

"I think it's safe to assume ny warni ng was heard

and believed," Serendel said suddenly, alnost nmaking
me junp. "Since | didn't like the first game, they've
decided to play a different one.”

"Do you think they'd listen if | said / didn't like
this one?" | asked, the words very nearly a mutter. "I
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know | don't have your standing or size, but | am
supposed to be a paying customer."

"l hope you're not taking any of this seriously," he
returned, and there was no doubt he was back to being
amused. "Strange noises in the dark, breathing out of

the fog—+t's the sort of thing you use to frighten little
children.' *

"Little children aren't the only ones smart enough

to distrust what prefers hiding out of easy sight," |
told himwith a glance, disliking the faint grin he was
wearing. "And there's a big difference between fright
and caution, something soneone in your position ought
to know. "

"That's right, you're the one who isn't afraid of
anything," he said, and if he didn't sound even nore
anused it was only because he was consciously re-
fraining. "Believe it or not. I'mglad you reninded
me about that. Now | don't have to spend any time
reassuring you, or protecting you, or anything |like
what |1'd have to do with a different woman. It feels
good having a comnpani on rather than a dependent.”

Wth that he pounded ne on the back a coupl e of

times, not quite hard enough to knock ne down, but
certainly with brother-and-equal vigor. Wen | glared
at himhe chuckl ed, wordlessly admtting he was the
ki nd who never passed up an opportunity for teasing,
which told ne I'd be wasting ny tine getting nmad.

He fully intended pulling ny leg until it cane off in
his hand, and people like that are beyond help. Al
you can do is shake your head at them and sigh, and
then get on with what you were doi ng before they
started their nonsense.

Wi ch neant | went back to wondering just what

the hell was naking those noi ses, and even nore to
the point, why they were being nmade. They coul dn't
seriously be expecting to scare anyone, not even if it
did sound |ike dead bodi es and whatever had nade

di em dead were just out of sight, waiting to add one
or two nmore to their group. The fog was really thick
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at that point, cutting down visibility to arnmis length
or less, and the fighter beside me was giving nost of
his attention to the ground under our feet. Since he
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was doing that my own area of responsibility becane

obvi ous, and that was why | kept a close watch on the
fog all around. If anything was going to junp out at

us in attack, it would find at | east one of us on guard.

Qur having to nove so slowy nade it seem as

though we spent a really long tine in the extra-thick
fog, but it couldn't have been nuch nore than anot her
ten minutes before our range of sight began expandi ng
again. The fog thinned rather than receded, and when
we were finally able to | ook all around, nobst of ny
conpani on's armusenent thinned with the nist.

"This doesn't | ook anything |ike the passageway we
were in.** he said with a frown, staring at the nuch
wi der area we suddenly found all around us. "As a
matter of fact. it doesn't |ook |like anywhere |'d ever
choose to be. Could we have taken a wong turn?**

"Through all that conpletely transparent fog?"

asked with a soon, no happier than he was. "O course
we couldn't have taken a wong turn. This nust be

pan of die pal ace.*'

At that point it was his turn to make a sound of
ridicule, all due to what we were seeing nore and

more of as the fog thinned. The walls of the area had
wi de, uneven gaps rather than archways, and where

there wasn't a gap it was possible to see sonme sort of

| ong. drooping, creeping plant growi ng on the wal
surface. What |ooked to be trails of slime could be
seen under the plants, and here and there the floor had
mat ching trails. Even though | didn't want to, | |ooked
up toward the ceiling, and was indecently relieved to
see that it was just ceiling with some mist belowit. If
those plants had been on the ceiling as well, even
soneone Serendel's size couldn't have kept me from

st anpedi ng out of there.

"If this is the palace, |I'm going back the way we
came. ** Serendel said. turning slowy to | ook al
around hinself. "That ragged gap behind us nust be
the way we cane in, but 1*d like to know how nuch
more of this we're supposed to . . .'*

H s voice trailed off because he had heard the same
thing I had. ne sudden sharpening of a sound that had
probably been hovering just below the | evel of our
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consci ous awareness for the | ast couple of minutes. It
was the sound of deep, body-racking, heartbroken
sobbing, the voice cleariy a woman's, also cleaiiy
com ng closer. For some reason it was difficult decid-
ing fromwhat direction the crying was conming, but it
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was definitely getting closer. It got nearer and nearer
| ouder and nore like a totally shattered soul, and then,
with what seened |ike no warning despite all the sob-

bi ng, the woman was there in the roomw th us.

I think every drop of blood in ny body froze at her
appearance. It wasn't the fact that she and her fl oor-
| ength gown were as white as the fog was gray, or

even mat she was surrounded by at |east a dozen of
those dark blue lines, all of themtaking turns stroking
and touching her. Wat turned ny stomach upside

down and ained it at nmy nouth was the fact that the
sobbi ng woman hel d her arns out toward us as though
begging for our help, but she couldn't also stretch out
her hands. Her arms ended where her wists should

have been, nothing but stunps w thout proper finish-

i ng.

"I can't find them*' the sobbing woman said, | ook-
ing at us fromwhere she'd stopped, at |east twenty
feet away. Her voice was nuffled by the crying but
was al so unbelievably clear, as though the words and
the wonman herself were no nore than inches away.

"I can't find them** she said. sounding like a little
girt who had | ost her brand-new birthday boots. ' 'They
took them and won't give them back. and now what

am| going to do?**

Serendel made no nore effort to answer the question

than | did, but he stood staring at the wonman with no

vi sible sign of the shuddering storm| could feel inside
me. | would have | oved being able to say sonething
smart, but at that point | couldn't even get ny heart

to stop the exploding it considered beating. Although

I don*t know what | would have done with it. | was

wi shing |I could nake nyself reach for the pal mdag-
ger—and that's when we began hearing the | aughter.

Have you ever heard soneone who was really in-
sane, laughing in chilling delight at sonething you
have no hope of seeing the hunmor in? The | aughter we
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heard then was very nuch like that, and then all the
ragged openi ngs behi nd and around the woman were
filled with hideous creatures, show ng thensel ves as
the ones who were | aughing. Two of them one to the
left and one to the right, each held a slender white
hand, and even as we watched t hey approached the
worman with their burdens. They were humanoid in
shape but horribly twi sted and mal forned, wearing
rags rather than clothing, and when they reached the
worman t hey each set a severed hand at the end of a
stump of a wist. The woman's sobbing trailed off
when they began their grisly attenpt at reconstruction,
and once it was done she began to | augh the way the
others were doing. | couldn't see what there was to
| augh about —ntil she held up arnms and hands t hat
were conpl et e.
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, "Ch. thank you, thank you for giving them back,"

she sang, beside herself with joy, and then her horrible
white eyes returned to Serendel and ne. "Now you

can take theirs!"

A chorus of insane |aughter greeted the suggestion,

and then all of the creatures were producing very | ong,
very sharp-1ooki ng knives from somewhere. Every one

of themwas staring straight at Serendel and nme, and
then they began noving toward us.

I wasn't exactly frozen in place any |onger, but I

m ght as well have been, for all | could figure out what
to do. My pal mdagger was usel ess agai nst the knives

the creatures were holding, and even if there had been
sonme definite place to run to, | didn't want those things
com ng right behind me. Running was a bad idea and

I had nothing to stand and fight with, all of which
meant | might as well have been frozen in shock for

all the good being relatively free did nme. | took a step
back fromthe slowly advancing creatures, watching

as many of themas | could while | frantically tried to
t hi nk of sonet hi ng—and t hen sonet hi ng happened t hat

was even nore unexpected than what had al ready oc-
curred.

| hadn't forgotten about the man who stood only a
few feet away and ahead of me on ny right, but de-
spite Serendel's size and training. | couldn't see that
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he had any nore of a chance to acconplish sonething
than | did. Nunbers and weapons tend to negate size
and skill, but our intended attackers were due for a
shock. They, like ne, had thought the fighter was un-
arnmed, but suddenly, unbelievably, he proved he was
anyt hi ng but.

The fighter took one short step forward and his right
hand reached | eft, but rather than finding nothing but
air his fingers seened to close around sonet hing. He
drew his fist up and away, as though he unsheat hed

that giant sword |I'd seen himwearing on the I|iner,

and then | had to rub ny eyes and blink very hard
because he was hol ding the sword! | hadn't the faintest

i dea of where it could have conme from but there was

no doubt that it was there; he wapped both of his fists
around its hilt, set himself as he held it up before him
then grinned that faint, deadly grin at the advancing

creatures.
Formerly advanci ng creatures. Wen | | ooked at
them again, they were as still as paintings, decorations

for the roomthat had been posed staring at the gl eam
ing sword held by a nman who had proven he was very
good at using it. Even the woman was staring in
shocked silence, and then one of the creatures swal -

| owed hard.

"Shit," he nuttered, and the word rang hollowy
but cleariy all over the room "That is Serendel, and
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he sure as hell does have his multi-sword with him |
don't know about the rest of you, but | didn't take this
job to get sliced into sections. | think it's tinme for ny
javi break."

Wth the last of his words the creature turned and
began striding back the way he had conme, suddenly

| ooking more like a man in costunme than a mal f or med
monster. The rest of the creatures lost no tinme fol |l ow
ing his exanple, some alnost tripping over their own
feet in their hurry, and in less than a mnute only ne
worman was | eft. She | ooked as though she wanted to

call to the creatures to wait for her, but there turned
out to be sonething she had to say instead.

"The—the way up into the palace is just through
there, sir," she quavered, pointing with a | ong-
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fingered hand toward the | argest gap on our right as
she backed away. "I'm sony we—I| mean, it's only
what we're supposed to—Pl ease don't be angry—-

Serendel's |l ack of response finally got to her, and
she turned and ran into the nearest wall gap as though
she was bei ng chased, her hands hol ding up the bottom
of her gown. | was seriously tenpted to | et nyself
collapse into a heap on the floor, but couldn't do it
with all that slime they'd spread around.

"And that's another benefit to having people know

who you are and what you can do," the fighter said
with heavy satisfaction when the woman was out of
sight. "Their own ganme ended as soon as they saw

was about to start one of nmy own, and that's Just what
| wanted- They couldn't—Hey, are you all right?"

N Sas question obviously referred to the way | stood

; tbece with ny eyes closed and one hand to ny head,
"eHbe Kst of me trying to get the sour taste out of ny
mourn. |f the scene Serendel had broken up was the
Wts people's idea of fun. there'd be no pretense
gbout it when | hated the rest of the tour

-"We*d better get you up into the pal ace where you

can sit down for a while/* die fighter said as his arm
went around me, nothing at all patronizing in his tone.
"I"'mas mndless as they are for not understandi ng

how you' d take this nonsense. Come on, it shouldn't

be far."

I opened ny eyes to see his concerned face | ooking

down at nme, but he didn't know the half of it. | felt
very pale as we took the gap pointed out by the wonman
in white, a corridor that turned out to be no nore than
fifteen feet long. On the other side of it was another
roomwith a stairway | eading up, but it was a nornal
roomw th normal walls and floor, and two nornmal,

human nen.

"I's the lady all right?" one of the men said when
he saw us. the other frowning and com ng forward
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with the first. "Was there an acci dent? Does she need
a doctor?"

"Al'l she needs is to sit down for a while, and what
happened was no accident," Serendel told themin a
very hard voice, one that stopped the nmen before they
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reached us. "Don't you people have sense enough to
check the home pl anets of your guests before you pul
childish jokes on then? If | hadn't been there, some-
one coul d have been very seriously hurt."

"I —don't understand," the same man said, ex-
changing a bew | dered glance with his friend. "The
passageways scene is an extrenely popular one with
guests, especially the very end. Wat could hone
pl anets have to do with any of that?"

"The lady cones from Gyphon, and G yphon has

the wilds," Serendel answered, still sounding very un-
friendly. "Anyone who has ever been in the wlds

knows that the fastest way to get killed is to doubt
what you're seeing, no matter how fantastically unrea
it looks. Sone part of the seemi ng fantasy will always
be real, and if you don't figure out which part that is,
you'll never get another chance. The | ady has been

t hrough one of the worst sections of the wilds, and
because of that everything she just went through was
real rather than a joke. |Is there any way up to the
pal ace besi des that stairway?"

"Certainly, sir, there's an emergency lift right over

here," the second nman said hastily when the first just
stood with his mouth open, |ooking alnost as pale as

| felt. "Please followne and |I'Il acconpany you
aboveground, and then pass on what happened to ny
superiqrs. | know they'll be very upset, and they'l

al so want to apol ogize to the lady."

"Gve ne a couple of minutes, and 1*11 be glad to
tell you what they can do with their apologies," |
managed to say, nmking the second nman | ook very
unhappy. He pressed a section of the not-stone wall
and a part of it slid aside to reveal a small lift-car
then noved into the car to hold the door open while
Serendel helped ne in after the man. The fighter's
sword had di sappeared agai n, back to wherever it had
come from | supposed, but | wasn't quite up to won-
dering where that was. What | needed right then was
a good, stiff drink, or maybe two or three drinks of

the sort that bring you alive again. | still had the fun
of the palace to ook forward to, and | could hardly
wai t .

Chapter 11

The man who was accompanyi ng us aboveground had
due choice of letting the lift nove as fast as it coul d,
or setting it to a nmuch nore leisurely pace. |'m not
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- (mte sure why he opted for the slower rise, but by the
' .tone we got to the top and the door opened, 1'd pulled

"t;, affyaetf together enough to stand without help. | hadn't
realized Just how hard 1'd been hit until it began wear-

ing off, and | didn't know yet whether or not to be

angry. |I*d have to speak to Lidra first, in private, and
then 1'd be able to decide.

The open door let us out into what |ooked like a
private al cove off a nmuch |larger room part of which
could be seen through the crystal-like walls of the al-
cove. Besides being absolutely enornous, the area be-
yond was filled with fountains, and crystal staircases,
and couches and servants and nusic and partyi ng peo-
pl e, none of which caused crowding in any of nme parts

| could see. It looked as if soneone had roofed over

an acne or nore, fog and all, of course, but nobody
seenmed to be minding the fog. The scene was so op-
ulently conpelling it was hard to | ook away from at

| east until Chal, Lidra and Velix cane hurrying up to
us.

"Inky, are you all right?" Lidra demanded as she
reached ne, nore outraged than the ones who had

asked the same question before her. "These people

must substitute this fog for their brains, always assum
ing, of course, they had any brains to begin wth.

think a doctor should | ook you over."

*'|1 could have used one down below to restart mny

200
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heart, but 1'mover that now," | told her, pretending
I didn't see how carefully Chal was studying nme. "If

I had any wi shes coming I'd wish | was still a snoker,

though. A drink and a puffer and a quiet place to sit
down for a couple of mnutes are things | would enjoy
right now "

"Well, | can take care of the puffer," Lidra said,
turning to look at a Velix who was on the verge of
hoveri ng behind her. "Do you think anyone in this
place is up to supplying the rest, 0 faithful and capa-
ble journey scout? If not, |I'mnot above openi ng doors
until | find what | want."

"There's certainly no need for sonmething |ike mat,"
the Griddenth answered stiffly, trying to balance his
annoyance with Lidra and his concern for ne.

"There's a |l adies* retiring roomjust up the corridor
here whi ch should do nicely, and | can have drinks
brought to you there. If there's anything el se you'd
like, just ask for it."

"How about the head of whoever thought up that
cute idea for the passageway?" | nuttered as Velix
fussed his way past nme to show where the "l adies
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retiring area" was. The Griddenth's wi ngs were
threatening to start flapping, his fur was practically on
end. and he ignhored my commrent in a way that nade

me think he wanted the sane thing. | hadn't expected

hi mtoJbe that upset over what had happened to ne,

and coul dn't understand why he was.

Velix led the way to the right of the lift, away fipom
the area beyond the crystal wall, and stopped a few
feet down in front of an archway on the left sur-
rounded by opaque pink crystal walls. The pink was
obviously a sign to be read as giris only, which nost
of the men with us seened ready to go along wth.

The sol e exception to that was soneone |'d forgotten

I was still being held around by, but Lidra noticed and
stopped just short of the archway.

"It*s all right. Wnner, you can trust her in ny care
for alittle while," she said to Serendel as she put a
hand on ny arm smling up at himwarnmy. "Before

you know it, I'Il have her back to you just the way she
was. "
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"Anyt hing but that,"” the fighter nurmured only

| oud enough for me to hear, giving ne the job of keep-
ing nyself fromlaughing out |oud, then he raised his
voice to a normal level. "I'mnot doubting your trust-
wort hi ness, Lidra, but | can supervise her sitting down
and putting her feet up just as easily as you can. She
and | were getting acquai nted when this happened, so

we can use the time she rests up to go on with it."

I knew | couldn't very well talk privately with Lidra
if the fighter was there, and Lidra, of course, had to
know t he sanme. The only problemwas, she didn't | ook
like she knew it; instead of arguing, all she did was
sml e again.

"Well, if that's the case, then cone on in with us,"
she invited pleasantly, her eyes sparkling as her hand
tightened on ny arm "Cone on. |nky."

| stepped forward with her, feeling as confused as
ever had, but it was only a monent before | under-
stood conpletely, Lidra and | noved through the arch-
way w thout any difficulty, but Serendel stopped so
abruptly it | ooked like he'd run into a brick wall. I'd
heard about excl usionary gender screens but had never
seen one before, not even in me resorts Seero and
had. stayed at. The area was open only to those who
were biologically female, and the way Lidra chuckled
softly as she | ed me deeper inside said she'd known
the screen was there.

"I"'mglad you two are finally getting along so well,

but | really don't think ten or fifteen mnutes of being
apart will ruin anything," she said, directing ne

around the coner to the left. "We'll let the nen ex-
plain the facts of life to him and in nme neantine you
and | can sit down and rest a little. W nmay nave
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ri dden here rather than wal ked, but once we arrived
they started giving us the Grand Tour. You won't be-
lieve how big this place is until you see it for your-
sel f."

There was a very pleasant, pinkly-lit resting area
around the comer we'd turned, one with etched crysta
wal | s and soft carpeting and sval k- covered | ounge

couches and one mirrored wall. Beyond the etched
crystal | could see the man who had ridden up with us
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inthe |lift and the Giddenth Velix, both working to
soot he a very annoyed Serendel. Nothing of what any
of them were saying cane through, but it was possible
to see that even the two previously-chosen magici ans
were now there.

"And here come our drinks," Lidra said, nodding
toward the femal e servant who was circling the group
of men with her tray held carefully away fromthem
"One-way walls are fun, but you're not in here to
stand and si ght-see through one. Sit down on that

| ounge-couch, and cl ose your eyes for a mnute."

I let her urge ne down with ny back to the one-way
wal |, then closed ny eyes as she'd suggested. | didn't
really need to do any of that, but if she and | were
going to speak privately, there had to be an overt rea-
son for our being alone. | heard the fenml e servant
come in and put her tray down, and then she offered

to stay and help Lidra take care of nme. Lidra told her
it would probably be a couple of mnutes before | was
up to taking anything from M sts people including their
hel p, and happily the woman didn't argue. | heard her

| eave, heard Lidra sit down, and then a m nute or so

| ater there was the clink of glasses.

"Ckay, you can have your drink and conversation

now," Lidra said, and | opened nmy eyes to see her

hol ding out a filled glass toward ne. "This place is
conpl etely clean, although that giri who cane in
wasn't. As long as we're careful to watch for any

new arrivals, there shouldn't be a problem You didn't
really want a puffer, did you?"

"No," | answered with a shake of my head, taking

the glass being held out to me. The wine in it was a
very pal e orange, and although it was snooth going
down, it caused ny blood to surge a little in greeting.

| could have done wi thout the drink, but as | | eaned
back on the couch | admitted to nyself | was gl ad
had it.

"What in hell did they put you through down

there?' * Lidra asked, and | saw that she held a lit puffer
as well as a glass of her own. | adnmired her dedication
to her image, but certainly didn't envy it. "Al we

were told was that you'd had sone sort of unexpected
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trouble. It couldn't have had anything to do with the
reason you chose this place to vacation, could it?"

"That's what |'mtrying to figure out," | answered,
sipping at ny wine as | answered her real question

about the assignment. "Serendel thought | was scared
gray because | believed everything going on was real
It*s true that soneone who has been through the wlds
on ny world tends to cone away believing that every-
thing they see after that, no matter how strange, is
real. but after a while the belief fades. Their cute little
honor show may have shaken ne a little, but it wasn't
until toe very end that it took me by the throat. Lidra,
di e woman who was the first to show herself to us had
both hands cut off at the wists."

The giri sat in silence staring at ne, both the puffer
and her drink forgotten. 1'd thought | mnight have to
expl ai n what the synbolismneant, but the way she'd
pued a little showed she understood w t hout expl ana-
tions. The very old, very standard way of punishing

t hi eves was the removal of one or both hands, and
fromthe time 1'd first heard of that. at a relatively
young age, |'d had periodic nightrmares about it. It
hadn't been enough to nmake ne |l et Seero down by not
joining in his private social protest, but | also had never
mentioned the point to him

"You think they may have been warning you off,6"
Lidra said at |last, the sentence a statenent she was
weighing the truth of. "It presupposes the fact that
they know who and what you are as well as the reason
why you're here, and although not inpossible, the
consideration is highly unlikely. If they know about
you they know about Chal and ne, which neans they
woul d have warned all of us and that hasn't happened.
Are you disagreeing with anything |I*m sayi ng?"

"I'"mnot disagreeing with anything that conmes out
rational and | evel headed rather than scared gray," |

told her, reeling a great deal of relief. "I couldn't
think about this thing, all | could do was |ook for a
corner to shiver in. | agree it isn't very likely for them
to know anything yet, so as long as you and Chal are

| eft alone, | can be indignant instead of shaky."

"I'f anyone ever did sonething like that to me, 1'd
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n be a hell of a lot nore than shaky," she said with a

" definite shudder, now beyond considering the matter

?. professionally and into the real mof the personal. "I'm
not joking when | say | think the whole thing is a

nauseating coi nci dence, but | wonder if | can ask a

very intrusive question- What would you do if it weisn 't

o a coi nci dence? What woul d happen if they really were
war ni ng you of f?'*

"That's two questions," | pointed out, raising ny
wi ne gl ass, hesitating, then putting it down again be-
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fore | ooking bleakly at a very sober Lidra. "Wat |'d
want to do is run not walk to the nearest exit, then
take a liner going any place at all. Wat | woul d do,
unfortunately, is pretend | didn't know what they were
tal ki ng about, then set the stroking for as soon as it
was possible to schedule. Once | conmit to sonething
I"mstuck with seeing it through, especially if it can't
be done w thout nme. Maybe you and Chal woul d be
interested in a quick course on lifting and stroking for
fun and profit."

"l don't think so," she said with a | augh, some sort

of satisfaction in her light eyes. "The first rule you
learn in this business is not to try spreading over into
someone el se's specialty. If it was possible for you to
be as good as they are, you would have been given the
training before you were sent out. It looks like it's a
good thing luck is on our side, though. Wth Serende
around for you to stand next to, your nerves shoul dn't
be spending too nmuch tine regretting your commt-

ment . "

"What do you nean, stand next to?" | asked with

a snort, this tinme swallowi ng nore of the wi ne without
changing ny mnd. "The place | stood was behind

him a position | can't possibly recommrend too highly.
Those nmake-believe nonsters the wonman sent agai nst

us had knives, and no matter how idiotically nel odra-
mati ¢ everyone el se considered the scene, | thought

sure we'd had it. That was when Serendel pulled his
sword out of thin air, and if 1'd been capabl e of speech
I woul d have thanked every god ever conceived of."

"I don't think you're as over your time in those
wi |l ds as you believe you are," she said, her smile |ess
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amused than sharing. "And Serendel didn't pull his

sword out of thin air, he didn't have to. It's a nulti-
sword, after all, so all he did was shift it full-in and
overt, bringing it on-line instead of off. He probably
woul dn't have done it if he hadn't been considering

you, but 1'll bet those nonsters changed their m nds

in a hurry. People tend to forget nmulti-sword wi el ders
are never w thout the weapon once they win the right

to use it; being rem nded the hard way is just a little
unsettling.'*

"Most especially in the bowel and bl adder regions,**

| said, wondering if | should ask, then decided I mi ght
as well. "I know I'm going to sound ignorant as hell
and | won't even try to find out how you know this
place is clear while the serving wonan wasn't, but—
what was that you said about the multi-sword? That

OQ line instead of off nade it sound like a conputer
printer."

"I'n a manner of speaking, that's not too far from

what it is," she said with a | augh, reaching to the
crystal carafe of wine still on ne tray and refilling both
of our glasses. "If | could show you the math it woul d
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be nuch easier to understand, not to nention expl ain.
Mul ti-swords are quasi - paradi mensi onal constructs

made to manifest fully, partially or negatively in a
specific mathematical locus. If you want to think of
them as conputer anal ogs with sharp edges and a point
you won*t be wong, but you also won't be conpletely
right. They're very conplex in nature, which is one

of the reasons why their usage is so linmited, and teans
all over the Enpire are working on their basic princi-
ple to find out where it can take us. The breakt hrough
was made by an arena buff. who was trying to nake a
weapon worthy of use by Wnners. He made the

weapon and was delighted with the acconplishnent,

and never once stopped to consider what el se he had
done. | hear the various research teanms use his nane
as a curse word; they lost two years of work through
having to find out about the breakthrough from an
arena tel ecast accidently viewed by soneone who

coul d appreciate what he was seeing.*'

"Well. at least | can understand that part of it," |
M STS OF THE AGES 207
sai d, shaking ny head. "I've also cone across the

i dea that a 'negative manifestation' is considered pos-
itive and nmeasurable to the sorts who use the kind of

mat h mat has no nunbers, but if you don't mind I'd

rather not think about things like that. | tend to picture
people with nets chasing after invisible glowflits."

"Well, of course they use nets," she said, a straight-
faced, reasonable expression all over her. "You can't
catch an invisible glowflit wi thout using a net."

"Since | don't doubt you're one of those who do it

on a regular basis, I'll take your word for it," | told
her, the dryness in ny tone naking her grin. "I also
won't be surprised if | hear people have started chas-
ing you with nets. How nuch |onger do you think it'l]I
be before we get close enough to our objective to get
to work?"

"I think we may very well be within range when we

get to our next tour area," she said, controlled eager-
ness quickly taking the place of playful teasing as she
| eaned forward. "We're closer now than we were at

the port, and the route we're on i s supposed to sw ng
us right by there. 1*11 check again once we get to the
designated area, and if we seem cl ose enough you can

do a physical check. If you. can find sone way of shak-
i ng yourself | oose from Serendel ."

The last of her words were filled with sudden dis-
turbance, as though she hadn't considered the point
sooner, and she | eaned back again on her couch | ook-
ing thoughtful. It was nice to see her matchnmaki ng
ent husi asm di nmed, but that didn't solve the probl em

"I"'mglad you finally noticed," | said, watching her
take a last drag on her puffer before she dunped it in
the couch slot provided for the purpose. "I think it
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woul d have been easier if he and | had stayed enenies.
but it's too late for that now If | started snarling at
hi m again after what he just hel ped ne get through,

even his great-aunt Nellie would be suspicious. Wen

the tinme cones, you and Chal will have to divert him"
"If we can," she answered doubtfully, still 1 ooking
bot hered. "lIn case the point went past you, it took an

exclusion field to separate you two a few m nutes ago.
Al we can hope is that he was just feeling very pro-
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tective because of the way you reacted to the passage-
way gane, and will back off on his own once he sees

you're all right. That's not too nmuch to hope for, is
it?"

"You're asking me?" | said with a sound of ridi-

cule, taking a last sip of the wine before returning the
glass to the tray. "You and Chal are supposed to be

the experts on that particular glad, and I don't like

i nfringing on other people's areas of expertise. I'm
going to use the facilities in the next room and then I
think we ought to rejoin the others."

**Before Serendel finds a way in here," she said,
gesturing with her chin toward the wall behind ne. |
got off me couch and turned to | ook, and at first |
couldn't see anything but the fighter standing with
folded arns, staring at the wall he wasn't able to get
through. It took a nonent before | noticed the look in
his cold gray eyes, and then | suddenly understood
what Lidra was talking about.

*TH hurry." | said. and began to do exactly that.

If there was ever a man calmy considering which point
or an annoyi ng obstructi on he was very soon going to
be attacking first.

When Lidra and | wal ked out of the confort area,

no one was there but Serendel. Everyone el se seened
to have vani shed, and we found out to where when the
fighter came over to join us.

"Chal and the nmagicians are in the nen's area down
there on the right, Velix and the man from bel ow went
somewhere to file a report, and that |eaves ne," he
sai d, answering our question before we asked it out

| oud, and then his eyes came to ne. "You're |ooking
a lot better than you were. but you weren't in there
very long. Whuld you like to find sonme place else to
sit down, preferably sone place with equal access?"

"I think 1'd rather see what this place has in the

way of diversions first," | answered, using Lidra's
theory as a basis for the response. If Serendel would
ease off as soon as his worry about nme did the sane,

I intended being as recovered as possible as quickly as
reasonabl e. Letting himget into the habit of sticking
dow woul d be stupid, and | had the feeling there
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woul d be enough stupidity on our project wthout ny
deliberately adding to it.

"If she gets tired too quickly, she can al ways

change her mind," Lidra put in when the fighter hes-
itated, his expression saying he wasn't sure he ought

to agree with that reckless a decision. "She wasn't
physically hurt, after all, not the way you 've been hurt
fromtinme to tinme, and even though you undoubtedly

heal faster than she does, you have to consider where
she's starting ..."

"Hold it," the glad interrupted quickly, raising a
palmin Lidra's direction. "I should have asked this
as soon as | saw you, and woul d have nentioned it
before you went into the rest area if | hadn't been
caught by surprise. Did you spend any nore tine tell-
ing her how great | an? If you did, | just may turn
very violent."

"Rel ax, nmy friend, she didn't say a word," | an-
swered for a bewildered Lidra, finding it inpossible to
hi de how funny | thought, the situation was. "l haven't

decided to wal k around i because |'"'mtrying to avoid
being alone with you. What I'mtrying to do is find a
little fun / can appreciate “the sort of thing everyone
keeps assuring ne this place is loaded with. If you
don't think you can handl e sonmething like that, just
say so. | still have the option of trading you in for
Chal .."

"You can't exercise that option until after you've

tried me," he said with a faint grin, finally |less intense
than he had been, the anmusenent reaching even to the

gray eyes | ooking down at ne. "1*11 go get the others,

and then we can start searching for that fun."

He turned and noved off toward the blue-walled area
farther down on the right, and once he reached it and
di sappeared inside, Lidra put a hand on ny arm

"What in hell was that all about?" She denanded

in a hiss, still wi de-eyed and confused. * *If | ever won-
dered bow his opponents nmust feel, I'll never have to
wonder again.”

"l don't think he actually would have killed you,"
| said with a |laugh, perversely pleased with the way
that had gone. "If you'd said anything nice about him

210 Sharon G een

he m ght have broken sone of your bones, but | really
don't think he would nave killed you. After all, you
are one of his biggest fans."

"l can see | stepped into sonme sort of private joke,"
she said as she sighed, smart enough to give up asking
for an explanation she could see she wouldn't be get-
ting. "If you decide to trade himfor Chal after all
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give nme a couple of mnutes of prior warning, wll

you? That will give nme tinme to fornul ate the questions

I want to ask while | can still think. After that, he 'l
. betfaeooe to find out how his opponents tend to feel."
Niarcy«8 were on the place where the fighter had
Alrrl T 12"*~, a lip-licking expression of hopeful antic-
her face, and | didn't understand that. Ac-

Chal she didn't want Serendel the way she

ie did, but that wasn't what | was getting

Bg at her. | spent a nminute westling with
n of whether or not to pry, and even though
true hesitation | still lost the opportunity. The

o e s » we were waiting for canme out of the rest
OBM* and we DO | onger had tine for the discussion of
deticaEtc subjects.

"I've been led to believe there are | adies out here
who are interested in finding sone fun,"Chal said as
he cane up to us, his grin wider than Serendel's. "If
that turns out to be true, we're pleased to informyou
that we know two lords interested in ne sane. My

we be of service, |adies?"

"Only if you nean that in all senses of the word,"
Lidra answered with a grin of her own, reaching over

to take Chal's arm "So far the only things we've got-
ten out of this trip are one new outfit each and a nod-
N «Rtely lavish nmeal, but we expect that to change. If it
|[i~lte»B*t, we'll be the ones who change—to a vacation
p"®t where the fun tines aren't quite so well hidden."
gan**| - have the definite reeling the second half of that
AN"eTO t include us, Serendel." Chal said to the fighter
i an expression of anxiety no one above the age of
woul d have believed. "We'd better hurry up and
sonet hing to change their mnds, or you and
be left with no one but each other."

[ tUcc you, Chal, but | don't like you that nuch,"”
M STS OF THE AGES 211

Serendel said with a chuckle as he canme cl oser to ne,

men took ny right armto put around his left, the way

Lidra held Chal. "I"'msure there's sonmething in this

place to divert the ladies, and if it turns out there isn't,
we' |l Just have to—inprovise. Jejin—+s it beyond your

range of duties to act as a guide for us?"

"I'm supposed to be nore of a silent companion,

| ord Serendel, but there's nothing to keep ne from
commenting on sonme of the things you stroll past,'*

the magi ci an answered, he and Chal's nan both sml -

ing under their beards. "We're al so meant to answer
questions put to us, so if you see sonething you'd |ike
expl ai ned, sinply ask. There shouldn't be too nuch

of that sort of thing, as nost of the diversions in the
pal ace are no nore conplicated than they |ook.**

**In that case, let's get started,” Chal said to us all.
then led off with Lidra. H s nagician noved to foll ow
al ong behind him and Jejin kept his place behind us.
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It wasn't nore than a dozen steps to the end of the

al cove area, and then we were suddenly in the nidst

of a giant structure of crystal and mirrors and mist.
I"msure the nirrors helped to add to ne inpression

of size, as did the fact that the second floor didn't start
until where the third floor should have been. but it was
large to begin with. Chandeliers hung fromthe thirty-
foot ceiling, nmulticolored glow ngs that |ightened and
tinted the nist, fountains gurgled happily as their con-
tents poured endl essly fromvarious beautifully-cast
statues, and peopl e wandered everywhere. Mst groups
were six-people big and sone |arger, but few, if the

man was in | eather and the worman in sval k. were

smal l er than three.

"Now, that's something you two ought to know

about,'' Chal said as he stopped and turned to Serende
.and ne. "The first thing Lidra and | were told about
when we got here was those fountains. Do you see al
those gobl ets around the rins, alnost as though they
were decorations? Well, they' re not decorations, be-
cause the fountains aren't filled with water. That's
wi ne they're throwi ng about so casually, and anyone
who wants sonme is free to help hinself. Wy don't

we start by hel ping oursel ves?"

212 Sharon G een

My conpani on t hought Chal had come up with a

great idea, so we all went to the nearest fountain and
started to hel p ourselves. Serendel took a goblet and
tried to hold it in the froth of spray conming out of the
gills of some sort of water beast, but after a few sec-
onds it was clear he was getting nore wi ne on his band

and ann than in the goblet. |I'd chosen the heavier
stream conmi ng out of the statue's nmouth, so | had
enough to drink in no time at all. When | pulled the

gpbl et back | sipped fromit, then raised ny brows.

"Hey, this isn't bad at all,” | told the fighter, turn-
iltg to watch his much | ess successful efforts. "If you
.any, you'll probably like it. Do you think that

fus. of yours, and doesn't want to see you

,is, it'll just have to close its eyes," the fighter

1' back, paying nore determned attention to what

RS doing than to the words he spoke. "I'm here

flft ideation, and 1'll be damed if I'Il |et peopl e—er

fM&—tell me what to do. | have enough of that when
r.fla,ifl training."

Atyour neager size, | can understand how every-

one com ng by nust push you around,"” | said with a

nod of Conpassion, snmiling inwardly when he gave up

on the froth and switched to the stream|'d used. "You ?
really should hire sonmeone to protect you."

"I'"ve considered the idea," he agreed solemly, fi- $
nally pulling back a filled goblet. "I'd need sonebody %
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who was tough, preferably arnmed, and wasn't afraid n
of anything. Wwuld you like a job?" n
"I''"l'l have to check ny enpl oynment schedule,” | 2
answer ed, seeing the anusenment in his eyes as he %
flipped at his wine. "I'"'min such demand as a body- f

~ws” that |'mjust about booked solid, which I'msure |
ttcan understand. If | find any uncommtted time,
B let you know "

gf Sy poor abused body will be grateful,” he said

ft chuckle, then shifted the goblet to his left hand
"~r to shake the right and hold the armaway from
1*4 also be grateful for sonething to take care
mess. Wne in the nmouth is a treat for the pal-

an arm all it is is sticky."
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"That small fountain over there has nothing but wa-
ter," Jejin said frombehind us, waiting until we turned
before pointing in the proper direction. "There are al so
towels to be found in its base, as this sort of thing
happens on a regul ar basis."

"Then let's take advantage of it," Serendel said,
imediately starting for the pretty little spout and ba-
sinto the left of the fountain we'd gotten the wi ne
from "We still have fun to find, and 1'd |ike the use
of my armwhile we're |ooking. Just in case | have to

i mprovi se, you understand."

The grin he sent to nme said he now had anot her

subject to tease about, and as | followed along | nade

a mental note to thank Chal for that. People who con-
sider teasing their second calling in life don't need to
be handed a subject by those around them they do

wel | enough finding anmunition on their own. Jejin
chuckl ed softly as he followed in turn, but that was
only because he knew he was hardly |likely to be nade
victimin nmy place.

As soon as Serendel reached the water fountain, he
put down his goblet of wine and began washi ng his
ann. Just to save tinme | bent to |ook for the towels
that were supposed to be in the base, saw imedi ately
whi ch carved panel was supposed to be slid back, and
uncovered the hidden cache without any trouble. | did
have <o put nmy own wine aside in order to pull out
one of the giant nonsters folded fluffily inside, and
then | had to stand in order to open it.

"I think they were anticipating bathing orgies," |

said as | unfolded about a quarter of that bright yell ow
towel. "This thing is big enough for half a dozen peo-
ple all at once, and may even be a tent in disguise. If
you aren't careful, you could get lost init."

"Only if you're there to get lost with nme," the
fighter said, com ng over to put his now cl ean-but-wet
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ann into the towel. "Getting lost all alone is never
any fun."

Those gray eyes were | ooking dowmn at ne with only

a hint of anusenment, and it actually took a minute or
two before | realized he was just standing there while
I used the towel to dry his ann. Finding that out was

214 Skarnt G een

somewhat enbarrassing, nmminly because | also found

I wanted to do the drying. It has also occurred to ne
to wonder what diying the rest of himwould be |ike,
and that was even nore enbarrassing. | was sure the
eyes wat ching nme knew exactly what | was thinking,

but I was saved fromhaving to retreat in total fluster
by the intervention of Jejin.

"The towel can be left right there, in front of the
fountain," the magician said, drawi ng Serendel's gaze
and thereby earning ny profound, undying gratitude.
"The servants will take care of it in a mnute, and you
trtert i~ Niave all the palace to see. Wat do you think

t8ke to do first? Have a snack to go with the n

Wfely slaves at the auction? Ganble with sone n

o' "eother lords? Watch the races or other athletic A
There arc al so shows, and nusic, and ..." A

Ban's voice went on and on, listing our choices,

topped the towel, turned away to retrieve ny ]

tel was fight then busy sipping it. | didn't know

tifae fighter, but the one thing / was interested in o *.
"lI; been on Jejin's list. | didn't know what was .
[wth me, suddenly wanting a man so badly mny '

; were nearly trenbling with the effort not to let n
it show. The w ne undoubtedly had sonething to do ;-
with it, but I was used to having nore capacity than n
that, and nore resistance to the beast called male. Mst
men were fun to be with, but 1'd never experienced n
the—draw—+ did with Serendel, the urge to be sone-

where alone with himw thout m ndless blue |lines |
around to spoil things. ... Il

"And now. ny |ady, you may consider yourself

N clainmed,” a smug voice said suddenly, bringing ne

S:. abruptly out of ny thoughts. | |ooked up to see that

N | F4 apparently drifted away fromthe water fountain to
|~ tf -open section of the floor, and there was a strange
Nr ''—=e "in | eather standing about five feet in front of ne.
vss the one who had spoken, and as an apparent

basis he gestured to the robed magician on his

-That worthy stood with one hand up, and in the

; was a glittering rope of light. | |ooked down again

N that the light stretched fromhimto ne and

Lay waist, a special effect that was mldly im
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pressive. | renmenbered then what Velix had said about
my being subject to claiming, but | really wasn't in
me nood for that.

"Why don't you find soneone el se to clain®"
suggested with a smle, an attenpt to show t he hand-
some newcomer that it wasn't himl was refusing.
"We've only just gotten here, and | haven't even had
a chance to | ook around."

"You may have that chance once |' m done enjoying

your favors," he answered with a grin, the way he

| ooked ne over turning it nore into a |eer. "The
choice in the matter is mne, lovely |lady, as you are.
You will now acconpany ne to a privacy chanber

where | may take pleasure fromny claimchoice.”

I was about to tell himexactly what he could take

and al so what he could do with it, when | was inter-
rupted by sonething | hadn't been expecting. The
string of light around my waist tightened to a point
where | could actually feel it, and then it began tug-
ging nme forward. A glance at the mmgici an showed

that he was the one pulling on the light, but the grin-
ning man in | eather was the one | was being pulled

t owar d.

"Dam it, | said |'mnot interested!" | snapped to
the man, trying to dig in nonexi stent sandal heels.
"You can't just drag me off as though mny opinion
doesn't count."

"Al as, dear |ady, but your interest and opinion do
not count," he said, really enjoying the gane he was
pl aying. "Here, your lord may do with you as he

pl eases, and at the nonent / amyour lord."

"But not for nuch longer," another voice said, this
time frombehind me, and suddenly | felt the counter-
tug of another rope of light. A glance back showed
Jejin holding the second rope, and Serendel, of course.
had been the one who had spoken.

"You mean to challenge my clain?" the man in

| eat her asked the fighter, scorn in his voice and ridi-
cule on his face. "Wth the aid of the |east magician
in these precincts? You could not possibly have chosen
worse, ny friend, and you will certainly shame your-
self if you continue. For your own sake | advise you
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to withdraw the chall enge, and accept a qui et defeat
rather than a public one."

"The only tinme to accept defeat is when you're

dead," Serendel returned flatly, erasing the smrk from

the other man's face with the softness of his words.

"And if Jejin was all that bad, you wouldn't be trying

to talk ne out of the win. The woman was m ne when

this first started, and she'll still be mne when it's over.
Magi ci an, defend ny property."
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The other man was scow ing by the time Serende
finished his speech, and had obviously deci ded

«guost wasting any nore words. His gesture to his

am magi ci an was even nore curt than the fighter's
“nmand had been, but it nanaged to serve the pur-
ytMe. Tfae two magi ci ans noved to face each other to
iftQJeft, both of themtaking the straight pans of their
*NKa»g»of light with them | discovered that the |oops
AHkBnBKI mmy wai st had been left when |I tried to turn
*Md wal k away. finding out only then that | was stil
bong held in place. My anger flipped up a notch at

mat, right into the spitting-furious range; your lord
can do as he pleases with you, and nmgici an defend

nmy property?

The two nmen to nmy right who were so eager to win

me weren't even looking in ny direction, but instead
were giving all their attention to their nmgicians. The
gray-bearded figures had shortened their |ight-strings
as they faced one another, and then suddenly the

strange magi cian sent his string flaring toward Jejin.
The end of the string wi dened i mediately into a cone
mout h that reached for Serendel's servant, but Jejin
wasn't asleep or in any way unready. H's own string

wi dened and flashed to intercept the first, which it did
with no difficulty at all but with lots of pretty sparks.
The two wi dened strings fought each other with cor-
uscating colors that lit the swirling, ever-present fog,
and groups of people who had only been passing by
stopped to watch the duel of powers.

If 1'd been in a better mood | m ght have enjoyed

the show, but then again | mnight not have. The two
magi ci ans made a real production out of it, first one
of them gaining an edge only to lose it, then it was
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the other's turn. | stood there with ny arns fol ded,
waiting to see which of nmy admrers would be the one
to learn just how well | enjoyed being treated like a

stick of furniture, and then the soon-to-be |ucky man
was decided on. Jejin's string-cone of |ight began
forcing the other magician's string back, and as it | ost
ground it also | ost size and strength. The second na-
gician struggled, bringing up his left hand in an effort
to brace the right, but it wasn't any good. His |ight
retreated so far back it becanme no nore than a short-
ened string, and then the remaining string and one of
the | oops around nmy wai st abruptly w nked out. Jejin's
cone touched the other magician fromhead to foot.

and when it retreated back to a sinple string form the
second magi ci an stood as still as a carving.
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"Mnd rot!" the other man in | eather snarled, stalk-

ing over to stare at his nmgician before turning again
to scom at Serendel. "He's out for a full turn at |east.
per haps even two! You rmust surely now be well -

pl eased with yoursel f!"

"Way shouldn't | be?" the fighter returned, his faint
grin intended for the purpose of making things worse

for the other. "I wasn't the one who started this by

trying to appropriate soneone el se's woman. Next tine
stop to think about it first."

The snmal |l crowd wat ching the goi ngs-on | aughed,

whi ch got to the losing side even nmore. He turned
agai n and stal ked away, | ooking as though he intended
findi ng someone snaller than himto beat up on, and
that ended the show conpletely. As the crowd began

to di sperse, Jejin and Serendel both noved closer to
ne.

"That nust have been terrible for him™" the fighter

said to the magi ci an when they reached nme, his grin
now wi der. "Having your man beaten by the |east ma-
gician in these precincts is enbarrassing. Did he really
think 1'd believe hinP"

"A certain nunber do believe, and |I'm sure he was
hopi ng you'd be one of them" Jejin answered with a
chuckle. "He knows |I'mrated stronger than his own
magi ci an, but he's one of those who really enjoy the
laws of this land. Your |ady took his fancy so he de-
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cided to take her, trusting to luck that her conpani on
woul d all ow hinself to be tal ked into backing down.
Now he has to wait at |least the mninumtinme before
his magi ci an cones out of it, and until then he can't

claimany wonen at all. | have the feeling he'll be
finding the wait a I ong one no matter how short it turns
out to be.™

"Serves himright for being fool enough to think I'd
hand over what was mne without a fight,*' Serende

said in a voice filled with satisfaction, then his atten-
tion turned to ne. He started to say sonething, noticed
my expression before any of it got said, and then that
teasing | ook was back in his eye. "Watch it, Jejin,"

he warned, trying to sound nervous. "I think we're

ebout to have a second confrontation. | hope you're

A too tired to protect ne."

"M **you*re as funny as a shuttle crash," | grow ed,
arnms still folded as | gave hima frozen stare. "How
coold a man be afraid of something that's '"his'? Jejin,
take this stupid child s toy off me. | don't |ike being
tied, even with real, honest-to-gosh light."*

For some reason the man hadn't cancel ed his specia
effects, and the string he had taken to fight with was
now reattached to the loop around my waist. It was a
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cute gimmick to anuse the tourists, but there was at
| east one tourist who had had enough of it.

"My dear lady, | will be nore than happy to rel ease
you," the magi ci an answered, his tone very neutral
"We'll see it done as quickly as | have the conmmand

fromyour lord."

I imrediately switched a thawed and furious gaze

to the man who was pretending to be a nmmgician, but

he didn't even have the decency to avoid ny eyes. It's
all a ganme, his cal mexpression seened to be trying to
tell me, no one's serious, so there's no reason to get
upset. | could understand that, | really could, but ac-
cepting sonething intellectually, | was |earning, wasn't
the sane as accepting it enotionally.

"Then there should be no problem™" | said as evenly
as | could, trying to calmthe enotional anger. "I'm
sure nmy—obl e and generous |ord won't consider hes-
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itating even a nonent. WII you, O noble and gener-
ous | ord?"

I 1 ooked again at Serendel, working to keep as nuch

of the desire for bloody di smenbernent out of the stare
as possible, but | don't think I did very well. His grin
wi dened as he gazed down at nme, and then he was

shaki ng hi s head.

"I don't knowif | can go along with that," he de-

ni ed, the doubt deliberately added. "Since | won you

I amyour lord, but you don't seemready to believe
it. I think I need a denonstration of some sort con-
cerning your sincerity of purpose, your purity of in-
tent. In other words, what'U you give me if | have you
turned | oose?"

He was teasing ne again, | could see fromhis grin
that he wasn't conpletely serious, but that was only
on an intellectual level. Enptionally | reacted just the
way he very obviously wanted ne to, wi th enough
outrage to build a ten-floor office building out of.
tried calling himnanes, nmaki ng obscene observati ons,
and flatly refusing all at the same time, which neans
| stood there gabbling and foam ng with nothing at al
intelligible comng through. Jejin glanced at ny
clenched fists, then | ooked away with a pai ned ex-
pression on his face, but the red-headed fighter de-
cided it was tine for deep concern

"Dam it, Jejin, now | ook what |'ve done," Ser-

endel said, the gleamin his eyes wiping out all effort
toward sel f-condemation. "l said something wong.

and now the poor little thing is upset. The least | can
do to nake up for it is to take her sone place quiet to
cal m down. Where did you say those privacy cham

bers are?"

"Ch, now!|l amgoing to commit nurder!" | snarled,
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telling nothing but the absolute truth. Al | wanted to
do was get ny hands on himto rip and tear, but he

was only warped and twi sted, not suicidal. As soon as

| started for him he ducked out of ny reach, then

came forward again fast. and suddenly | was being
lifted fromthe floor on his shoulder- | screaned in
rage and tried to struggle free again, but the grip of
his armaround ny |egs kept ne fromdoing it.
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"We're all ready to follow you, Jejin," the mser-
abl e nonster said lightly to the magician, totally ig-
noring the way | was pounding on his back with ny
fists. "The chanbers are spaced around the supporting
wal | s of this fountain room you said?"

"And, for the conveni ence of guests, also on the

fl oor above," the man answered, sounding reluctantly
amused but still anused. "I see a nunber of unoccu-
pi ed chanmbers in this direction, lord Serendel, so you
can have your choice fromanong them Cear crysta
wal | s neans vacant, heavy swiriing fog neans occu-

pi ed- Once you enter a chanber the fog will close off
all view of you and your |ady, but you nust say al oud
whet her or not you want the roomleft open. The words
*open' or 'closed* will either allow others to enter and
join you or give you conplete privacy, whichever you
prefer. Al so, of course, any chanber where entry is
j] 0t barred may be entered by you if you so desire."

h The beast carrying ne sinply nade a noi se of ac-
know edgi ng recei pt of the information, nothing of a
coment on it one way or another. Jejin had obviously
been giving hima prepared speech, sonmething |I'd had
no trouble telling even through nmy continued strug-
gles, and had no need of a specific answer. The "l ord"
woul d deci de which way he wanted it, w thout needing

to consult anyone else. | grow ed and ki cked and
pounded harder at the heavily-nuscled back under ny
fists, but all | acconplished was to give the people we

passed sonething to | augh at. They thought the sight
of the big glad carrying me across the wide floor a
riot, and even Chal and Lidra, left behind after the
magi cal confrontation, seemed to be sharing in the
general anusenent.

Needl ess to say, | was not view ng Serendel's ac-

tions with a big grin and a hearty knee-slap. | had the
feeling I was doing nore damage to my hands than |

was to the back | kept beating on, but that didn't stop
me fromstruggling all the way across the very w de
room | found out we'd arrived where we were going

when we passed a Jejin who was pointedly not |ooking

at me, and then | saw the crystal-walled doorway we'd
just passed through. As soon as we cleared it heavy
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fog began cutting off all sight of me fountain room
beyond, and then |I heard the single word, "C osed."

"If you think that'll do you any good, you're even
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nore feebl em nded than you | ook," | announced, giv-
ing the back |I'd been attacking an extra hard thunp.
"I want out of here, and | want it now "

"That's too bad about you," he said, sounding

compl etely unconcerned as he continued crossi ng what
seenmed to be a roomdecorated in crystal and bl ue.
Crystal benches with blue sval k cushions, crystal ta-
bles with carved bl ue knick-knacks, blue carpeting and
crystal walls. Qur forward progress was sl owed and
then stopped by sonething I couldn't see from where

I was slung over his shoulder, and then my outrage

was replaced by true fury. A big hand hit ny backside
three tines, the shoulder | was on di pped, and sud-
denly I was falling toward damed-i f-1I-knew what

The next second | hit something soft, and even though
I was flat on nmy back | tried to go into action. My
right hand darted for the pal mdagger in its sheath as
| tried to struggle to sitting, but as fast as |I'd noved
it wasn't quite fast enough. An oversized hand fl ashed
to ny wist, a big body forced nme flat again with ny
ri ght arm above nmy head, and then those gray eyes

were | ooking down at ne fromlittle nore than a foot
awnay.

"Do you intend turning this attack thing into a

habi t?" the beast asked in a very mld way, the |ook

in his eyes no nore than curious. "If you do, | strongly
suggest a reconsideration of the decision. Soneone

could get hurt."

"Il think about it after sonmeone gets hurt," |

grunted, fighting to get ny wist out of the unnoving
metal grip that had wapped all the way around it. "A
touch or two of red would do wonders for the col or
schenme of this room | consider it a matter of principle
to help out like that whenever | can."

"I have the feeling your "matter of principle stens
more fromthat very brief smacking you just got," he
sai d, those eyes unnoving frommy face. "You' re of

the opinion you can beat on me as nuch as you tike,

but I"'mnot entitled to give back any of it? Did | mss
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t he announcenent of the |aw nmaking ne a public
punchi ng bag?"

"I"mnot the one who forcibly carried you in here,”

| returned heatedly, even nore outraged over his co-

| ossal nerve. "Maybe your reputation lets you push

ot her peopl e around, but |I'mnot other people! If I
have to use this dagger before | can wal k out of here
1*11 do it, because | am going to wal k out of here.
Either let me go this instant, or don't conplain | ater
about what happens to you."

"l can understand not liking to be told what to do,

but letting the attitude rule you to the exclusion of all
reason isn't very smart," he said, the words a little
harder than they'd been until then, the look in his eyes
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mat chi ng. "You were told about the gane they're

pl ayi ng here and you twi ce agreed to go along with it,
out as soon as it canme to living up to the comitnent,
you forgot all about it and got insulted instead. If |
hadn't carried you in here, you would have forced them
to throw you out of the Msts, and if you wal k out
again wi thout doing as you said you would, the sane
thing will happen. |Is that what you really want? To
have to pay for a vacation you won't be allowed to
continue wth?"

I noved just a little in disconfort under that cold
gray stare, finally renenbering what Velix had said to
me—and what | had said in return. The fighter had
somet hing of a point, but conceding it didn't nean
liked it.

"There are sone enotional reactions none of us can
hel p responding to," | answered, trying not to feel as
defensive as | mght have sounded. "If you hadn't
teased ne about it | probably could have kept quiet,

but that consideration didn't do anything to stop you
Now it looks like there's only one thing | can do: stay
in here |l ong enough to keep them from getting suspi-
cious, and then trade you for Chal. After that you'l

get everything you want and then sone."

"I don't think so," he disagreed i nmediately, do-

ing nothing in the way of turning me | oose. "The dea
you nmade was to try nme first, and go for the swap only
if you didn't like what you got. Sitting around waiting
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out a sufficient anmount of time will negate the deal,
and the next thing you'll be doing is going back to the

port."
"There's no way they can know that all | did was
sit around,”" | cane back with a snort, trying to nove

my wist in his hand. "Unl ess they have this place
bugged they' |l think everything is just fine, so will you
pl ease | et go of ne?"

"There's one way they can know what you did,"
he said, a faint smle turning the coners of his nouth.
"Whul d you like to guess what that one way is?"

"You would tell thenP" | denmanded, the outrage
com ng back to nme the instant | understood what he
meant. "You would do sonething that low and dirty?
But of course you would, why am| even aski ng?"

"Stop feeling so self-righteously put upon," he said,
the dryness coming close to setting exasperation in his
voice. "This is ny vacation you're trying to ruin. and
al | because you don't know how to keep your word.

What gives you the right to ask ne to lie for you? The
warm and graci ous way you' ve been treating nme since

the first time we nmet? Sonehow | don't think so."

I wanted to give back the sanme kind of |ecture he
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was giving ne, but | was having trouble figuring out
a properly adequate response. | didn't see anything
wong in not keeping a word |'d been forced to give,
and |'d certainly had cause to be less than friendly
toward him but he was twi sting eveiything around.
He clainmed to be the one who was bei ng banned, but

| had a feeling his true reasons were sonething el se
entirely.

"I may be mistaken, but | think you like the idea of
owning a woman,'* | stated, voicing the dirty suspi-
cion that had conme to ne. "You don't give a damm

whet her or not / like it, you' re just enjoying the situ-
ation. If you weren't, you wouldn't be so norally in-
tent on holding ne to ny word. Tell nme |I'mwong."

"Of course you're not wong," he answered, his

grin back and strong. "I don't mind dealing with

worren who are free to do as they like, so why should

I mnd dealing with ones who aren't? Equality of in-
terest is ny philosophy, equality in everything. And it
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isn't the thought of owning just any woman Fin en-
joying, it's the thought of owning you. Are you going
to keep the word you gave, or are you going to accept
bei ng t hrown out ?"

"You know dammed well | don't want to be thrown

out," | growl ed, noving ny wist in his hand again

as | silently admitted | couldn't allow nyself to be
thrown out. * 'l can't stop you from doi ng anything you

pl ease even though | don't please the sanme, which
means you're about to do sonething that's beneath any
real man. If you're that desperate go ahead and get it
done, and after-ward you can hold your breath until |
thank you. That way you'll end up matching this room
perfectly."

"I don't look all that good in blue," he said, his

grin widening as he got what | meant. "And | think
you' d be surprised to find out how few nen, real or

ot herwi se, woul d hesitate over accepting the tenpo-
rary ownership of a desirable worman. Pernmanent own-
ership woul d be boring and nore trouble than fun, but
ahort-tcrmowning is another story entirely. Especially
if the woman i s one whose body you really want."

He gave ne enough time to redden at bis, teasing,

and then he lowered bis lips to mne with a gentle kiss.
The last thing | wanted was sonething |ike that, bat
bracing myself to hate the whol e epi sode didn't do

wel | against gentleness. It's force that bracing works
best against, and aside fromthe way he was refusing

to allow me to use ny pal mdagger on him the man
wasn't forcing me to do anything. He kissed nme gen-
tly, his free hand stroking nmy hair, for all the worid
making it seem as though being there was ny own

choice. After a nonent it came to ne that | had cho-
sen to be there, and in all fairness had to admt | was
trapped by circunstance rather than by the effort of
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the fighter. If not for that S.1. job | could have done
as | pleased, up to and including wal king away from
the man. After another nmonent | renenbered how in-
terested 1'd been in finding sone place quiet where
Serendel and | could kiss without being interrupted,
and ny resentnents over everything he'd insisted on
began nelti ng away.
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It's strange the way sone kissing keeps you from
noticing how nmuch tine is going by, especially when
the ki ssing becones two-sided rather than an individ-
ual effort. I don't know when | started kissing him
back, and al so don't know how long | spent doing it;

when he finally raised his head to end the tine. all
knew was that |'d never experienced the same with
any ot her man.

"Considering the anmount of time |I've been wanting

to do that, you didn't have rmuch chance of tal king me
into lying for you," he said with a smle, still stroking
my hair. "l really have no intention of hurting you,
you know, no matter what you' ve heard about gl ads

and their nasty, bestial ways. Mst of us save the
bestiality for the arena, and those of us who don't ei-
ther end up in a cell, or all alone in the bat hroom
Word spreads faster anong fans than anywhere el se,

and the honestly vicious ones don't have nore than a
handful of followers. Do you believe what |'m say-

i ng?"

"l never thought about it one way or the other," |
answer ed honestly, feeling al nost unbearably shy as
realized he was telling ne exactly what he intended
doing. "lIs it safe to say 1*11 soon be finding out first
hand?"

"yery soon," he agreed with a faint grin, noving

his nand fromny hair to nmy face. "It's a lucky thing

for me you're a woman who isn't afraid of anything,

not even a fighter with a reputation like mne. | find it
very conforting."

He gave ne a quick kiss with that, then let ne go

as he stood up again. Unfortunately for ny peace of

m nd he took my dagger before he stood, and | sat up
slowy with the partial wish that | still had it. What I
sat on was a giant couch quilted with blue svalk, big
enough to acconmpdate four people Serendel's size,

bi g enough to make nme feel alnmost lost on it. It wasn*t
that | didn't trust the glad, only that he brought me
very strange sensations, and | couldn't quite | ook at
what he was doi ng where he stood. It was nice that he
was conforted, but the fact that he was getting out of
the leather outfit didn't make nme feel the sane.
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"Now that*s a | ot better," he said as he came back
onto the couch next to me, to sit as | was doing. "That
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| eather may | ook authentic to the costumers. in this

pl ace, but |I'Il bet any anpbunt you care to nane that

the original outfits were totally different. This stuff is
alittle too stiff to wear confortably, and not boil ed
properly to be adequate protection. It's good for noth-

i ng but show-er taking soneone's eyes out with those

shoul der pieces. |Is sonething bothering you?"

By the time he asked the question | had inadver-

tently glanced at him which neant | was | ess bothered
than I had been. Instead of being stal k naked under

the |l eather the way he'd hinted he was, he wore a very
brief pair of snorts that were |ike a nmal e nodel's bath-
ing trunks. For some silly reason | felt better having
himlike that, but | still found very little in the way of
confort in the situation. H s body was really massive
with muscle, the sort that cones with strength rather
man enpty exercising, and even in the face of all his
assurances | still couldn't help realizing he was like
no man |'d ever been with before.

"Of course nothing is bothering ne," | answered
after the briefest hesitation, very aware of how cl ose
he was. "I haven't been a child for quite a nunber of

years now. "

"I didn't say anything about considering you a
child," he returned, his right hand com ng to ny back
under ny hair. "If |I'd thought you were a child, |
woul d have sent you to bed, not taken you there.

You' ve been taken to bed by nmen before, haven't

you?"
"l used to think so." | nuttered, trying to under-
stand why it was all | could do to keep from pulling

away from his hand, and then | raised ny voice a
little. "Wat | nmeant was, of course |'ve had sex with
men before. There's nothing to it, really, and npost of
the time it's fun."

"You sound like you're trying to talk me into it."

he said with a chuckle, his hand sliding across ny

back to curve around nmy right arm "I know nost

peopl e consider ne shy and hesitant, but | don't really
need convincing. If you're sure there isn't anything
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bot hering you, why don't you try relaxing a little?
Here, let's make both of us a bit nore confortable.”

The next thing | knew both of his hands were on ny
shoul ders, and then the wide straps of the top of ny
costune were being slid gently down nmy arns. The
effort alnobst imediately turned me as bare-chested
as he was, and before |I could even begin to react, he
had wapped nme in this arms and had stretched us out
on our sides on the couch

"Ah, yes, this is a lot better," he said as he settled
me nore closely to him ny breasts tight against his
chest. "There have been tinmes |'ve gotten to bed so
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tired that even falling asleep seened |ike too nmuch of
an effort, but there's no such thing as being too tired
to cuddle."

"Cuddl e?" | echoed, |ooking up at himw thout be-
ing able to decide whether | wanted to raise ny eye-
brows or lower them "Arc you sure that's the word
you wanted to use? And are you sure you're a fighter
and not a | adies' hairdresser?"

"Stop being a little snob," he said in a stem way,

but | could see the amusenent lurking in his eyes.

"Fi ghters have just as nuch right to enjoy cuddling

as hairdressers do, and maybe even nore if you stop

to think which group would do better if the right had

to be fought for. | happen to like cuddling with certain
giris, and I don't mnd saying so. Do you have any-

body you'd like to bring over to tell ne | shouldn 't be
saying it?"

"I think the twel ve-foot Mnster of Isak is busy

right now, so I'll have to get back to you.'' | rmnuttered.
feeling very firmy put in nmy place. "The biggest
problemin acceptance of that is trying to picture a glad
"snuggling.* It's not exactly the sort of scene that
conmes first and nost easily to mind."

"I'"mnot responsible for your prejudices,” he said,
that faint, nowfamliar grin visible again. "If you ever
hear ne tell soneone | like snuggling in the arena,

that's when you can | odge a protest. Wen it cones
to what | do in bed, no one has a say but ne."

"How about your bed partner?" | asked, suddenly
228 Sbaron Green

aware of the arms around ne in a different way. "Do
you get the say over her as well?"

"Usual ly," he agreed with a widening grin, then

qui ckly tightened his hold on ne as | began pulling
away. "But only because that's the way nost of ny

bed partners prefer it. You'll never find ne telling the
worman |'min bed with that her preferences are wong.
Sonething like that could take the friendliness out of

t he occasion."

"You nean there are actually wonmen in this uni-
verse who feel friendly toward you?" | asked, utterly
delighted to find that he was teasing ne again. "And
here | thought you inspired nothing but [ust."

"Life is tough for those of us who are sex objects,
but you leamto take the bad with the good," he al -
lowed in a way that was just short of noble. "Winen
by the thousands conme after ne and force ne into bed,
and all | can do is accomopdate their preferences. Af-
ter that, | find this change of pace very refreshing."

1 started to ask what change of pace he was talking
about, and then | remenbered: as long as we were in
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that particular section of the Msts, his was the only
opinion that counted. | could see fromthe gleamin

his gray eyes that | was supposed to get wild and try

to start another fight with him but it had finally gotten
through to ny tenper that he was enjoying the reaction

far too much for it to be smart letting it go on. If ny
getting mad was his version of fun, then nmad was the

last thing | should be getting.

"Ch, | understand now," | exclained, turning ny
right hand to put it on the chest | was being held
agai nst "What you're all that tired of is being in
charge, and what you'd like is to have someone el se
take over. Wiy didn't you say so right away? 1'll be
glad to take over."

The gray eyes looking at ne turned briefly startled
as be began shaking his head, that close to telling ne

I had it wong. | knew he didn't want nme in charge as
well as he did, but I Hlly intended making himsay it
so that / could laugh for a change. | waited for the

protest and di sagreenent, already enjoying what |
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woul d hear—and then | heard something | neither en-
joyed nor particularly understood.

"You know, you may not have a bad idea there,"
he said slowy, his head nodding as the agreenent in
his voice strengthened. "As a matter of fact, the nore

I think about it the nore | like the way it sounds.
You' re absolutely right about what | need, so let's do
it that way."

He et nme go and lay back flat on the couch, tucking
hi s hands behind his head as he grinned. | was sure he
couldn't be serious—er at |east al nost sure—but |
didn't know whether to go along with the joke or tel
himto stop nmessing around.

"Well, what arc you waiting for?" he pronpted.

not noving an inch out of the position he'd taken
"You said you'd be glad to be in charge, so let's see
some of that gl adness. O are you afraid?"

"I"'mnot afraid of anything,"” | snapped, stung by
his nmockery and noved out of indecision. "If it's fe-
mal e aggr essi veness you're | ooking for, consider it
round. "

I twisted around and put nmy hands to his chest, then
took his lips with a ot nore strength and passi on than
he'd used. He nmade no effort to stop ne, or even to
try taking over direction of what | was doing; all he
did .was cooperate conpletely by returning the kiss he
was getting. It went on for a short while, the warnth
of his body and lips slowy coning through to mny

awar eness, ny doubts and hesitations nelting away a
good deal nore quickly. | found nyself running eager
hands over the hardness of him and al so found that
sonet hing was definitely m ssing.
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"l hate breaking in on your rest," | said between
shortened kisses, "but 1'd like to be held and touched.
too. Do you want me to send for a servant to show

you how it's done?"

"If | practice alittle, | should be able to figure it
out," he answered with a chuckle, and then his arns
were around ne, his hands noving in silent appreci-
ation of what they touched. It felt so good | al nost
nmoaned, and the heat comng to fiery life all through
me was startling. Sex had al ways been sonet hi ng

230 Shwon G een

coul d take or | eave al one, something pleasant to be
indulged in with a pleasant paitner. Wth Serende
there was not hing easy or neani ngl ess about the situ-
ation, and very briefly part of ne tried to becone
frightened. | couldn't afford to be involved with any-
thing that wasn 't neani ngl ess, and | renenbered what
Chal had said back on the liner. The fighter was that
strange kind of man who woul d not touch certain

wonmen unl ess he was serious about them That was

the part that tried to frighten ne, but with Serendel's
hands touchi ng and stroking everywhere, the fear was

drowned beneath waves of churning desire. | wanted
himno matter what, and he seened to feel the same
about ne.

We spent half of forever kissing and touching, at

| east five or ten mnutes, and then the glad could DO
| onger control hinself. Rather than ne worki ng on

him | suddenly found nyself on my back with him
crouchi ng above ne, his shorts having di sappeared
Sonewhere without my noticing their departure. |

| aughed as he held me down, knowing |I'd won the

poi nt of who would be in charge after all, and then he
was entering ne and there was nothing left to | augh
at. His presence inside ne was sheer bliss and the very
begi nning of desire fulfilled, and when his face cane
to take a kiss he found one already waiting for him
He held ne tight as he stroked and ki ssed ne, ny fists
|l ocked in his hair, and | had truly never experienced
anyt hing that wonderful before in ny entire life.

Chapter 12

After it was over | refused to nove for a while, partly
because | didn't knowif | could nove. Every ounce

of strength seemed to have been briefly drained out of
my body, but it was a marvelous draining that | didn't
want to | ose the sensation of. I*d just learned that it
takes a man's efforts to turn sex into | ove-making for
a woman, and | also wanted to spend sone tine si-

I ently demandi ng why nmore nmen weren't famliar with

the technique. 1'd lived with Tris for nore than half a
year, and although the time had been pleasant it had
never been as good as what |*d just experienced with
Ser endel

"As soon as you don't need ne as a pillow any
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nmore, be sure to let nme know," the object of ny

t houghts said from above ny head, "This chanber has
atiled bathing tub in the back righthand conmer, and it
won't hurt either of us to use it."

"You're an unfeeling, inhuman slave driver,"

munbl ed into his chest, refraining from aski ng why

he was holding ne so tight if he was all that anxious
to get up. "Not to nention the fact that you cheat. If
that was your idea of me being in charge, I'd hate to
see what your being in charge is like."

"So | lied," he admtted without hesitation, the
cheerful dismssal a runble | could hear in his chest.
"l don't mind lying in a good cause, and anyone in
this roomwho tries claimng what we just shared

wasn 't a good cause will find herself in a very tight
spot . "

"As tight a spot as the one you found yourself in?"
231
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I asked with w de-eyed i nnocence, raising nmy head to
| ook at him "Sonme nmen seemto consider being in a
tight spot fun, but you're not silly enough to be one
of them are you?"

"Absolutely not." he agreed very solemly with a

sl ow shake of his head. "Abstinence and decorum are
the very cornerstones of ny life. The other two are
honesty and reticence, and by the way—when you're
ready to go again, just give me a w nk."

"You forgot to include reluctance and hesitation
anong your cornerstones,” | said with a |augh, run-
ni ng one hand over the light hair on his chest. "How
does a wi nk go agai n?"

"You're trying to mn ne, that's what you're doing,*'

he said with narrowed eyes, pointing a finger at ne.
"You're in the pay of Farison, and you're trying to make
sure | can't walk when it cones tine to face him | knew
it as soon as | net you, but the evil plan won't work.

You won't find me in your bed nore than five or six tines
a day, and 1*11 be throwing you out into the street a good
hal f hour before any fight between us is schedul ed. Even
if ft isn't scheduled tor another five or ten years."

The | ast sentence of his teasing cane out with very
little of the lightness of the previous nonsense, and
suddenly felt the weight of those gray eyes on ne,
maki ng his words nore than they'd been all by them
selves. | wanted very nmuch to | ook away, to listen to
the fear inside telling ne | couldn't afford to get in-
volved with a man, but | had to adnmit it was too late
for sensible advice. There was sonething about the

man who held nme that | just couldn't turn away from

and his own obvious interest made ny heart thunp and

my blood sing. Trite reactions for a situation |I'd never
anticipated or inmagined, but trite doesn't mean it can't
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"Serendel ," | said with a smle, holding to his gaze
with conplete willingness. "I think I'Il have to re-
menber that name for a while. Do you have sonething

| can wite it down on?"

"If you make ft Seren, you m ght be able to remem
ber ft without witing it down," he answered with a
grin. one big hand coming to stroke ny hair. "That's
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t

what ny baby sister used to call me, after deciding the
full name was too formal. She was ny favorite sister
and 1'd really |like having you call me the sane.”

"Was your favorite sister?" | asked, reluctant to put
the question but wanting to know. "Di d sonet hi ng
happen?"

"She was killed," he answered, his eyes going no-
mentarily inhuman, and then a snile banished the

deep, terrible cold. "But | think she really would have
i ked you, and woul dn't have minded your using her
version of nmy name. Your own nane, though, prob-

ably woul d have given her problens. Even she

woul dn't have been able to do much with Snudge."

"Il smudge you," | said with a grow, getting to
my knees beside himin order to reach his throat nore
easily. "I'mabout to strangle you, and you can't say

you don't deserve it. Wen you take a girl to bed, the

| east you can do is remenber her name while she's

still in that bed. Afterward it isn't necessary, but dur-
ing it is. It's a shame you didn't learn that soon enough
to save you."

He grinned while | wapped ny fingers around his

throat and tried to squeeze, and very quickly it becane
clear why he was grinning. H's neck was so nassive

I could barely get nmy hands around it, and squeezing
agai nst the cords was conpletely inpossible. If I'd
been seriously interested in doing himharm | would
have been out of | uck.

"Qut of the goodness of ny heart, |'ve decided to
spare you," | announced after a mnute's worth of

usel ess effort, |ooking down at his anmusenent. "I cer-
tainly hope you' ve | earned your |esson, since the next
worman you take to bed m ght not be as generous."

"I don't think I'll have to worry about that for a
while," he said, and then his arns were around ne,
pul ling me down and hol ding ne close. "For a time
there will only be one woman sharing ny bed, and
who knows? As generous as she is, | might get |ucky
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enough to have her agree to extending the tinme. She
and | haven't known each other |ong, but some things
don't take very long in developing. Al | can hope is

234 Sharon G een

that they take a whole | ot |onger before ending. Maybe
even a lifetine long."

He started to lean up with a kiss, but | was already
com ng down with one, the only answer | could nmake

to what he'd said. | think everyone wonders what |ove
will be like, howit will feel, howthey'll react, and
how they' Il know it if they do come across it. |I'd had

those sane questions nyself, but as | held Seren's face
bet ween ny hands while kissing him | knew the an-
swers and many nore besides. | was already three-
quarters in love with him | had just been told he felt
Ae sane about me, and there were no other questions.

Al the answers in the universe were mne, and | would
use themto solve any problemthat tried to cone al ong.

We spent sone tine sinply kissing, and then we

went together to the bathing tub Seren had nenti oned.

It was al nost big enough to swmin, nmore than | arge
enough for the two of us, and while we bat hed we

tal ked. Seren told ne about his family and | told him
about Seero, and with everything the two of us wanted

to share we al nost nissed seeing the blinking blue

light over a panel of the wall to the left of the pool. A
cl oser inspection showed us a hand plate in the panel,
and pressing the hand plate brought to view a smnal

cl oset space which contained a fresh leather outfit for
himand a fresh sval k costume in yellow for ne. | was
about to take the fresh clothing, but Seren just grinned
and told nme to leave it there for the nonent, then took
my hand and dragged ne back to the couch. W'd

made the m stake of drying each other after getting out
of the pool, and | was nmore than willing to let the
clothing wait. Sonehow the second time was even bet -

ter man the first, and the minutes passed by wi thout

ei ther of us noticing.

When we finally got out of that chanber, we dis-
covered that Lidra and Chal were in one of their own.
Jejin told us that ChaFs magi ci an had bested the one
representing a challenger for Lidra, and Chal had then
carried Lidra off just the way Seren had done with ne.
Jejin grinned and said he thought a new tradition may
wel | have been started, and we | aughed at the idea
with him then all three of us went |ooking for drinks
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and entertai nment. The shows being put on were ab-
solutely marvel ous, and when Lidra and Chal got
around to joining us, they thought so too.

After that a lot of our tine at the palace was blurry,
but we seened able to go on and on without rest and
the partying around us never stopped. Twi ce Seren was
chal l enged for me and twice Jejin won w thout trou-
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ble. but the third time his hesitation and uncertainty
were horribly obvious. Jejin knew sonet hi ng about the
rival magician that we didn't, and when Seren read his
expression he didn't hesitate. The fighter seened to be
renenbering the way Chal had | ost Lidra in one chal -

| enge, and al though the |l oss had only been a tenporary
one, he didn't appear prepared to accept nme sane.
Despite what were probably rules to the contrary,
Seren approached the man who had chal | enged hi m

spoke very quietly, then took a step back. None of us
knew what the fighter had said, but the other nan

pal ed, apol ogi zed for bothering us, then hurried away
with a very puzzled magician trailing behind him Af-
ter that episode, no one came with a chall enge agai n.

More than once Seren and | made use of the privacy
chambers, and there finally cane a time when we fel

asl eep after making | ove instead of returning to the
partyi ng. When | woke again, | had the feeling quite

a lot of time had passed; | was back to being able to
see cleariy what was around nme, and | also felt well-
rested and ready to get up. Wen Seren awoke, | had

my mind changed for ne about the getting up part,

and | was nore than happy to cooperate. | couldn't
seemto get enough of the man, in bed or out, and was
no |l onger even interested in conplaining about the way
he teased ne. Very eariy on I'd contracted the teasing
di sease nyself, and thereafter worked at giving as good
as | got.

W left the chanber to find that a breakfastish neal
woul d be served to us as soon as Chal and Lidra joined
us, and that nmade nme feel odd. The fog both inside

and out hadn't changed at all, which nade it seem as
though we were still living the sane day we'd started
on, no matter how long it was stretching. The thought
upset nme just a little, but before |I could find a reason
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for the reaction Chal and Lidra cane up, and we all

went for our neal. We had been given over into the

care of servants, and our magici ans were nowhere in
sight. Wen they didn't join us for the neal, we de-
cided their jobs m ght have been finished, and they'd
gone back to offer thenselves to the next batch of tour-
i sts. They never did show up again, and aside from

wi shing they'd at |east said good-bye, we quickly for-
got about them

We weren't far fromfinishing when Velix arrived,
confirm ng our speculation on the possibility of a
change in the offing, but he stood to one side of the
roomuntil the floor show was over. The man and

worman dancing were dressed in the rags and chai ns of

sl aves, and at intervals during the nmeal the man had
sl opped the dance by capturing and hol di ng the woman
m one way or another, and then had asked Chal and
Scren what they wanted himto do with her. The man
wore a bhig grin at those tinmes despite the | ook he was
getting fromthe giri he held, and seened only faintly
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di sappoi nted when his first requests resulted in nothing
nmore than an order to go back to dancing. He seened

to know that the "lords" would not be refusing him
forever, and he was right.

The third time he asked he was told to go ahead and
have sonme fun, and even though Lidra and | tried tal k-
ing Chal and Seren out of it, the two nen refused to
change their mnds. The giri's dancing had been nore
and nore deliberately provocative, they insisted, and
they were sinply seeing that she got what she'd asked
for. Since the man put her to the floor right there in
front of our knee table we all saw her getting what
she'd asked for, and the way she quickly sw tched from
i ndignati on to enjoynent was very unsettling. | didn't
know how Lidra was | ooking at it. but even though I

was trying to be annoyed with Seren, | was al so sud-
denly very hot for him | tried not to let it show but
his grin said he knew all about it and was sinply wait-
ing until | attacked him | woul d have enjoyed being
able to laugh in his face. but | knew as well as he did
that that attack woul d not be unreasonably long in

com ng.
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Wien the nman and worman finally left the floor, Ve-

lix came to stand in front of our long, |low table and

| ook down at us with a snile in his eyes that was very
close to a snmirk. It was a really lucky thing that Gid-
dent hs don't show expressions on their beaked faces.

or those like the journey scout would sonetines end

up as trophies on den walls.

"l see, ny lords and | adies, that you' ve reached a

certain appreciation of this area of the Msts," he said,
the words Just short of being a purr. "I trust there wll
be no further need for discussions on | egal actions or

swaps?"

Hi s dark eyes touched Lidra and me as he said that,
and Seren chuckled with the satisfaction of a man who
knows he has nothing to worry about. That conbi ned
with his earlier grin really annoyed ne, so | decided
it was tine to dent sone smugness

"Of course there's no further need for discussion on
those topics," | said, snling sweetly at the Gid-
denth. "I was pronised | could swap if | wanted to,

so there's nothing left to be talked about. After all.
you don't expect a giri to stay with a man who can't
even renmenber her name, do you?"

The feathers around Velix's face puffed out and his
head went up, but that was nothing in comparison to
Seren's squawk of surprise. He'd had a really good
time calling ne Smudge at every opportunity, but he
suddenly seened to be regretting the fun. Wen
transferred my icky smle to the glad, he tried to ex-
plain that he'd only been kidding and hadn't under -
stood that it was really bothering ne, but before the
rush of words could reach an end, they were inter-
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rupted by Velix.

"Am 1 to take it. my lady, that you' re now insisting
on indulging in the swap?" the Giddenth demanded,

his wings noving in short snaps as he spoke. "I'm

wel | aware of the fact that the choice was granted you,
but I was under the inpression ..."

"Dal i sse, you can't be serious," Seren interrupted
in turn, reaching over to take ny hand, actual worry
in his gray eyes. "I thought we'd agreed there was
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somet hi ng nmore goi ng on between us than sinple va-
cation fim Was | wong?"

"Of course you weren't wong," | answered,
squeezing the big hand that held nmne, ny smle now
warm and | oving. "You know | feel the sane way
about you."

"Then why are you insisting on swapping ne for

Chal ?" he asked, conplete confusion turning his ex-
pression bew |l dered. "If you're feeling as satisfied as
| am why do you want to ..."

"Who said I'minsisting on the swap?" | put with

great innocence, taking my own turn at interrupting.
"Al'l / said was there was no need for further discus-
sion on the point, and then | nade a personal opinion
observation about nen who can't renenber the nanes

of the girls they're with. Since you don't happen to be
one of that sort, whyever would you think the obser-
vation referred to you?"

There was a |l ong ten seconds of silence after ny
question, and then Lidra and Chal, who sat to Seren's

| eft, both started |laughing at the sanme tinme. A noise
like a strangled growl cane from Vel i x where he stood,
an obvious attenpt to snother reluctant anmusenent,

but there was still one reaction to cone. |'d been sm| -
ing pleasantly at Seren, and after a noment of staring
at me with narrowed eyes, he produced a faint smle

of his own.

"I"'mgoing to get even for that," he said in a very
warm pl easant way. reaching over to gently pat ny
cheek. "You did it on purpose to scare the hell out of
me, so there's no way you'll be getting away with it.
When it happens, don't say you didn't ask for it."

I laughed and i medi ately began trying to talk him
out of the threat, while Lidra and Chal tried to get
details on what he intended doing. He smiled and
shook his head quietly at all of us, pretending to be
determined to carry through on dire plans he wasn't
about to divulge, and then Velix was breaking in on
the silliness.

"My lords and | adies, please give nme your atten-
tion," he insisted, probably enjoying playing the wet
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bl anket. "1've cone here to tell you that you' re now
M STS OF THE AGES 239

schedul ed to nove on to the next Msts area on your
tour. There are new costunes you nust first change
into, and then | will lead you to your transportation
The changing roons are this way, so if you'll please
follow ne, we can be on our way."

He fussed at us until we got to our feet, and then

| ed the way through a quiet back door in the eating
roomthat opened on a |long, deserted corridor filled
with nore quiet doors. Each of us was herded into a
separate room and in mne | found my original |ug-
gage, a wi de, padded bench, a nmirrored wall, and mny
new costunme hangi ng on two hooks of a blank wall

The first hook held a floor-Iength gown in pal est rose
that was conpletely transparent, and the second a

mat ching floor-length cloak that closed at the left
shoul der and was conpletely slit down both sides.

| ater discovered that the two |ayers of light, delicate
mat eri al put together made the costune conpletely
opaque, but even as | began getting out of the svalk
outfit 1'd gotten used to so easily, | wondered what
sort of area we were heading for next.

The material of the gown cane up to nmy throat and

down to ny toes while leaving ny arns bare, but the
mrror wall told nme conpl ete nakedness woul d be con-
sidered by nost as being nore nodest. Despite all the
time we'd spent in the inhibition-relaxing at nosphere
of the palace, | put nmy hands to the formfitting gown
where it hugged ny wai st above ny hips, and won-

dered if | had the nerve to wear it. That gown was an
invitation to attack if I'd ever seen one, and being
attacked doesn't happen to be one of nmy major ains

inlife. | added the cloak out of sheer desperation (no
pun intended), and that was when | discovered how
well the two went together. | felt sonething of relief

at that, but only a small something. There would cer-
tainly come a tine when the cloak would have to be
taken off. and if it turned out to be a public occasion
I was definitely not |ooking forward to it.

I was sitting on the padded bench and staring down

at the toes of the rose svalk slippers that had repl aced
my | ace-up sandals, when a scraping knock cane at

my door. |'d been trying to decide how nmuch trouble

240
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I'"d be given if | changed out of the gown and cl oak
into one of ny bodysuits, but there'd been no way of
knowing. |'d been told | didn't have to wear the cos-
tumes, but just in case Velix decided to cone at ne
with threats again, it seened wiser to wait with the
decision to balk until we were a little closer to ne
obj ective we'd cone there to reach. W'd al so be
closer to the end of the tour by then, which seened to
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be stretching on an awfully long tine.

"It's time to leave, ny lady,"” Velix's voice cane
through the door after the scraping knock. "Are you
ready?"

I nstead of answering | sighed, then got up to go to

the door. The Giddenth waited in the corridor Just
outside, and ny three traveling conpanions were al -
ready with him Lidrain lilac, Chal in black, Seren in
brown. The two nen showed hose and tunics through

the slits of their solid cloaks, and ny first thought was
about how unfair that was. It would have been a per-
fect point to conplain about, except that | suddenly
realized Lidra had been given the sanme kind of outfit

I had, and she had a good deal nore than nodesty

areas to hide. | glanced at her to see if she was show
ing signs of upset, didn't find any, then had to give up
on the effort. Velix was already | eading me way up

the corridor away fromthe door we'd cone in by, and
there was nothing to do but follow along with the oth-
ers.

The end of the long corridor held a door, and a ser-
vant opened it for us to allow uninpeded access to the
m sts of outdoors. The fog in the streets was a good
deal thicker than that which floated indoors, but not so
thick that we weren't able to see the | arge coach wait-
ing for us at the curb. Six shadow shapes of |arge an-
imls we couldn't quite see were attached at the front
of the coach, and another servant stood by to open the
coach door for us

"This vehicle will take you to the Msts of Bulm

and | will be there to greet you," Velix said, nodding
toward the coach and the servant opening the door.

"I't would give me greater pleasure to acconmpany you

of course, but my body shape unhappily forbids such
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acconpani ment. Pl ease relax and enjoy the trip, and
rest assured that it will be quite brief."

None of us felt the need to comment on that, so

Vel i x stepped aside to give us access to the coach.

Li dra, standing ahead of me, noved forward first, and
even with the help of Chal and the servant quickly
proved how awkward it was getting into a high vehicle
while wearing a | ong gown and a | ong cl oak. | wasn't

| ooking forward to nmy own tine trying, and that may

be why | let myself be distracted by a sound comni ng
fromour left, the sound of another coach arriving. It
pulled up to the curb, a servant hurried over fromthe
pal ace door that stood there, and then the peopl e inside
were being helped out. | stared at themwith a frown,
wondering where |'d seen them before, wondering why
their arrival at that tine seemed totally wong, and
then it hit ne.

Those were the four other people we'd gone through
Custons with, the four who had decided to stay over-
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night at the castle.

But we'd already been in the Msts for days. Wy

were they only Just arriving? Could they have started
el sewhere? Was there anywhere else to start fron |f
there was, why had Velix given us such a hard time
when Lidra and | had protested the setup in that area?
Wul dn't it have been easier sinply sending us to the
alternate starting location? | couldn't figure out what
was happening, and then | did sonething that turned
simpl e confusion into numbed shock. For the first time
since |'d entered the Msts, | renenbered the watch
I'"d been given and | ooked down at it.

To find that according to the tinepiece, no nore
than half a day had passed. Al that tine spent ca-
rousing in the palace had taken no nore than hours.

"Inky, are you all right?" Seren asked suddenly,
putting an arm around ny shoulders. "It's hard to tel
inthis fog, but you |l ook Iike you just went pale."

"By rights | should have gone albino,” | muttered

in answer, then raised ny eyes to | ook at Velix. "But
maybe there's a sinpler solution to nmy questions than
the outl andi shness that al nmost knocked ne over.
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Maybe sonet hing has sinply gone wong with ny
wat ch. ' *

"My dear |ady, how very observant you are," Velix

said with a purr while nmy compani ons checked their

own wat ches and canme up with a variety of excl ama-

tions. "You' ve deduced that time noves at a different

rate here in the Msts, and the only accurate neasure- ,
roent of it is the watch on your wnst. That, of course,

is die reason our prearranged plans couldn't be changed
once you'd arrived here. Acclimatization to the con-

dition takes a bit of tinme, and too nuch of it would

have passed here if we*d needed to bring in one of our

own. As nost of our guests take much | onger noticing !
the anomaly, | really must congratul ate you."

"But how could that be?" Chal protested, dividing

his stare between his watch and the journey scout.

A*w never heard of tinme noving at different rates on

« single planet, and if it's true it couldn't be kept se-
cret- Qut of all the thousands of tourists you get, at

| east one woul d have said sonething to sonebody!"

"Not if they didn't renenber the phenonenon once

they were free of its effects," Velix answered, snooth
amusement now very much with him "Leaving the

M sts neans | eaving nost of the nenory of it as well, .
which is why the secret has been kept for as long as it

has. One nman nanaged to lake it out with himin an

utteriy ingenious way, and he was the one who con-

vinced others to help himbuild the Msts of the Ages.

| doubt there are as nany as half a dozen who know ,
the truth, and enpl oyees—ot to nention guests—are ;.
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certainly not nunbered anong them Al you'll take J

out with you will be the sketchily detailed menory of |
a wonderful tine, which is exactly what the rest of us ]
take. And now, if you please, the coachman is wait- --.

ing." J

Wth Lidra already inside the coach | was helped in .,
next, and then the two nen of our party joined us. .

Chal sat next to Lidra and Seren next to ne, and none J

of us said a word until the coach lurched to a start and f
we pulled away fromthe pal ace. At that point Chal f
stirred in bis seat, then shook his head. ls,

"I don't buy it," he stated, knowi ng we woul d have A
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no trouble followi ng him what we'd just |earned was
occupying the thoughts of all of us. "I don't claimto
know nore about this anomaly than the people who
discovered it, but |I can't accept the different tine rate
theory. It could be that our biological processes have
been speeded up by sonething in the fog, but that has
nothing to do with what they're claimng."

"I don't really understand either point," Seren said,

| ooking at Chal with distraction in his eyes. "The idea
of a different tine rate isn't easily swall owed wi thout
the context of alternate di mensions wapped tightly
around it, but no one has said anythi ng about other

di mensi ons. The idea of biological changes—sn't that
reaching just as far?"

"Not really," Chal denied, his mnd busily chew ng

at the question. "W take things all the tine that affect
or adjust our netabolisms, and usually think nothing

of it. If these msts slow us down to the point where
we're living days in conparison to hours outside, that's
only an extreme extension of something we're already

well familiar with."

"SIl ow us down?" | echoed, feeling nore confused

than ever. "If we're living days to hours, wouldn't it
be speeding us up? | nean, don't you have to nove
raster to cramnore into the sane anount of tinme?"

*'Yes, our bodies would be noving faster, but our
perceptions woul d have to slow down," Chal said.

Just as though he intended starting a | ecture, but then
hi s expression went peculiar. "I'd like to make that
clearer for you. but | don't think I can do it w thout
getting really technical. How nuch bi ol ogy have you

had. | nky?"

"The level | left it was above the biros and the bees.
but about three miles bel ow what you're talking
about,"” | said with a wave of ny hand, dism ssing his

question. "You' d be wasting your tine. Chal, and al
I'"d get out of it would be a headache. Let's just say
we spent what felt |ike nore than two days living
through half a day of tine, and let it go at that."
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Chal nodded and Seren agreed with a wordl ess
sound, but that was hardly the end of it. Lidra hadn't
said anything and really seenmed to be lost in her
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t houghts, and the two nmen went back to silent specu-
lation while | did the sane. It was a fantastic idea to
ki ck around, and the air-conditioned interior of the
coach kept us confoitable while we thought. Part of

me wanted to consider how the new i nformati on woul d
affect the job we had to do for S.I., but the rest of ne
refused to consider the matter. Chal and Lidra were

die big brains of our threesone, and | was just al ong
to find and open things. They could take care of the
problem while | spent ny time thinking about all die
extra hours and days |'d have with Seren

The silence stretched on for an amount of tinme dial

was probably | aughing at us, and then Seren stirred

and sighed. If 1'd had to guess about the sigh, | would
have bet he was giving up on understandi ng what was
happeni ng, and | considered that very wise of him I
was fairiy sure it would take even Chal and Lidra nore
than a few mnutes to figure out which way was fast
forward, so for the rest of us to try was a conplete
waste of tine. The fighter shifted until he had put his
right armaround ne, and then he gestured toward the

wi ndow on his left.

"I't looks like we were so distracted, we m ssed

| eaving the city," he said. "There's nothing out there
now but fog and shapes shaped |i ke bushes and trees.

I wonder what the new area will be like—and if we'll
enjoy it as much as we enjoyed the |ast one."

"We'll probably be forced to play kiddy ganmes, and

made to sleep in segregated dormitories," | said, feel-
ing his faint grin all the way down to ny slippered
toes. "All the giris will have dragons for chapel -ones,

and all the boys will die of frustration."

"Not this boy." he said with a chuckle, |eaning

down to kiss ny ear. "Any dragon who gets in ny

way wi Il need heavy-duty medi cal insurance. And ever
since you and Lidra cane out of your changi ng roons.
I've been curious. Wat sort of costumes do you have
OB under those cl oaks?"

"Ch—nothing terribly special,”" | said as casually

as | could, suddenly understandi ng why there had been
four changing roons instead of two. Wth two, there
woul d nost |ikely have been a delay in |eaving, and
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could just picture Seren's reaction the first tine he saw
me in the gown alone, without the cloak. If | was very
lucky we also would be alone; | didn't know how he

felt about it, but public exhibitions didn't fit in well
with nmy private inhibitions.
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"What sort of nothing terribly special?" he pur-
sued, bringing his free hand to ny bare left arm "I
|l ove this color they keep giving you, it goes so well
with the black of your hair. How about one peek under
t he cl oak?"

I looked up at himquickly, having the feeling |I rec-
ogni zed the tone in his voice, and unfortunately | was
right. There was a definite gleamin the gray eyes

| ooki ng down at ne, which nmeant he'd al ready cone

to certain conclusions.

"But | can't give you a peek," | said, keeping ny
voi ce very, very reasonable. "I gave ny word not to,
and goi ng back on your word isn't very nice. You
don't want to nake a liar out of me, do you?"

"Absolutely not," he agreed very sol etml y—wi t h-

out losing anything of the gleam "I'd never sink so
low as to make a liar out of anyone. I'mnot trying to
be a pest about it, but before we left the palace | had
a glinpse of that gown material where it showed

through the side slit of your cloak, and since then |'ve
been—euri ous. How about if | take a peek on ny

own?"

"Don't you dare!" | hissed as his hand left nmy arm
to finger the edge of the cloak's front panel, his grin
beginning to widen. "Seren, |eave it alone!"

"Why are you blushing |ike that. Snmudge?' * he

asked in a very innocent way, the arm around ny

shoul ders keeping ne fromshifting away. "I know

you' re not nakedtinder there, and even if you were it
woul dn't matter. Tve already seen you naked, so it
woul d hardly be anything new. You know how | enjoy

| ooki ng at you, so come on—ust a little peek."

*You do, and I'I|l pop you one in the nose," | said
with all the el egant hauteur | was capable of, trying
hard to nmake himknow | neant it. "W're not al one

in this coach, and I'll be dammed if | put on a snow
even for people I'mfriendly with. | intend waiting
246
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until we get where we're going before | start the fun
games again; if you don't care to wait, you' re on your
own. "

"l don't think you have nuch to worry about in the

way of an audi ence,"” he answered with a small |augh,
gesturing with his head toward the coach seat opposite
ours. "They've been busy with their own concerns for

a couple of mnutes now, so you mght as well think

of us as being alone."

I | ooked over to Chal and Lidra, and was surprised
to find that they were hol ding each other around and
exchanging light, brief kisses. Staring is an intrusion
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in a situation like that, so | alnost |ooked i mediately
away again—dntil | saw the way Lidra's |ips were

nmovi ng bet ween t he kisses. She and Chal were talking

rat her than necking, and the fact that | couldn't hear
any of it said she was guarding the conversation with
'090 of her devices. That, of course, neant it was busi-
ness, which also neant it was up to ne to distract

Seren away from what they were doing.

"This still doesn't match ny definition of being

al one, but | do have to say |I'mdisappointed,” | told
the big man to ny left, bringing nmy eyes back to him
with a snmall sigh. "Here you sit, bothering nme about
peeki ng, while Chal gets right (town to nore interest-
i ng topics- Maybe | shoul d have gone for the swap
after all."

"You're a cruel, heartless wonman, but this one tine
you may be right," he allowed with a thoughtful I ook,
then abruptly reached his left armdown and slid it
under ny knees. Wth his right arm al ready around

me, it was no nore than seconds before | was seated
on his lap, and then pulled tight against his chest.
"Wl [ ?" he demanded in pretend inpatience. "Wat

are you waiting for? You know I'mtoo weak to stop
you fromkissing me half to death.”

"Never let it be said |I'd pass on a chance to take
advantage of ne helpless,"” | said with a | augh, then
put ny arnms around his neck and began taking advan-
tage. His lips were so reluctant | was al nost over-
whel med, but since | was kissing himfor the sake of

Ac Job, | just had to put up with it. The sacrifices
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had to make for S.I. were getting worse and worse,

but I felt sure | was strong enough to stand up under
the pressure.

The sensation of the coach sl owi ng down brought

an end to the tinme, and in one way it was a very good
thing. Seren's hands had been noving under ny cl oak
whil e we kissed, and | discovered | was about five

m nutes away from not caring who m ght be watching
us. There was no possible doubt he felt exactly ne
same, and | was certain the only thing holding him
back was the know edge of ny reluctance. The ride
ended before the reluctance did, which, | suppose, can
be considered the good thing; the reverse of the coin
was the way | cursed under ny breath, reviling who-
ever was responsible for arrangi ng such damed short

trips.

"Looks like we get tents this tinme," Seren observed
ina murmur, his big hand still noving over ny bot-
tom "I wonder how fast they' Il show us which is
ours."

"It better be imediately, or 1'll pick one on ny
own," | murmured back, fighting to withdraw at | east

part of myself fromthe mindl ess demand of ny body

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (190 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:29 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

that I'd nearly nerged with. | wanted Seren so badly
the itch was alnost driving me crazy, and | wasn't in
any nood to accept del ays.

After a noment of inner struggle | was able to
straighten on his lap, and that's when | saw his choice
of the word "tent" was sonewhat inaccurate. What

we'd pulled into the mddle of was a collection of pa-
vilions, wide, brightly-colored alnost-build ings nat

gl owed prettily through the mst. Light spilled out of
the front of nost of those pavilions, and people dressed
in our current costunes noved here and there through

the canp.

"Look, there's Velix," Chal said, pointing out the
wi ndow toward the front of the coach. He and Lidra
faced the direction in which we'd been going, and
Seren and | faced where we'd come from Sone peo-
pl e m ght have protested having to ride backward in
t he second-cl ass seats, but Seren and | had been oc-
cupi ed with other concerns.
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"And Velix isn't alone," Lidra added, |eaning to-
ward Chal to get a better view "He has four nen and
two wonen with him all dressed the way we are.
wonder what's going to be happeni ng?"

"It won't be long before we find out,"” Seren said,
al so | ooking out the window. "W're stopping right
in front of them"

Whi ch was just what we were doing. The coach

came to a conplete stop, one of the nmen stepped for-
ward to open the door, and Velix noved closer to | ook
up at us with a tail-flourish

"My lords and | adies, welcone to the Msts of
Bulm" the Giddenth announced, a purr of satisfac-
tion again in his voice. "All the arrangenents have
been made, so if you'll join us now we can get you
wal ed. The ladies first, if you please.**

Since | was closest to the door | got to be the first
one out, and two of the nen took my arns to help ne
down. Once | was on the ground they urged nme out of
the way. and with all those people there | could un-
derstand why they didn't want another imediately
underfoot. The nman on ny right asked if | was having

a good tine, and when I'd assured him| hadn't been
horribly bored, the one on ny left asked if there had
been anything about the palace | hadn't liked. | thought
briefly about the question and couldn't conme up with
much, and then | suddenly noticed we were still wal k-
ing. The pavilions we'd stopped anbng, the peopl e,

the coach—all had di sappeared behind us in the fog,
and when | tried to stop and turn around, the hands on
my arns tightened gently but irresistibly! They'd dis-
tracted ne until we were far enough away fromthe
others, and now they weren't going to |l et ne go!
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Chapter 13

Automatically | began to struggle, having no idea
where those nmen were taking me or why, but the one
on ny right seemed to be expecting the reaction

"No, no, it's perfectly all right, sweet dansel." he
said with a reassuring smle, he and the other stil
moving ne forward through the mst. "Your conpan-

ions will be along shortly so we have to get you settled
first, or you'll all lose half the fun of it. There's no
real danger, of course, especially not with us |eading
you along, and it isn't very far

"Are you sure |I'mnot being kidnapped?" | asked,

trying to keep the trenmor out of my voice. |I'd suddenly
remenbered the real reason | was in the Msts, and

nmy. heart was pounding at the thought that soneone

had found out.

"But of course you're being kidnapped." the sec-

ond man answered with a | augh, causing the first to
grin. "That's the whol e basis of the Msts of Bulm

The dansel s are ki dnapped by outl aws and nonsters

and ogres, and the nen have to find and rescue them
After that you can reward your hero or not, just as you
i ke. and can even request a different hero if the first
takes too long finding you. The nen al so have the
option of getting a different dansel to rescue if they
don't like the reward they' re given after the first tinme.
so you mght keep that in mnd."

The first man chuckl ed but didn't add anything, and

I was too relieved to put in anything of ny own. Being
ki dnapped for the purposes of their ongoi ng gane was

a hell of a lot better than being found out and taken
249
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prisoner, no matter how silly the i dea would have been
all by itself. Under the gown |I still had ny pal m dag-
ger, but | really had no interest in finding a need to
use it.

We continued on through the fog for a while, and
wonder ed how t he nmen knew where they were going

until | spotted the button in the right ear of the one to
my left. After that | noticed the other man touching

his own right ear, which | took to nean he had a but-
ton like the first. They were being gui ded through the
fog by others who had instrunments capabl e of pene-
trating ne fog's obscurity, but realizing that didn't do
much in the way of making nme feel better. If there

were instrunents around capabl e of detecting people
nmovi ng through the fog, the job ny teammtes and

woul d be doing had just becone harder

True to the word |I'd been given, our destination
wasn't very far. A large shape looned in the nists
ahead of us, and when we noved closer it took on
nmore of the outlines of a broken-down, gloony man-
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sion. | was led over a small bridge and then up a badly-
kept path of stones, and then we were at a heavy

wooden door that hung open and half off its frane.
Getting through the doorway was a one-at-a-tinme op-
eration, and once we were inside | didn't consider the
acconpli shnent worth the effort. Thi ck cobwebs hung
everywhere with only an occasional candle to |ight

mem what furniture mere was stood sheet-covered |ike
ghosts, and the dust of years was so Chick it could have
been m staken for carpeting. We had cone into a w de,
round entrance hall, and after giving ne a chance to

| ook around at the ghastly nmess, ny two conpani ons
again urged ne forward.

"This place looks like it was cl eaned by soneone

with nmy housekeeping abilities," | remarked, not very
pl eased at the idea of a nore detailed tour. "Are you
sure this is where we're supposed to be?"

"Positive," the man on ny |eft chuckl ed, enjoying

my uneasiness. "This first tinme you won't be hidden

too well, so your rescuing hero should have very little
trouble finding you. The second tine won't be as easy
as die first and the third won't be as easy as the sec-
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ond, and so on until he's tearing this place apart. If at
any tine he doesn't find you, you get a special prize
and he has to pay a penalty. The wonen al ways enj oy

the prize, but the nen never feel the same about the
penalty. Right in here, please."

"Here" was a roomto the left, off the back of the
entrance hall. Its double doors were still on their
hi nges, but there was a protesting screamfromthose
hi nges when the doors were opened by ny conpan-

ions, to reveal what seened to be a large, pillared
dining hall. Wak candl elight showed a | ong table to-
ward the rear of the room dust-covered, cobwebby

hal f-eaten food still on it, skeletons occupying the
hi gh- backed chairs around it. Sone of the skel etons
still held goblets, as though they were about to raise

themin a toast, and | was so busy watching to nake
sure | wouldn't be taken anywhere near themor the
table, | didn't inmrediately notice it when we stopped.
We were about hal fway between the entrance doors

and die grisly feast scene, and two solid-soundi ng
clicks brought nmy attention quickly back to ny im
medi ate vicinity.

"What are you doing?" | demanded with nore hys-

teria than | would have preferred, trying to get ny
wists |loose fromthe cuffs that had been cl osed around
them 1'd been backed up agai nst one of the pillars
with the doors on ny left and that table on ny right,
and ny wists had been set into soft plastic cuffs held
by the reunited pillar fromthe rear. The gentle cuffs
weren't hurting ne, but | still couldn't bring ny arns
forward or step away fromthe pillar.

"Don't worry, sweet dansel, we're just chaining
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you," the man on ny left said, now distracted by the
need to check what he and his friend had done. "If
you aren't chained or | ocked up sonehow, you

woul dn't need to wait for a hero to save you, now
woul d you? We'lIl be getting on back now. but first |
want to tell you not to worry when you hear strange
noi ses. The monster who ki dnapped you is prowing
around the mansion, waiting to pounce on anyone who
tries rescuing you. O, once your hero gets here. the
monster will try to devour you before you can be rcs-
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cued. There are three or four different ways it can go,
and we never know which it'll be. Just be patient, and
renenber: this is all in fun. No one will be getting
hurt, so you have nothing to worry about."

He and his friend both snmiled reassuring smles at

me, but they weren't as ready to | eave as the first one
had said. Instead of turning away he reached to the
clasp on ny left shoul der, opened the cloak, then
pulled it away.

"Hot damm," the second one breathed as he stared
at me, ignoring the sound of protest |'d made when

the cl oak had been taken. "Sweet damsel, if you de-
cide you don't like the way your first hero operates,
you just tell themyou want nme instead. | guarantee

you won't end up di sappoi nted."

The first man | aughed at what his friend had said,

his expression clearly supporting the opinion, but

rat her than addi ng anything of his own he sl apped his
friend' s shoulder and the two of themturned away.

The second man turned twice to | ook back at nme be-
fore he and the other went through the door, and then,
with nore squealing fromthe hinges, | was finally
alone. | pulled angrily at the cuffs that held ne, em
barrassed and annoyed at the way the cloak had been
taken, but not all that surprised. A mnute of thought
said the "heroes" had to have an i mmedi ate reward

for finding the m ssing dansels, and the costune we'd
been dressed in was it.

Despite the nasty, gloony atnosphere of the room

I was chained in, | soon found nyself nore bored than
frightened. There isn't much fun in standing chai ned
to a pillar, and after having been warned, the creaking,
om nous sounds | heard every once in a while weren't
in any way attention-takers. The only thought occu-
pying me was the question of howlong it would take
Seren to find me, howlong it would be before |I could
give himhis reward. The coach ride was still sharp in
my menory, and it wasn't only boredomthat shifted

me fromfoot to foot in front of the pillar.

About fifteen or twenty minutes went by. and then
| heard a sound that was | ess of a creak and nore |ike
the sl ow approach of footsteps. | was i mediately sure
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it was Seren and then just as imrediately not quite as
sure, especially since the footsteps weren't hurrying.

I waited with faintly pounding heart while the steps
came up to the roonm s doors, heard them pause, and

then one of the doors wail ed at being opened. A large
shape | ooned in the open doorway, meking nme pull at

the cuffs that held me in place, and then the shape was
in the roomand wal ki ng toward ne.

"Yes, | can see now that they were right," Seren's

voi ce canme with anusenent init, while | tried to re-
swal l ow ny heart. "They said | wouldn't be disap-

poi nted when | found ny dansel in distress, and they
were absolutely right- I'Il just have to have sonme words
with them about waiting so | ong before putting you in
that costune."

"If you'll reel in your eyeballs, you'll find it easier
openi ng these cuffs on ny wists," | said, suddenly in
even nore of a hurry to be free. Seren had | ooked at

me nore than once in the time we'd been together, but
never with the slow gl eam he was showing right then

I had tinme to notice his cloak was gone and he'd been
given a play sword that |ooked like tin, but that was
all | had time to notice

"Why the rush?" he asked al nost | aconically, stop-

ping in front of ne to grin and inspect. "At first |
didn.t, think nuch of the way this place was decorat ed,
but I've suddenly changed nmy mnd. Could that gown
besval k?"

He reached a big hand out toward nme, and al t hough

| tried avoiding it, the cuffs held ne in place while his
fingers closed gently around ny left breast. Wen he
began to stroke ne | npaned, feeling as though | had

been turned into a sun.

"Seren, please, you're killing nme," | begged, hav-

ing no idea why he as doing that to ne. "Take the
cuffs off so we can go and find a tent to use. If you
don't do it fast, 1'll be nothing but a pile of ashes."

"Ch, | think you | ook stronger than that," he re-
turned with a chuckle, his hand | eaving ny breast to
slide down to ny waist. "I'd be willing to bet you're
strong enough to last through hours of this—ust the
way you were strong enough to pretend you wanted a

254 Sharon G een

swap a little while ago. Do you renenber pretending
you wanted a swap?"

"It was just a joke!" | wailed, pulling again at the
cuffs as his hand slid down over ny hip to ny thigh.
"Pl ease, Seren, it was only a Joke! Don't keep me
like this for hours!"

"Well, it's possible you mght be able to nmake ne
change ny nmind," he allowed, but there was a | ot of
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del i berate doubt in with the words. "Wy don't we
see how well you do with convincing, and then we'l|l
see if there's reason to think about changes.'*

He | eaned down to give ne the chance to reach him
with a kiss, but he didn't stop touching me and he
certainly didn't try opening those cuffs. | reached to
his nouth with mine and kissed himwi th nore fervor
than | had at any time before, really trying to get him
to change his mind. | was fairty certain he was only
teasi ng ne about keeping me like that for hours, but

it had suddenly come to nme that he could be absolutely
Mious. | didn't like the way he was getting even for
what |'d done to him but just then | couldn't find it
in me to argue the point.

"That was very nice," he said as he ended the kiss,
grinning at the way | tried not to let his lips go. "The
next thing we nave to dois . , ."

H s words were cut off as both doors to the room

wer e sl amred open, and a heart-stopping roar sud-
denly canme. Seren whirled around, his hand i medi -
ately going for his swondbelt, and then. unexpectedly,
he | aughed.

"Wbul d you believe |I al nost forgot conpany was

com ng?" he said, relaxing out of a readi ness stance.
"That nust be the fell ow who's supposed to have ki d-
napped you."

He stepped aside to the right to point at the new
arrival, and being rem nded that we were still in the
m ddl e of a ganme didn't nake sight of the thing any
easier to take. What had just cone in was about eight
feet tall, built like a nan and proportionally nade,
except for the fact that its arns were too long. It had
dark, greasy hair on its uneven skull and over nobst of
its body, its eyes were very light and downright crazy-

M STS OF THE AGES 255

| ooking, and its nouth hung open to allow the drool

to drip down its chin to the floor. It wore nothing of
clothing and carried no weapons, but its fingers opened
and cl osed to show sharp, talonlike claws. It stood just
inside the doorway to stare at us stupidly for a mnute,
then it grinned and uncovered two rows of yell ow,

poi nted teeth and began a slow, shuffling advance.

"Seren, are you sure that thing isn't serious?"

asked nervously, pulling for the thousandth tine at the
cuffs that still hadn*t been opened. "I don't |ike the
way it's | ooking at ne."

"There's nothing wong with me way it's | ooking

at you," Seren answered with a |augh, glancing back

to ne as he drew and raised his toy kiddy-sword. "It's
exactly the sane way / was | ooking at you. \Wat |

have to do now is touch himw th nmy nmagic bl ade,

and he'll instantly fall over dead. After that we can
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get back to what we were doi ng when we were so
A rudely interrupted.”

\ He gl anced at me again with a grin, then began
striding toward the horror comng shufflingly at us,
enjoying the game in a way | couldn't seemto match.

A | didn't like the | ooks of that nonster, | didn't |ike

"c being chained to a pillar, and | didn't like the fact that
orr Seren would get to do all the defending. |'ve always

5. had this thing about needing to make my own efforts

n toward sel f-defense, even if the guy next to ne is able
to do it better. There's nothing worse than standing

around |l etting soneone el se be responsible for your

safety; if they decide they'd be happi er doing some-

thing else, you ve had it.

"Sorry, friend nonster, but that delicious dansel is

mne," Seren said, closing the | ast few feet between
himand the horror. "I can't blame you for wanting
her, but—=

He reached out to touch the thing with his kiddy-

bl ade, which should have, according to the rules, nade

it fall over dead. Instead of falling, alive or dead, the
thing | ooked down at Seren, seened to see himfor the
first tine, and uttered a snarling grow that caused ny
blood to stand still. One giant, filthy hand flashed out
to grab the toy blade that had touched it, the fingers
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closed to crunple the blade like foil, and then the other
aimswing |ight-speed fast to catch Seren hard in a
backhanded roundhouse that sent himflying off to ny

far left as though he were a tiny child. At that point 1
consi dered scream ng, discovered that | couldn't, then
saw that the thing had begun shuffling toward ne

again, that slobbering grin w der than before.

"If this is a ganme, | want my narbles back so | can
go hone," | muttered, too white-faced scared to know
what | was saying. Alt | did know was that the thing
coining toward me wasn't playing, not die way those
creatures in the passageway | eading to the pal ace had
been. The stink that cane forward with it supported
the theory, since the ones playing nonster under-
ground hadn't had a like aroma. It wasn't hard to see
we now had serious trouble, especially after what it
had done to Seren. If it had all been part of the fun
time we were supposed to be having, it wouldn't have
hurt a guest like that. And Seren had been hurt, even
though | couldn't bring nyself to think about how
badl y.

The giant monstrosity shuffled cl oser and cl oser

while | tried frantically to get even one wist free of
those cuffs, and then the probl emwas solved for ne.
The entire time |'d been imagi ni ng havi ng those tal ons
sunk deep into my flesh as soon as the thing was near
enough, but ny body wasn't what was first reached

for. The giant stopped about three feet in front of ne,
reached out with both knuckl e-draggi ng arns, and
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closed its hands on the chains holding me to the pillar.
One grunting pull and the stone of the pillar gave with

a sharp-runbling crack as though it were nade of hard-
packed sand instead, and the chains Chat had been set

so deep were no |l onger seated where they had been.

suddenly knew that the nonstrosity wanted to wait un-

til it had gotten back to its lair before it started on its
newest neal, and then | was being dragged by the

wists away fromthe pillar, toward the doors the thing

had cone in by.

Havi ng had a nunber of unpl easant experiences wth
very close calls inny life, I'd alnost gotten to the
poi nt of envying the ol d-fashioned sort of book-
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heroi ne, the kind who handl ed nasty situations by
fainting, thereby leaving it to the broad-chested hero
to get her out of the soup. Wen the nonstrosity began
dragging me out of the room | would have greatly
enjoyed fainting, but ny own broad-chested hero was
down in the shadows sonewhere, | still had this need

to do sonething to protect nyself, and ny wists were
finally close enough together for me to reach the cuffis
on them It took a nonment or so of groping before

| ocated the rel ease points by feel, and then two pushes
later | was finally free

But only of the chains. The nonstrosity didn't seem

to be terribly bright, but the combination of the enpty
cuffs hitting the floor and the loss of ny resisting

wei ght at the other end of what it was pulling did man-
age to let it knowits snack was trying to do a fade. It
stopped | unmbering forward and started to turn back

with a grow, and the idea about fainting began | ook-
ing better and better. | was al ready backing away from
the thing, but there was no real place of safety in that
room | mght have found it possible to dart past the

m sshapen formto the doors out, but |I'd already seen
once how fast it could move—and | wasn't about to

| eave Seren there, alone and hurt, to be a substitute

meal .
Wien the thing turned and saw ne free it snarled

even | ouder, dropped the usel ess chains, then began

com ng back after nme. | swall owed hard, but kept

backi ng away—and then | heard a sound fromny |eft

that was so conpelling even the | unbering nonster

was attracted by it- It was alnpost |ike the sound of soft
singing, but nothing that a human voi ce had ever pro-
duced. There was Joy in the gentle song, and delight

and eagerness, and when | turned ny head to see what

was producing it | found mnmyself very surprised and a

littl e shocked.

Seren stood just at the edge of the shadows, both
fists wapped around the hilt of his multi-sword, a
sword that was fully activated to performas it was
bomto do. What had shocked me was the realization

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (198 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:29 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

that | had never seen the sword conpletely alive be-
fore, not when Seren had been working out on the
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liner, and not even when he'd drawn it in the under-
ground passage, against the pretend nonsters. Both of
those tines the fighter had been playing, butJust then
he was deadly serious. He knew as well as | '"that the
nmonstrosity was real, and | could see that his efforts
were going to be the sane.

The thing snaried with rage when it saw Seren

standing there, but it seened to be faintly puzzled by
what he held. The sword's blade had a very faint gl ow
in the di mess, sonething that would be invisible in
normal |ighting, and what coul d be seen of the Jewel ed
hilt around and between Seren's hands was a bl aze of
alnost-living light. The sword continued to sing its
song of eagerness, and that seened to help the non-
strosity nake up its mind. It apparently had no idea
what the sword was, but it suddenly decided it wanted
it.

It was strange to see the way the thing began noving
toward Seren, one long armreaching out in the direc-
tion of his nulti-sworn, a distracted snarl for the man
who hel d the weapon. The nonstrosity wanted the

bright, pretty thing the nman held, and it was going to
take it. The thing was alnmpst childlike in its behavior,
and that was the phrase that rang a bell of menory for
me. | remenbered readi ng or hearing about a race of

sem - humanoi ds that had been found inhabiting a

new y di scovered planet with high background radi a-
tion. The race had been described in | ong, pedantic
words that translated to m sshapenly ugly* of noronic
intelligence, and easily noved to murderous rages. The
only faintly redeemng quality seemed to have been a
childlike curiosity for bright, new things, but that
didn't change how dangerous the race was. They were
meat eaters, which turned out to mean any neat in-

cl udi ng vanqui shed foes of their own race, or carel ess
researchers working with some of them

| shuddered as | watched the thing shuffling toward
Seren, finally understanding how I'd known | was go-
ing to be its next nmeal. My subconscious had identi-
fied the thing before the rest of ne had, and | only
hoped the fighter knew what it was racing. How the

thing had gotten into the Msts was sonething | had
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no i dea about, but if Seren's resol ve weakened at the
sight of its fascination with his pretty sword ,

But it didn't. Just as | was trying to decide what to
say in warning to the fighter, the creature got close
enough to reach a hand out to the sword, at the sane
time raising its other armin the sort of backsw ng bl ow
it had caught the glad with the first time. Seren ducked
both the grab and the bl ow and then swung his sword
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across the thing's mddle, apparently intending to cut
it inhalf. | fully expected that to be the end of the
fight, but the nonstrosity was nuch faster than its
usual lunbering gait led you to believe. It junped back
with the speed it had used the first time it had struck
at Seren, and rather than be cut in half it was just
opened from side to side.

The roar the thing sounded was both deafeni ng and
paral yzi ng, equally as bad as the sight of the bl ood
pouring out of the wound it had received. Pain and
outrage seened to nmadden it, and with another roar it
attacked the snaller being that had dared to hurt it.
clearly intending to catch the of fender and tear him
apart. Seren noved even faster than the nonstrosity to
get out of its way, swinging at an armas he went, and
the thing roared out its hatred even as nore bl ood be-
gan flowing fromits filthy body.

That was the start of it, but mnutes went by and the
end cane no closer to being in sight. Due to the very
long arns the nonstrosity had, Seren couldn't close
with the thing, not and expect to keep away from hands
that wanted to tear himapart. He tried for those hands
and arns as he kept out of reach, but the thing wasn't
too stupid to understand what he was trying and noved
at its fastest to keep it from happening. It couldn't stop
itself from bei ng wounded over and over, but the |oss
of all that blood wasn't slowing it the way it should
have. Seren*s sword sang with delight every tinme it bit
deep. but it wasn't able to reach anything vital on the
gi ant creature.

During that time / wasn't able to do anything but
stand and watch, noving now and then to keep well
away fromthe area of action. The creature seened to
have forgotten all about me, which would have been
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a benefit for our side if | could have come up with a
way of using the edge. Watching the fight hadn't been
fun; it had been terrifying, knowing as | did.that noth-
ing could stop it short of the death of one of the par-

ticipants. In the arena Seren could lose but still live if
he were no nore than badly wounded, but even if he
died he woul dn't be eaten afterward. | was also well

aware of the fact that if he lost | would quickly share
his fate, which meant | had to do sonething to help or

I would have no conplaint comng afterward. If al

you do is stand around and watch your side go down,

you deserve what ever happens to you because of it.

Which troth finally made ne begin to | ook around
seriously. If there was nothing obvious for me to do,
I'"d have to find sonething unobvi ous. The main trou-
ble was the roomwas so bare and dark, containing
nothing | could use as a weapon, nothing | could han-
dl e easily enough to nmake ny presence felt. Even the
chairs the skeletons sat in around the cobwebbed table
were too big and heavy to be swung, otherwi se | could
have—
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My desperate thoughts stopped still when | | ooked

up toward the darkened ceiling of the room to see the
very large, round, wooden chandel i er hangi ng above

the table. None of the dozens of candl es ranged around
its outer and inner circles were lit, which was why it
had taken nme so long to see the thing. Having found

the one | quickly |l ooked for others, and sure enough,
here and there around the room unlit candles were
supported by the sane kind of wooden circles. The

fight had noved, at various times, under at |east three
of them and right then seemed to be heading in the
general direction of a fourth. If | could Just get up on
the thing—t

I would do what? | stood chewing nmy lip with one

hand to ny hair, racking ny brain for an idea, and
then | saw the chains the nonstrosity had pul |l ed out
of the pillar, then dropped to the floor. The chains
were |ight enough for me to use as a weapon, espe-
cially if | attacked from an unexpected direction, and
the distraction m ght even be enough to all ow Seren

to finally close with the creature. It was at the very
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| east worth a try, but even as | hurried over to pick up
the chains, | still didn't know how | was going to reach
the chandelier. It was a good twelve feet or nore above
my head, and al t hough ny standi ng hi gh-junp was

better than what nost people can acconplish, | hadn*t

| earned to fly going up, only when comi ng down.

had to reach it, but | didn't know how

Seren and the creature were still going at it when
began to | ook around, and the way they were noving
told me I didn't have much tine. If | wasn't already
up in the air before they got in range | would be wast-
ing ny time, and possibly even our lives. | needed
something to bring ne a few feet higher off the floor.
somet hing that woul dn't be easily noticed when the
fight reached that area of the room Sonething, sone-

t hi ng—

I was noving around the fringes of the darker area

of the roomwhen | saw it, hidden in shadow and in-
visible fromnore than a couple of feet away. A sturdy-

| ooki ng box that had no business being in a roomlike
that, but one that was two feet wide, at |east three and
a half long, and about eight inches thick. |I didn't know
what it was or what it was doing there, but | knew at
once that if it could be counted on to hold ny wei ght
even for alittle while, it would be enough to get ne
where | wanted to go. Wthout wasting another mnute

I lifted its nore-massive-than-wei ghty wei ght, and
carried it over to where | needed it.

By the time | put it down, the still-weak but stronger
candl el i ght had shown ne why sonething that had no
business in that room had been lying around in the
shadowed darkness. The contents of the box was sten-
ciled on each of its sides, and those contents were
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"cobweb curtains and strings." The room was un-
doubtedly fixed after each tinme it was used, and having
t he phony cobwebs that handy undoubtedly saved quite

a lot of effort. | gave silent thanks that soneone was
too lazy to want to wal k back and forth to a storeroom
every time the chanber had to be redecorated, and

then paid attention to standing the box firmy onits
end.

Before | could try clinbing up on it | had to take
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the back of that stupid, see-through gown skirt, pul
the bottomof it through ny |l egs and anchor it in the
front of nmy belt, then hook the two | engths of chain
together and wap thema few tinmes around ny wai st
before awkwardly tying themin place. | was working
frantically to nove as fast as possible because of how
close the fight was getting, and also trying very hard
not to ook at the conbatants. A glance earlier had
shown ne four |ong, ragged |ines of red down Seren's

|l eft shirt sleeve, letting me know the creature had got-
ten some of its own back. | didn't want to think about
Seren*s being hurt; | was close to trenbling at sharing
the pain he nust be feeling, and the last thing | could
afford to do was trenble.

As soon as | was set, | clinbed carefully up onto
the box, trying not to let the extra weight of the chain
around my wai st over-balance nme. | could al nbst hear

the creaking protest of the box as it gave a little under
my weight, but | didn't listen to that any nore than
listened to the screaning voice inside ny head that

kept ranting that | hadn't checked how wel | - anchored

the chandelier was in the ceiling. | had no way of
checki ng the chandelier and knew dammed wel | the

box was not about to hold me for |onger than no-

ments, so | had no tinme to listen to screaning or pro-
tests or even to the sound of nearing battle. Al | could
do was stand crouched on the box for the seconds

needed to set nyself, then unfolded upward with the
powerful spring used by cats. | went up in the air and

at the height of ny rise stretched out long to make it

go farther yet, and then ny fingers were closing on

the outer circle of the chandelier

I think I held ny breath for a few seconds, but al-
though the chandelier began swinging it didn't even
threaten to pull out of the ceiling. |I pulled my legs up
fast to hook ny knees over the outer circle, and then

I was riding the swing upside down, settled in place

and ready to see if | could do what |1'd planned. The

box I'd stood on was back to being flat on the floor
fromny | aunchi ng kick, which meant it ought to be

wel | enough out of the way as far as being <a telltale
clue went. As | swung and watched the fighters draw
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ing nearer, | began unw appi ng the chain from around
my wai st.
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For the nobst part Seren was |eading the nonstrosity
toward nme, one step forward in attack and three steps
backward in retreat doing the job of |eading. Hanging

by nmy knees fromthe chandelier put ne only two or

three feet above the creature's head, but | noticed with
a good deal of relief that the thing seened totally un-
awar e of anyone but Seren. It was bl eeding fromso

many places | found it incredible that it still lived and
moved, but the snarling hatred it showed was nost

likely what kept it going. The small thing holding the
bright object was what had hurt it, and it seened de-
termined to end its eneny's life before it let itself die.

I made a loop in the center of the chain and hung as
still as possible while | held it, waiting and trying to
qui et as nuch as | could of the chandelier's swing. If
the fixture had been anchored at only one place the
swing and tilt of it would have been extrene, but |uck
had been with me in that the chandelier was set into

the shadow | ost ceiling at six points instead, three from
the outer circle and three fromthe inner. Fromthe fee
of it the candl ehol der was heavy, a piece of good | uck
if 1'd ever seen one. If it had been flinmsy instead, ny
hanging on it like that woul d have surely pulled it out
of the ceiling-

Fd been in a hurry to get up to ny anbush point,

but it seemed to take forever before the two fighters
were under ne. My heart nearly stopped when Seren's
foot hit the box while he was backi ng, making ne

think he was going to trip and fall, but then he kicked
it out of his way without m ssing a step and everything
was all right again. He backed and drew the nonster
forward, one step, then another, and then the endl ess
waiting was over. It was directly bel ow ne where

could drop the | oop of chain over its head to | and
around its neck, and then | drew the ends up and back
with all my strength.

If 1'd ever wondered what it would be like to put a
rope on a wild animal, that was when | got ny answer.
The creature roared out its fury and tried to pull free,
but it pulled fromside to side instead of down, as
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though it didn't know fromwhich direction it was be-
ing attacked. | held on through the initial explosion,
not knowi ng how long |I'd be able to do it, and then
the creature finally | ooked up. When it saw ne its
light, nad eyes went absolutely feral, it screaned
again in a greater rage than before, and lifted those
terrifyingly long anis toward me- It would have no
troubl e reaching nme, neither with its hands nor its tal-
ons, and when it pulled the chain out of ny frantic
grip | echoed its scream and cl osed nmy eyes as tight
as | could. It was so close | could snell its foul ness
like a masma of doom and | hung there waiting to

be clawed to nme bone or pulled down and eaten
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Through my own screamand its snarling | thought |
heard a song of exultation, and then—

And then there was a sound like an axe into a tree,

a bat against a hanging rug, a cleaver into neat. The
monstrosity's snarls went suddenly choked, as though
the chain |I'd put around its neck had finally cut off its
air, and rather than being touched I heard two or three
shuffling steps, as though the thing were | eaving rather
than staying to attack. The steps ended in a terrible
clatter, a sound I'd been longing to hear since that
insanity first began, and | opened ny eyes to see Seren
standi ng over a creature that had been nearly cut in
hal f. The sword in his hand pul sed with victory, but

its gl ow was di nminished by snears of gore, and he

hi msel f di mi ni shed by near exhaustion. Hi s chest

heaved as he pulled in acres of air, and then his eyes
rai sed to ne where | hung.

"What in hell are you doing up there?" he asked
with the beginnings of a grin, starting to walk toward
me. "Are you trying to kill yourself?' *

| opened ny nmouth to join himin the teasing, but
upsi de down grins aren't as infectious as the regul ar
sort, and even upside down | could see that his arm

was still bleeding. | put ny hands over nmy nouth to
keep a npaning sob fromescaping, and all at once
coul dn*t stand hanging there any longer. | arched up

to grip the chandelier with nmy hands and unhooked
my knees, but before | could drop to the floor | felt
two arns closing around ny legs. | braced agai nst
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those arns and shifted nmy hands to me shoul ders be-
|l ow ne, and then Seren was sliding nme to the floor
but not letting me go.

"It's all right, it's all over now," he nurnured as

I clung to him the trenbling finally taking over com
pletely. "Thanks to you it's dead, and now we can get
out of here."

I came out of it enough to notice that his multi-
sword was gone again, and then he was | eadi ng ne
around the nonstrosity's unnoving body toward the

rui ned doors of the room | held himaround with both
arns as we wal ked, but only his right arm curved
around nme. The left hung at his side inits torn and
bl oody sleeve, and it was all | could do to keep from
babbl i ng out an apol ogy- My nind seened to have

been waiting for the fight to be over, and once it was
I'"d been treated to the clearest thinking |I'd rmanaged

yet.

The nonstrosity hadn't been part of the gane, it had
really neant to kill me. Things like that creature didn't
turn up by accident, so that neant its presence was

del i berate. Seren had been hurt fighting it, which neant
his pain was ny fault.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (204 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:29 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

Sonehow, some way, |'d nade a m stake, and the
M sts people knew what | was there for.

Chapter 14

When we got outside the supposedly old and haunt ed
mansi on, there was a man in costunme sitting on the
ground and snoking. He put the puffer out and got to
his feet as soon as he heard us, turned to give us a
hearty greeting, and saw Seren's arm No one who
worked in the Msts had anything like a tan, but the
man's face still paled enough to be noticeable and he
hurried forward, stuttering out questions about the
"accident." He also seemed to think | was supporting
Seren instead of it being the other way around; when
he offered hinself in place of ne, Seren waved him
away with a faint smle, saying he'd rather |lean on a
worman than a man any day. The M sts worker didn't
find the conment any nore anusing than | did, but
still didn't argue. Instead he began | eading us into the
fog, obviously anxious to get us back to people and
hel p as soon as possible.

When we were back anong the tents | asked himto

take us to where the rest of our party was, and he
didn't hesitate even a nmonent. He was determned to
take us wherever we wanted to go and then get the
"accident" reported, and in that he lucked out. W
were approaching a large tent that seemed to be violet
and bl ack in color, when Velix materialized out of

the fog to our right.

"Ah, lord Serendel and | ady Dalisse," he purred,
swi shing his tail as he cane closer. "Back so soon?
Didn't any of the second floor roons suit you? | hadn't

t hought —=

We never did find out what the Giddenth hadn't
266
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thought. H's words ended abruptly as he finally took
a good | ook at us, and then the man who had | ed us
t here began unburdeni ng hi nsel f.

"Sir, there's been an accident of sone sort,** he
blurted, just as though Velix hadn't already seen the
bl ood himself. "If you'll take over here, I'lIl go and
get one of the doctors."

"Stop wasting time talking, and do it." the Gid-
dent h snapped, mnoving even nearer to study the
wounded arm "How did this happen, lord Serendel ?
What ki nd of accident could have caused sonething
l'i ke that?"

"No kind of accident," Seren answered flatly,

speaking freely now that the worker had run off into
the fog. "What in hell is going on here, Velix? If |
hadn't been the one with Dalisse, she would probably
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be dead now. There was a-thing—n place of the play
monster | was supposed to rescue her from and it

al nrost got the two of us. If this is the Msts' idea of
a good time, I'd like to file a dissenting opinion."

"I've never heard of anything like it," the Gid-

dent h answered, incapable of |ooking pale but not of
soundi ng shaken. "I1'Il report the incident at once. of
course, and then we'll be able to get to the bottom of
it. Everything will be settled to your conplete satis-
faction. and if it turns out to be in any way our fault,
reparations will be full and unstinting. Why don't |
show you to your own pavilion now, and you can lie

down until the doctor gets here.”

"We'd rather be with other people,” | interrupted

to say, uncertain as to how far Velix could be trusted.
"And since Chal is supposed to know sonet hi ng about
medi cine, we're going to let himtake care of Seren

If we need one of your doctors, we'll let you know.

If you don't hear fromus, don't send one."

Vel i x opened his mouth, probably to argue, then his
bright, dark eyes | ooked at ne again. H s wings were
nmoving in agitation and so was his tail, and finally he
shook hi s head.

"l can understand your suspicion right now, and
don't quite blame you,' * he said, the talons on his right
front leg crunching into the ground. "If | were to cone

268 Sharon G een

to the belief 1'd been attacked, | would feel the sane.
It's up to us to prove no such thing happened, which
we'll do with all possible speed. Until then, | ask only

one thing of you: if lord Chal finds the wounds beyond
his ability to deal with, please send for one of our
doctors at once. Lord Serendel has no need of being

in further jeopardy.'

He waited until 1'd nodded to show nmy agreenent

with his condition, and then he turned and trotted away
into the fog. At that point Seren and | were free to
continue on into the tent, and that was when | noticed
I was being | eaned on nore than | was bei ng hel ped

al ong. Moving through the sval k entrance curtains
brought us into a small, enpty room of violet svalk,
and ne sudden extra wei ght on ny shoul der combi ned

with me enptiness to bring ne close to panic.

"Chal! Lidra!" | called in desperation, |ooking up
to see how ashen the fighter had grown. "Were are
you? Hurry, | need you fast!"

Seren was trying to force hinself to stand straight
agai n when one of the curtains parted to allow the
arrival of ny two co-workers, and Chal took no nore
than a single glance before noving past Lidra in a rush
to get over to us.

"What happened?" he denanded even as he took
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Seren's weight fromme, nothing left of his easygoing
manner. "Never mind, |'Il find out about that |ater
Ri ght now |'ve got to see to that arm"

He began hel ping Seren toward the curtain he'd

come in by, and even before they'd gone, Lidra was
over next to me with an arm around ny shoul ders.
Once the sval k had fallen closed behind the two men,
the bl ond worman urged me toward another curtain on
the left. W noved through it to find a roomfilled
with soft lighting, violet cushions on |ight brown
pl ush, and snmall tables holding various itens. Lidra
sat me down on the floor next to one of the tables,
took a decanter of wine fromit and filled a goblet,
men handed the goblet to ne. She wal ked away while

| sat there sinply holding the thing, and when she
came back she had her copper bow with its blue flane.

"A'l right, what happened?" she asked as she set-
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Ued on the floor near me, her voice as businesslike as
ChaPs had been. "Before you answer, take a good
swal | ow of that wine. You look like you' re in shock."

**| amin shock, and wine won't do anything to

hel p," | answered, not even up to taking a deep breath.
"They tried to kill me. Lidra, and that neans they
know about ne. | think | should have gone to ny own

tent to keep frominvolving you and Chal, but Seren
was hurt and | didn't want to give them another chance
at himwhile he was weak, and-eh, Lidra. he could

have died, and it would have been all ny fault!"

| put the goblet aside to bury ny face in ny hands,
and the next nonment Lidra was there, holding ne to
her. She spent a minute soothing the tears she knew
were on nme inside, and then she patted ny shoul der

"Never mnd about involving Chal and me, you

were right to cone here," she said, sounding abso-
lutely certain. "If they do know about you we're al -
ready under suspicion, and with these peopl e being
suspi ci ous seens to mean they act. Just relax now, and
tell me exactly what happened."”

I let her coax ne into telling her all about it, and by
the tinme | was through | was feeling a little better.
still hated nmyself for getting Seren involved, but at
| east | was sonmewhat beyond the breast-beating stage.

so the thing couldn't possibly have gotten

there by mistake," | finished up, sipping again at the
wine that | really did need. "I don't know where or

how | could have slipped, but it's fairly obvious | did.
And | don't understand how t hey could be so open

about it. Did they expect to be able to wite our deaths
of f as an acci dent?"

"Maybe they intended witing off two di sappear-
ances," she said with a shrug, part of her attention on
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the blue flame in the bowl near us. "Now that they
have a dead nonster instead, it'll probably turn out

me thing escaped into the Msts froma zool ogi cal in-
stitute or sonmething, and Serendel is in line for a re-
ward for stopping it. Wiy didn't they nention it
sooner? Wiy, to keep people from pani cki ng, of

course. | wonder what woul d have happened if Chad
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and | had gone out fun-seeking the way you and Ser-
endel did.'*

"They m ght have had four disappearances to wite

off," | said, and then | ooked at her curiously. "Now
that you mention it, why didn 't you and Chal end up
in that mansion? | was on nmy way there so fast | didn't
even get to ask to use a | adies* room From what mny
escorts said, | had the inpression you were supposed
to be kidnapped at the sanme tinme | was."

"That's probably the way they planned it," she said
with a nod, and then she grinned. "Fortunately for our
two-thirds of the team | planned differently. | really
will have to renmenber to thank soneone for this cos-
tume. If not for that, |'msure | would have been right
there with you."

| 1 ooked at her when she nentioned her costune,

and for the first time noticed that she was still wearing
her cloak. That was when | renmenbered all that equip-
ment she carried, and | began to understand.

"You've got it," she said, apparently seeing the
answer in my expression. "You nay | ook good enough

to eat in that thing, but anyone trying to take a bite
out of me would probably be electrocuted. | couldn't
afford to wear that gown, not when | knew damed

well they'd be taking the cloak, but | also couldn't
afford to refuse. | conprom sed by putting a bodysuit
on underneath as a just in case, then arranged to be
horribly ill fromthat coach ride. | was alnost in a faint
even before | left the coach, so naturally we were
shown i mredi ately to our pavilion."

"I knew there was a benefit in being the fainting

kind of heroine," 1 said with a sigh. "It's too bad
didn't try it nyself right fromthe start. Wat are we
going to do now?"

"We're going to wait until Chal takes care of Ser-
endel, and then the four of us are going to eat a very
careful dinner," she said. reaching over to pour a gob-

let of wine for herself. "After that we'll put Serende
to bed, pretend to do the sane with ourselves, but in
reality we'll be waiting until everyone thinks we're
asl eep. Once that happens we'll sneak out of this tent,

avoi d any wat chers or guards, and go find that inror-
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(nation we're after. It so happens we're alnost on top
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of their headquarters building, which neans the wait
is over. As soon as we have what we need, we'll cal
down those Enpire troops to help us avoid any nore
"accidents.' "

"I think I like the sound of that," | said, nodding

at her easy smile. "lI'd like it better if we were calling
down the troops before we went in, but | suppose you
can't have everything. And once it's all over. Seren
won*t be in any nore danger."

"At least until he goes back to the arena," she said,
si pping at her wine as annoyance flared in her eyes.

"I can't get over the nerve and stupidity of those peo-
pl e, dunking a fighter of Serendel's caliber could be
brushed aside while they did anything they pleased to
you. It's a good thing for themhe wasn't hurt all that
badly, or they'd have ne to deal with once our job

was done. It isn't every man |I'd consider sharing a
bed with for nore than fooling around, and if they'd
harmed the one |I lust after nost right now, | would
have nade sure they heartily regretted it."

"Lidra, | don't understand you!" | said with all the
exasperation | was feeling, too drained to be at al
diplomatic. "One ninute you' re panting after Seren,

the next Chal tells nme you're in a panic at the thought
of catching him and now you're sayi ng you want him
again. Aren't you ever going to nmake up your m nd?"

"But Inky. | have made up ny mind," she said with

a | augh, apparently in no way reluctant to discuss the
point. "If | could, I'd attack Serendel. knock him

down, then ravage himunnercifully, but it so happens

I can't and not because of his size. There are"nore

i mportant considerations, one of which is the word |

used to describe ny feelings for him He's a great
fighter and a really nice person, but all | feel for him
is lust."”

"You' re under the inpression you' ve explai ned

sonet hing?" | said, still staring at her. "Wat differ-
ence does the word you're using make? Wrds have

only a very little to do with how you feel and what

you do."

"That only goes for certain words." she said com
272
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fortably, sipping again at her wine. " 'Lust* is the
word you use for someone who attracts you physi -
cally, which is what | feel for Serendel. The word to
descri be what | feel for Chal, though, is love.'1

This time, words of all son were mssing frommy
stare, and she | aughed in anusenent.

"I can see he nust have told you his theory about
how reluctant | amto admt to that feeling," she said,
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alnost snmiling to herself. "I've been regretting the
need to continue letting himbelieve that, but we aren't
on our own tinme here. Once the job is over we can

tal k about anything we like, and the first thing I'Il be
tal king about is the fact that it isn't men in genera
I*ve | earned to distrust and not commit myself to-

only the men I work with."

| suppose | must have started getting it then; as she
| ooked at ne she nodded with another smle.

"l see you're renenbering the incident | told you
about, the one where ny so-called partner ran out on
me," she said. "That wasn't the first tinme it hap-
pened, and it wasn't the worst story | could have told.
They usually | ook for specific talents to send al ong on
these things, paying no attention at all to the person-

alities behind the talent. | kept Chal at arnmis length at
first because | didn't know himand wasn't about to
get stuck the way | had in the past. | think | was a

little shocked at how easy it was to get to know him

but at ne sane tine | was inpressed. He's nothing

short of brilliant as well as physically attractive, and
I"ve been | ooking around for an acceptable father for

my children for quite sone tine. At first, that was the
only real interest | had in him"

"From what you just said, it |ooks |ike that

changed,” | put in. "lI'd also |ike to know why what -
ever happened turned you so on agai n-off agai n about
Seren. "

"Inky, try to understand that |I'm not the one whose
feelings have changed,"” she said, the words gentle

and patient. "It wasn't until Chal offered to swap him
self for Serendel that | understood what he was really
doing and feeling, and at first | wasn't sure | liked it.

Chal was giving me a chance to have the man of mny
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hottest dreans—but only if | gave himup for it. |

di scovered right then |I'd take Serendel under any con-
dition but that particular one, and that Chal was nore
important to me than any casual fling. He may not
realize it, but what he was doing was feeling jeal ous
enough to denmand | choose between hi mand Serendel

The denmand was gentle in accordance with his basic
nature, but it was still there. It bothered me when
spoke to himin his roomin our first lodging in the
Msts, but it didn't take long before | had the matter
resolved. | never expected to find a man to father ny
children and sonmeone | could live with both in the
same body, but now that | have |I'm not about to |et
hi m get away."

"I think Chal will be very glad to hear that." | said
with a grin of nmy own, really pleased that things would
work out right between them "Now all we have to do

is live long enough to get out of this place, preferably
with what we canme for. And since Seren won*t be

really safe until it's over, I wish we could |eave right
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now. This isn't in any way his job; it isn't fair for him
to get hurt because of it."

"You two have really and finally started doing it
right," she said, a bright twinkle in her eyes. "I won-
der if-"

She broke off and i medi ately reached for her cop-

per bow, startling ne a little, but then | heard what
she probably had, the sound of someone approaching
the hanging into the room and understood. | suppose

I was expecting Chal or one of the Msts people, but
when the sval k was noved aside, it was Seren | saw
coming in. | had the goblet down and was on ny feet

so fast | couldn't renenber doing any of it, and then
I was standing in front of Mnm

"Are you all right?" | asked, not very evenly, | ook-
ing at his bandage-covered arm "Seren. |'m so
sony ..."

"For what?" he asked with his usual grin, reaching

out to put his arns around ne. "Saving both our |ives?

I don't know how you got up where you did. but I've

never been so glad to see an upsi de-down woman in

my life. If you hadn't distracted that thing, | mght not
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have been able to get past those arns before it cor-
nered nme. And | thought / was fast. Was it able to hurt
you before | cut it down?"

"It didn't have the tine," | reassured the worry in
his eyes, putting ny hands against his chest. "You

| ook better than you did, but are you sure you're all
right?"

"The only thing bothering nme right nowis the fact
that | didn't nmeet Chal years ago," he said, his grin
back and wi dened. **No nore bl eeding, no nore pain,
no nore exhaustion—+'mjust afraid he may be into

bl ack magic."

"Where | come fromit's called medicine, not

magic.” Chal put in with a chuckle, showi ng he'd

cone into the room behind Seren even though | hadn't
seen him "I know you're feeling better, Serendel, but
you can add 'no nore fightingl to your list, at |east
until you've had a chance to rest. You nmay be in mar-
vel ous physical condition, but there's no sense in
overdoing it."

"He isn't seriously hurt, then?" Lidra asked from
behind ne. while |I |aughed softly at the terribly-suf-
fering expression Seren had put on where Chal couldn't
see it. Being nothered is worse when it cones froma
fussy doctor; nmenbers of the nedical tribe don't be-
lieve in taking chances—which is probably a damed
good thing for those of us who can't be bothered with
worryi ng about it.
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"No, despite the way his armwas |aid open, and
despite a nunber of bunps and bruises, he isn't seri-
ously hurt." Chal answered Lidra as he wal ked over

to her. "But how is |Inky? Does she need to be | ooked
at ?"

"Only by the one who's already | ooking at her."

Lidra said with a chuckle, a rustle acconpanying the
words as though she took Chat's arm "Since you and

I have things to tal k about, why don't we shift over to
your part of the pavilion? | seriously doubt that Inky
and Serendel are interested in talking, at least not with
as. O were you planning on sticking around to watch.
fast, to nake sure he doesn't overdo it?"

**| think Inky can be trusted not to be too rough with
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him" Chal cane back with a laugh that was a little
on the enbarrassed side. "Let's go get to all those
things we have to tal k about."

I heard them noving around us to | eave the room

but I couldn't seemto | ook anay fromthe gray eyes
gazing down at nme. Seren was smling faintly as his
hand stroked ny hair, and once Lidra and Chal were
gone he shook his head a little.

"No doubt about it," he said very softly, his |eft
armtightening around ne. "I've just had the best wn
of nmy career- You do know the way it's supposed to
go, don't you?"

"The way what's supposed to go?" | asked, begin-
ning to feel confused. "I don't ..."

"The way di e rescue business goes," he inter-

rupted, anusenment dancing in his eyes. "Wen a fair
dansel is rescued froma terrible nonster, the hero

who rescues her is entitled to her hand. | had the feel-
ing you didn't know that, so | wanted to be very sure
you got it straight. Do you understand now?"

I had no words to answer that with, all | could do
was put ny hand up and touch his face. I'd very re-
cently had to admit to nyself that | loved himso nuch

I was willing to be anything he wanted ne to be. |

could see right then that he knew that, and had there-
fore been very careful to state just exactly what he did
want. He coul d have asked for anything, and yet he'd
chosen to ask for—

"Ch, Seren," | whispered, feeling tears of happi-
ness rolling down ny cheeks. "Are you sure?"

"Positive," he answered with that wonderful smile,

one finger comng to wipe away the tears. "Now,

about that other reward | was supposed to get for res-
cuing you ..."

I had only a nonent to | augh before he | eaned down
to kiss me, and after that there was nothing to | augh
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at, only nmarvel ous things to enjoy.

Seren's | ovenal dng al ways robbed ne of awareness

as far as the passage of tine went, so it was sonething
of a surprise when | heard | oud, deliberate, throat-

cl earing sounds outside the hanging |l eading to the rest
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of the tent. Seren stopped kissing ne, and turned his
head over his shoulder without letting ne go-

"She abused ne terribly, Chal," he said, appar-
ently having recogni zed the identity of the throat-
clearer. "She sneered at ny honorabl e, weakening
wounds, then had her will with ne. Everything you
did for me i s now undone."

"Seren!" | protested with a push against his chest,
feeling ny cheeks getting warm He was grinning at
how awful he'd nmade ne sound, but | was still the one

who was being held down by a beast of a fighter who
didn't want to hear anything about taking it easy. 1'd
made the mstake a few mnutes eariier of suggesting
he m ght not be strong enough to go again, and had
gotten taken prisoner for it.

"Ch, you poor thing," Lidra's voice cane, her

| aughter mixing with Chal's. "W were going to in-

vite you two to join us for a nmeal, but now it | ooks
like only Inky will be able to eat it. Wat do you think
we ought to get for him Chal? Wuldn't broth be

easier for himto digest than that beautiful roast with
all the trimmngs? And we'll have to find soneone to
give his portion to. "

"Hold onto that food!" Seren called as | |aughed,
finally letting me go. "I just had a sudden unl apse,
which may or may not be the opposite of rel apse, but
I"'mtoo hungry to care. My lady and | will be with
you as soon as we can throw some cl othes on."

He stood and then reached down to pull ne to ny

feet, pausing in the mddle of his rush to fold ne in
his arms and give ne a |lovely kiss that was a prom se
of more to conme later. As he turned away to find his
clothes, | couldn't help feeling very strange. "M

| ady," he'd said, his lady, he'd neant, something
never thought |'d | ove hearing. Being his |lady was the
most wonderful thing that had ever happened to ne,

and 1'd never find fault with the word again.

Seren had nore to get into than | did, so | waited
until he was ready and then we went |ooking for Lidra
and Chal together. | had put that see-through gown
bade on only because Seren |iked it—and because it
was sure to make our eventual dessert even sweeter.
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I'"d al ways been a | over of desserts, but Seren's brand
was my absolute favorite.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (213 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:29 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

"Come on over and dig in, you two," Lidra called

when we entered the predomi nantly brown roomt hat

was ostensi bly ChaTs, she and the third of our team

al ready seated on the plush carpeting near what | ooked
like a "“iant picnic spread. "This food is so good, 1*11
need all the help | can get not to eat every crunb
mysel f."

"And food isn't the only thing we ordered," Cha

said as | sat down next to himon his left, his hand
poi nting with none of the carel essness his words hel d.
"Ri ght over there are your personal things, fetched
fromthe pavilion that was supposed to be yours. As
soon as we're sure Serendel's wounds won't be devel -
opi ng conplications, you and your |uggage can nove
back where you bel ong."

Seren was too busy | ooking over the food to even

gl ance at the conmer of the room where our things |ay,
but Chal seened very determined that / take a peek. |
turned a little in a hopefully casual way, saw ny bag
and Seren's |arger ampunt of possessi ons—then spot-
ted what Chal had wanted nme to see. Lidra's copper

bow stood very near ny |uggage, al nost hidden by

it, in fact, and the nane that wasn't a flane had been

i gnited.

The only problemwas, the flame was orange rather
than bl ue.

"You'd better hurry up and start filling a plate,

Inky,'* Lidra said as | turned back away fromthe de-
vice that said our conversation was being el ectroni-

cally eavesdropped on. "If you don't get a nobve on,
Serendel will have it all down his throat before you
even get a look. 1'd say taste instead of |ook, but tast-

ing it will be even nore unlikely."

"But | have to regain ny strength, don't |I?" Seren
protested plaintively wthout slow ng down on piling

up his plate. "And this little giri next to me may not

|l ook it, but she's absolutely insatiable. That's another
reason why | need ny six thousand calories."

"Seren!" | said the way | had earlier, the warnth
in my cheeks increasing with Chal's grin, and then
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finally registered what el se had been said, "Six thou-
sand cal ories? You intend eating enough for a week
or nore?"

"Si x thousand calories is what | eat a day," he an-
swered, glancing up to flash me a grin. "Wy do you
think fighters make so much noney, but usually end
up with so little left over? Those grocery bills are mnur-

der."
We all laughed at that one, then went on to eating
and tal king and generally enjoying the tinme. | forced
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myself to forget that we were being |istened to and
simply went along with the Joking; after all, when you
stop to think about it. there wasn't nuch else | could
do.

The neal wound down to a friendly close, and Sercn

and | went back to the roomthat was Lidra's. The first
thing the fighter did was sweep ne into his arms and

ki ss roe, and then be | ooked down at me quizzically.

"Way didn't you tell Chal and Lidra we*rc no | onger
just good friends?" he asked, faint disturbance behind
the question. "I waited the entire neal for you to nmake
the grand announcenent, but you never did."

"I'"ve decided | can't afford to keep you," | an-
swered as | | eaned against him not about to explain
how | 'd be dammed if | said anything that inportant
with enemies listening. "Six thousand cal ories a day!
I'd be broke in no time!l"*

"I't'Il be tough, but I think I can cone up with
enough to keep us red," he said with a grin, then |et
the hunor fade. "Arc you sure you haven't changed
your m nd?"

"Positive." | said, putting my arns as far around
himas they would go. "And | 'mwaiting for a really
special tinme to make the announcenent, |ike when

we're finally out of this fog. Besides, you don't want
to ruin the rest of Lidra's vacation, do you?"

"Certainly not," he agreed, and ms tinme nme grin
stayed with him "And there's sonmething el se to con-
sider. If she finds out now!l won't be single nuch

| onger, she might nake up her nind to take advantage
of her last chance and attack ne. Normally | m ght not
nund with a woman |ike Lidra, but somehow | nave
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the feeling she's stronger than I am You'll protect ne
fromher, won't you?"

"Ch, you poor thing, of course | will," |I said with

a laugh, wondering how | ever enjoyed |ife w thout
him "Don't you be afraid, Inky's here to take care of
everything. "

"That's Snudge, not Inky," he nurnured, |ower-
ing his head to kiss me. "Never saw a woman before
who coul dn't renmenber her own nane."

It took himabout five nore minutes, and then ny
nane wasn't the only thing | couldn't renenber.

My eyes opened fast when a hand shook nme a little,

but it was only Chal gesturing quiet and urgi ng nme
silently to follow him Seren was sound asl eep beside
me on the plush carpeting, and | certainly agreed that
we didn't want to wake him | got to ny feet without
maki ng any noi se and foll owed Chal out of the room

| eaving my costunme gown where it had been thrown.
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For what was ahead | wanted a bodysuit, which was
undoubt edl y why Chal and Lidra had had ny cl ot hing
brought to their tent.

"Your bag's over there," Lidra whispered as soon
as she saw ne, gesturing to a place to her left. "Are
you feeling better after your nap?"

"I"'mfeeling better, but not because of the nap," |
answered in a matching whisper, giving her a wink as
I noved toward ny things. "Are you sure we're
speaki ng | ow enough to keep them from pi cking up
what we're sayi ng?"

"I"'mblanking their receiver, so if we wanted to we
could shout," she came back, follow ng ne over and

wat ching as | opened the bag. "The reason we're

whi spering is your roommate. It would be the |east bit
awkwar d havi ng hi m wake up just now. Besides, we're
al | supposed to be sound asl eep fromwhat they put
into our food. Showing themwe're not might ruin their
good nood. "

"What do you nean, what they put into our food?"

I demanded in a hiss. holding the suit I'd pulled out
of the bag. "If | was drugged, why don't | feel any-
t hi ng?"
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"Mai nly because you weren't drugged," she said.

gesturing at nme to huny up and get dressed. "Cha

tested every dish they sent us, found the drug, and

gave us all neutralizers in our first glasses of wine. W
consi dered skipping the neutralizer with Serendel. but

we didn't want to | eave him hel pl ess, so instead we

whi sper. Hurry it up, will you? I have all the watchers
spotted, and a clear path out of here already plotted.
don't want to have to do it a second tine."

She wal ked away fromme to pick up a snall obl ong
sonet hing that | ooked |i ke a makeup case and opened
it, but sonehow | had the feeling it wasn't a nakeup
case. Since she and Chal were already dressed in dark
bodysuits, | hurried up and got into mne, then began
assenbling ny kit fromthe pieces scattered all over

nmy bag.

I don't think it took nore than ten m nutes before

was ready, and | joined ny teammates by a brand-

I ew, knife-made door in time to see Chal finish up a
"qui ck check of his own kit. | didn't know what he had
packed to take along, but | doubted that that was the
first time he'd checked it. Lidra | ooked at ne, nodded
in answer to my own nod, and then—

"Did sonmebody really throw a party without invit-
ing me?" a voice asked from behind us, one of the

| ast voices we'd hoped to hear. "Now ny feelings are
hurt. and | just may cry."

"I knew we shoul d have ski pped his dose of neu-

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (216 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:29 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

tralizer," Lidra grow ed under her breath, then turned

with Chal and nme to | ook at Seren. "Wy. |ook. guys,

he's awake after all, but I'lIl bet he's still tired. W're
just going out for a short stroll before calling it a night.
Serendel, which nmeans we'll be back in no tinme at all

Way don't you see to setting out nightcaps while we're

gone. and by then we'll be here to drink them™

"So all you're doing is going for a short stroll,"

Seren said, folding his arnms across a still-bare chest.
Al he'd put on was his hose. which also |left himbare-
footed. "A late-night stroll through fog so thick that
it doesn't even let you know it is night, and all of you
dressed in dark bodysuits. | don't think there's anyone
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I know who doesn't stroll at night in the fog in a dark
bodysuit."

"You've had a | ong, painful day, Serendel," Cha

said, his voice professionally snooth and soot hi ng.
"When we're overtired, we sometines start inagining
things, and that's the time we're best off going back
to bed and sleeping it off. By the tine you wake up,
you'll be ready to laugh at all this."

"I think I"'mready to | augh now," Seren said. those
gray eyes totally unconprom sing, and then he
shrugged. "But | do have to renenber you're the doc-
tor, don't 1? Ckay, |I'lIl take your advice and go back
to what I'musing for a bed. Cone on. Snudge. | need
you nore to help ne fall asleep than they need your
conpany on a stroll."

He put a hand out toward nme where | stood between
Lidra and Chal, but all | could do was stare at him
We didn't have the tine for nme to coax hi m back

asl eep, not when we didn't know when our enenies

woul d be by to check on how well their drug had

wor ked. W& had to get what we were after and then

call in the troops, and only at that point would we be
able to put our feet up and rel ax.

"Seren. please go back to the room" | said at |ast,
giving up on the wasted effort of trying to fool him
"There's sonething we have to do, and then we can

tell you all about it. And once we're through, you can
bet there won't be any nore 'accidents-' "

"But no guarantees about it beforehand, especially
for you," he said in a growl, those eyes now on ne.

* '"If you think' I"mletting you just walk out of here into
who- knows-what, you're the one who needs |ots of
rest. | want to know what you three are up to, and

want to know now.

"What's your authority for naking that demand?"

Lidra said calmy while Chal and | exchanged gl ances
over the flat finality in Seren's voice. "Considering
the fact that we're associates of Stellar Intelligence,
your credentials would have to be awfully inpressive
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to justify asking us anything at all. | think you'd better
just go back to your roomand ..."

"Stellar Intelligence!" Seren interrupted with sud-
282 Sharon Green

den excitenent. *'| knew there was sonething goi ng
on in this place! Tell me why you're here."

"You have a very bad case of sel ective deafness,"”

Lidra answered with a frown, nothing left in her nman-
ner of the adoring fan. "I've already told you we don't
have to answer "

"You don't have to give away the infornation for

not hing," Seren said, interrupting again but back to
showing calm "I1'Il tell you first why I'm here, and
then you can return the favor. Is it a deal ?"

"I don't know," Lidra said at once, but now she

was | ooking interested rather than inpatient. "If what
you say is relevant to the reason we're here, it may be
to our benefit to join forces. If not, you go back to
your roomand sit there quietly until you're told you
can cone out. How does that deal grab you?"

"In the same way and place that thing in the nman-
sion tried for," Seren answered dryly, clearly a good
deal less than pleased. "And |' m begi nning to under-
stand how Velix felt about you when we first got here.
You're not giving me any choice at all, but | don't
thi nk your backers woul d appreciate it if | argued. A
right, ne first and then naybe you. Wy don't we sit
down, just in case you happen to get the urge to add
somet hi ng once |I'mthrough.”

He began folding to the floor without waiting for
agreenent, and after a very brief hesitation Lidra fol -
|l owed suit. | could see she was probably thinking what
I was, that Seren m ght need to sit down after all that
bl ood he'd lost, and it shouldn't hurt anything. Since
we were going to listen anyway, we mght as well do

it in confort. Chal and | chose our own pieces of floor
carpet while | wished I could sit over near Seren in-
stead, and once we were all settled the fighter imre-
diately started in.

"About a nonth ago, | got a frantic call fromnmy

nmot her," he began, |ooking fromone to the other of

us but nostly toward Lidra. "She hadn't wanted to

bot her ne, but sonething seened to have happened to

my ol der brother. Jalry had al ways been the hard-

wor ki ng, industrious sort who never bought sonething

just for the hell of it, and always paid his bills* early.
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He al so kept in touch with the famly on a regul ar
basi s, not because he had to but because he was a full
| oving nenber of it. My nother told ne he had gone
on vacation with sone friends, and not only had he
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been | ate getting back, weeks had passed wi thout her
hearing a word fromhim Wen she tried calling him

i nstead, he | aughed off her worry but turned down a
weekend invitation to dinner. He was too busy, he told
her, and after that cut the call short."

"Let me guess where he vacationed," Lidra said,
gl ancing past ne to Chal, who was suddenly | ooking
very attentive

"OF course it was here," Seren said, in sone way
expecting the comment and show ng heavy satisfaction
with it. "As soon as | got free | went to visit ny
brother, and | could't believe the change in him He
wasn't working hard anynore; he was hardly working,
and his few quiet, carefully-chosen friends had be-
cone an arny of |oud-nmouthed, |azy-Ilooking office

| outs. There had to be over a thousand peopl e working
in the building where his office was, and half of them
must have dropped by in the short tine | was there-

i ncluding the man who owned t he conpany Jalry works
for. When they saw he had a visitor they apol ogi zed
for interrupting—all of themincluding his boss—and
said they'd cone back at another tine. Wat really

got ne was Jalry's insisting there was not hing wong
or different about him and the fact that he was an-
noyed over his visitors' having to | eave. Before then
he had al ways been delighted when | was able to stea
the tine for a visit with him 'MW infanmous kid
brother' was what he called ne, and he usually said it
with all the pride in the universe- Wien | tried press-
ing for sonme answers, he turned ugly and told ne to
go back to hacking people apart instead of bothering
my el ders, and then he asked ne to | eave."

Seren was | ooking drawn and hurt, but all | could

do was put ny hands over ny face to keep from hav-
ing to see it. 1'd heard Chal's sigh, show ng he un-
derstood what the problemwas as well as | did. but
he' d have to be the one to tell Seren. | was faintly
surprised he didn*t already know, but when you live
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the clean, straight life yourself, you sonetines niss
the signals whispering froma shadow source.

"So you canme here to find out what happened to

change himlike that," Lidra sumred up» and

couldn't tell fromher neutral tone whether or not she
understood. "Do you think what you've found so far
coul d account for it?"

"Not in any age this place offers," Seren answered

with a snort, now sounding coldly angry. "M brother

has never been late going to or getting back from any-
thing in his life, at least not until he came here. | know
they did sonething to change himto what he is now,

and 1'mgoing to find it with or without your help."

"The only thing charging around will get you is
killed." Chal said, weariness creeping through his at-

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (219 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:29 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

tenpt at soothing. "Your information has forced ne

to certain tentative conclusions | don't like at all, but
I*mafraid | won't be given any nmore choice in the
matter than you were. Lidra, | think we'd better |et

himjoin us, especially now W nmay very well end

up needing nore protection than we can provide for
ourselves, and if they've linked up Serendel's nane

with his brother's, he may have to face their attentions
alone. If he comes with us, we can nutually share the
burden of protection."

"They shouldn't have linked me up with ny

brother,"” Seren put in before Lidra could say any-
thing. "He cane here using our famly name, Etree,
and gl ads never use a family name. That's why | was
so surprised over that attack. They shoul dn't have
known why | was here, but it sure as hell |ooked |ike
they did. But let's discuss those conclusions you' ve
drawn, Chal. | haven't been able to cone up with a
thing."

"They m ght not have had any trouble at all Iinking
you up with your brother," Lidra said, taking her turn
at interrupting while | uncovered ny eyes to see how

t houghtful she'd grown. "Assum ng they did sone-

thing to your brother—naot a hard assunption to swal -

| ow—they ought to have himon a |list sonewhere,

along with the nanes of others they did sonettyng to.
If it were me, I'd run an automatic check on everyone
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maki ng a reservation here, looking for atie-into a
nane on my list. / knew what your fanmily nane was,
fromold publicity rel eases when you first started w n-
ning. How hard would it have been for themto get the

i nformati on, nmost especially if they' re as thorough as
they seemto be?"

"About as hard as checking arena stats," Seren an-
swered with a |ot of self-disgust and a headshake of
annoyance. "And | never even thought of it. | can see
now how effective a secret agent | nake. | float hap-
pily along in blithe ignorance, and al nost get Snudge
killed right along with ne. If they gave out crowns for
super intelligence, |I'd deserve at |east five or six."

"We're still not sure whose fault that attack was,"

| said before anyone else could junp in, hating die
way he was blaning only hinmself. "You may remem

ber ny trying to apol ogi ze to you afterwaro, even
though | couldn't tell you why. We're here to check
out a number of reports, ones like the story you just
told us, and others that seemto be connected. It's nore
than possible /did sonething that got them suspicious,
and it was ne they were trying to get rid of. That
would nean it wasn't your fault at all, and you were
no nore than an i nnocent bystander."

"Or they could have conbi ned separate suspicions
and decided to take you both out just to be on the safe
side," Lidra said while Seren gave ne a | ook of grat-
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itude that nmade ne feel warminside. "Sitting here
speculating in order to find out where the bl ane be-
longs is a waste of tine we don't have. W' ve got to
make our next nove before they nake theirs, so we'd
better get with it. If you're coming with us. Serendel,
you' d better let Chal |end you one of his bodysuits.**

"There's one last thing we have to tal k about first/*
Chal said as Seren nodded and began getting to his

feet. "l usually keep nmy theories to nyself until they
become fact, but this time | don't think | can afford to
do that. The extra time spent in the Msts by Seren-
del's brother and the other people we have reports on
the so-called tine anomaly found here, the | ack of

compl ete bodies for those who died here, the radica
character change Serendel described—we're going to
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have to be very careful about walking into traps we
may not be able to get out of again."

"You're not tal ki ng about any ordinary traps, are

you?" Lidra said while Seren settled back down, her
voice not quite as steady as it had been. * 'Wat do you
think it is we have to be on the | ookout for?"

"Serendel, I'"'msorry, but it |ooks |ike your broth-
er's been addicted to a controlled substance of sone
sort," Chal said with pity in his voice, not ignoring
Lidra but trying to get the bad news out and said as
fast as possible. "I also had the feeling Inky recog-
ni zed the synptons as soon as | did.'*

"He's right," | told the stunned, disbelieving |ook

in Seren's eyes, hurting for his hurt but also trying to
save himthe pain that would come froma refusal to
accept the truth. "Seren, Chal is telling you he's
hooked, but you're the one who told us he's al so deal -
ing. All those people who cane to see him the ones

who didn't stay while you were there? They were buy-

ers, ny love, customers who couldn't conduct busi-

ness in front of witnesses. |'d say your brother's boss
is one of those custoners, and is fronting for him by
letting himdeal out of his office. That's why he doesn't
have to do any regular work in order to keep from
getting fired."

"It can't be true!" Seren whispered harshly, one

hand cl osed tight in his hair, his face wearing a | ook
of agony. "Jalry always hated the idea of drugs?
coul d believe him capable of the col dbl ooded nurder
of a child as easily as the thought of himbeing on
somet hing. And selling? Even if he somehow got

hooked hinsel f, there's no way he woul d ever take
others down with him He'd consider it his problemto
sol ve alone, and would turn hinself in for treatnment.
See, that's why you have to be wong! If soneone had
forced himinto addiction, he would have turned him
self into get oflf it!"

Hi s suddenly hopeful, grasping-at-straws expression
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was like a knife inside ne, and | sinply couldn't stay
where | was any longer. | rose and noved over to sit
beside him but before | could take himaround he
grasped nme to him as (hough | were a |life-preserver
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he needed to keep fromdrowning. | spread my arns
out as far as possible to give what support | coul d.
knowi ng he wasn't about to get the agreenent he was
| ooki ng for.

"From what you said of your brother earlier, I'd

expect himto do nothing but turn himself in." Cha

told him gently but neverthel ess relentlessly. "The
doubl e fact that not only hasn't he done so but is also
selling to others—that's what scares ne the nost.

Every drug affects a user's personality, but one that
changes the personality so conpletely and radical |l y—
there's never been anything like it on any planet in the
Enmpire. Sone drugs force their users to change life-

time habits because the drug use just doesn't fit in with
those habits, but that's just a matter of putting the use
ahead of all other considerations. If your brother had
tried to hide his addiction, | could understand and ac-
cept it as a normal reaction. Taking the drug hinself

and selling it to others alnost openly is nothing like
nor mal . "

"Not to nmention the fact that |arge-scale dealers are
never users thenselves," | put in, beginning to be
frightened by what | was hearing. "Seren, if there were
that many people trying to buy fromyour brother, he
shoul dn't be hooked hinself. Higher-ups in that busi-
ness know better than to trust twitches in positions of
responsibility, so there has to be sonething nore in-
volved. Since it has to involve what the drug does to
people, I'mafraid to ask what it is."

"I'd say we already know certain facts about the
drug," Chal pointed out, glancing at a Lidra who was
listening intently. "For starters it takes time to estab-
lish a hold inits victim or there would hardly be so
many people who were late getting back Horn their
vacations. Even with the help of the accelerated mne-
tabol i snms produced by this fog. those people were stil
late. If not for the fog they probably couldn't hook
anyone soon enough to produce significant character
changes, so the drug has to be given tine to work. W
al so know it either doesn't work with sone people, or
quickly kills them Those partial bodies returned of
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those who died—o blood left to test, and only delib-
erately provided uncontam nated tissue sanples."

"But none of that tells us how dangerous an initial
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dose is," Lidra said, finally putting in her own oar
"For all we know a single exposure to it sets you up
for wanting nore, and that's what you nmeant by traps.

I nstead of setting off alarnms or tripping deadfalls, a
m stake on our part could nmean i medi ate exposure

to whatever it is they use. It might be a good idea if
you changed your mind about coming with us, Ser-
endel . "

"You think staying here is a guarantee of safety?"
Seren asked with a snort, tightening his hold on ne.
"If they sent that thing in to the nansion to tear ne
up. what's to stop themfrom doing the sane thing
here? And if Snudge is going to be part of anything
dangerous. I'mgoing to be right there next to her.
They may have hurt ny brother, but |I'mnot about to
let themdo the same to ny |ady. Were did you say
that bodysuit was?"

"This way," Chal told him getting to his feet.
"And while you're dressing, I'Il tell you what drugs
we have working on our team"”

Seren hugged me, then got up to follow Chal, and

just sat there a minute before noving over to Lidra to
see what she was doi ng. For soneone about to go much
deeper into a very dangerous situation, | felt just like
a wonan without a worry in the world.

Chapter 15

Li dra had our observers respotted by the tinme Seren

was dressed and ready, so we wasted no nore tinme m

|l eaving the tent. Qur electronics expert had us all keep
cl ose together until we were well past the Iine of those
who were supposed to be watching us, and then we

were able to relax a little, but not too nuch. W stil
had to stay reasonably close to keep from |l osing each
other in the fog, but aside fromthat our only chore

was follow ng Lidra. She foll owed whatever it was

that her non-nmakeup case told her, which sent us

through the swirling gray mist quickly and surely. It
was eerily silent in the fog, nore silent than I'd no-
ticed sooner, a heavy hush that forced us to join with
silence of our own.

W wal ked for fifteen or twenty minutes, and during

that time | squashed the idea part of nme was getting
that we were going nowhere by testing the ring Fd

been given back on Gryphon. | held nmy arm strai ght

out ahead then squeezed ny hand into a fist, and sure
enough, the central "jewel" on my ring lit up to show
we actually were going in the right direction. It was
an interesting toy | played with for a mnute, then for-
got about again; Lidra had the real thing rather than a
toy. and | truthfully didn't begrudge it to her. My only
feeling was that | was happy | hadn't had to find ny
way through the fog al one, using nothing but the toy.

After the fifteen or twenty mnutes Lidra stopped,
but our eyes were able to give us no reason for her
doing that. We still stood in the mddle of nothing but
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fog, but Seren let ny hand go when our guide turned
and gestured nme over.

"We're still a couple of hundred feet away fromthe
buil di ng, but the approach to it starts just ahead," she
told ne when | reached her, her voice held deliberately
low. "I'"Il bring us to the edge of the approach, but
after that you'd better take over."

"Let's have a look," | said, keeping ny voice as
|l ow as hers. "I have to see sonething before | can
deci de what to do about it."

She nodded and | ed off again, but nore slowy than
she'd noved before. After only a few yards she

stopped again, but this time | didn't have to ask why.
A neat wal k of polycrete lay just before us, about five
feet wide and lined on both sides with | ow, decorative
railings, or at least the railings were supposed to be
taken as decorative. | saw sonething else in them and
in the walk as well.

, "Laura, those railings have to be switched of f," |
said in an even | ower voice, not noving from where

I*d stopped. "At the very least they'll let everyone
know we' re here, and | have the feeling they do other
things as well. Can you use that thing to | ocate a con-
trol box?"

"l can do better than that," she answered in a nut-

ter, tapping tiny keys in the non-case. "l can override
their control box, and turn the thing off. Just give ne
a mnute.”

"Set it on neutral instead of turning it off,'* | said
at once, looking at the railings again. "Sone systens
have an independent circuit alarmset to screamif the
systemis switched off at the wong tine. Sonething
tells me this is one of them™

| caught her distracted nod out of the corner of ny
eye, so | didn't say anything el se- The system setup
rem nded nme of sonething, but exactly what that

sonet hing was insisted on remaining stuck in the back
of my nenory.

It took Udra nore than the mnute she'd asked for,

but not an unreasonabl e anount of tine nore. Wen

af ae | ooked up to give me a nod that said it was (I one,
| accepted die assurance despite being not very happy

M STS OF THE AGES 291

about it. Seero had carefully taught me to rely on no
one's efforts but nmy own, a precaution that had be-
cone an ingrained habit- | didn't |ike having to take
Lidra's word that the security systemwas neutralized,
but at that time and place there was no ot her choi ce.
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"Al'l right, I want everyone to listen carefully,"”
said to ny three conpanions, still keeping ny voice
down. "We'll be noving toward that building we stil

can't quite see through the fog in single file. me first
and the rest of you followi ng. You step where | do. as

cl ose as possible to the rail wi thout touching it. Any-
one who sets foot in the middle of that walk will ac-
tivate a pressure alarm and that's one that usually
can't be turned off fromthe outside. Let's go. but let*s
be careful . "

I got three nods of conpliance before | turned away
fromthem but Seren's expression had been sonewhat

on the puzzled side. He didn't seemto understand what
my part in all that was, which neant |1'd have sone
expl aining to do once we were out of there. | felt the
| east bit nervous about that, but then the nervousness
went away. |f Chal had been one of those who under-
stood, Seren would certainly be.

Going up the wal k beside the railing let ne see how
the ground dropped away to the right as it probably
did to the left, beyond the approach the M sts people
want ed everyone to use. | noved forward with every
sense | had stretched to the linmt, trying to feel what
was around and ahead of us, but it wasn't until we
were alnost to the building that some sense of unease

brought nme to a stop. The railing was still turned off
as far as being active goes, but it felt |ike there was
sonet hi ng.

"Lidra, are you getting any activity readings at all?"
| asked, turning nmy head to speak softly over ny
shoulder. "I'mgetting the inpression we're about to
wal k into sonmething, but | can't tell what."

"Bverything's showing inert as far as ny board is
concerned," she answered, frowning as she tapped tiny
buttons. "Are you sure it isn't just a case of nerves?"

"When |I' mworking, the only nerves that operate
are the specialized ones." | cane back. really under-
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standing for the first tinme why they'd needed ne on
that Job, and not just Lidra and her instruments. "The
rest of you stay right here for now, and pass back the
word that |'d prefer if none of you even shifted in
place. 1'll be back as soon as | find out what's been
left in our path.”

I turned back away fromher but didn't inmrediately

begi n nmovi ng, and not because | was waiting for her

to pass on the information and instructions |'d given
Movi ng forward at any pace at all was going to be
dangerous, and in situations like that it's best to think
before you creep. | took a nmonent of thinking tineg,

deci ded that creeping actually would be ny best bet,

and so went down to all fours. Mre often than not

that turns out to be the nost all-around useful position
to assune, nobst especially when you can't see as well
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as you'd I|ike.

A1 could feel the warm dry fog swirling all around

me as | slid my hands forward through it, my fingertips
brushi ng the ground before | committed nmy weight to

my pal ms. Behind ne everyone was standi ng abso-

lutely still, withholding the distractions of speech and
movenent, their thoughts alone moving with ne in
support. At tines like that it felt as though every nerve
ending in my body had cone alive to sense what |ay
around me, and it was al nost as though ny surround-

i ngs knew that and responded. The pol ycrete was

snoot h and even, angled strangely but otherw se per-
fectly normal, and | noved forward three uneventfu

feet. and then five—

And that's when ny fingertips brushed it, the faint

rise in the approach ranp, a bunp | ess than an inch

hi gh but at least ten inches wide. | froze in place while
| studied it, and then |I reached beyond to find the |ine
that was invisible to the eye but not to the touch. There
woul d be a second line to match the first, of course,

bat not for at |east three feet nore, and maybe not

even for five or six. | reached into ny kit for the tiny
spray can | carried, hoping the |location of the second
Iine woul d be sonething we never discovered, and

used the faintly lum nous paint inside the can tq mark
born sides of the ten inch rise. Once that was done
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got to my feet again, and gestured over Lidra and the
ot hers.

"What ever you do, don't step between those

spl otches of paint,'* | explained in a whisper, seeing
that Chal and Seren were straining to hear fromtheir

pl aces behind Lidra. "There's a pressure bar under

that slight rise in the polycrete, which probably stays

| ocked closed while the railing is in an activated state.
Deactivating the railing, even into neutral, releases the
Il ock on the bar and turns its mechanismactive. It isn't
electronic so it doesn't register as active, but springs
and bal ances were used a | ot of years before people

knew there even was such a thing as electronics. It's
there to be stepped on, so let's be sure not to oblige."

"What happens if soneone does step on it?" Lidra
asked, | ooking quietly shaken. People who live in die
worl d of electronics are too often blind when they're
taken out of it.

"Stepping on it will cause the section of the ranp

above it to drop open, probably after a few seconds’
delay so that the victimis directly over the opening,'*
| answered, deciding it was not tine to be gentle or

consi derate of her feelings. ' "The drop either takes you
down to the ground in a hurry, or into a | ower |evel

of that building already prepared agai nst your arrival

I hope you're not interested in finding out which."

She shivered and shook her head, giving ne a faint
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smile to show she was upset but still handling it, and
then gestured nme on again. | returned her snile and
gave her ny back again, then paused very briefly be-
fore stepping wide over the bunp. It shouldn't have
been possible to spring the trap w thout stepping on
the bar, but people are notorious for tinkering with
things and changing their "possibles" entirely. Al |
coul d do was go ahead |i ke before, hoping hard our
eneny was too |azy or uninaginative to have tanpered
with the basic idea; if they hadn't been, I'd be the first
to find out about it.

Fifteen feet beyond the bunp | stopped again, this
time to |l et everyone catch up. The trap area should
have been well behind us at that point, and |I didn't
sense anyt hi ng ahead. Instead what | saw was the front
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entrance of the building, sitting quietly less than five
feet away.

"It's code-guarded," Lidra whispered as she

st opped behind me, nost of her attention on her non-
case. "I'll have to neutralize that before you can work
on the lock, but it |ooks like we mght be in luck. You
don't code-guard a door when people are going to be
using it, so maybe it is mddle of the night right now **

"If so, there could be security patrols around," |

poi nted out, wanting her to forget about that niddle-

of -t he-ni ght idea. Honest people consider the mddle

of the night the best tinme to do sonething di shonest,

a time when no one will be around to see themdo it.

Once you get that idea in your head you unconsci ously
(end to relax, and relaxation is less than half a step
fiomsloppiness. W couldn't afford to be sloppy in

that place, not if we wanted to get out of it again alive.

"Security patrols, right,** Lidra said in a faint voice,

4j Rking an instant to glance at nme before going back to

« what she was doing. | knew she was shaken agai n,

and was as glad to see that as the fact of her still being
able to handle it. If she was afraid, she would be that
much nore careful, and that was exactly what |

want ed.

Wil e Lidra worked on the code-guard, | spent my

time | ooking around, so when |I got her whispered go-
ahead | opened my kit and went straight for my next

job. I wouldn't have been surprised to find another
drop-trap right in front of the doors, but if they had
one, it was too well concealed for ne to pick up on

it. The door lock was to the left of the section of trans-
parent doors, behind a square of hinged stone that
couldn't have been anything but that, and was sick-
eningly easy to open. It was a tenet of ny profession
that the easier the lock, the worse there is waiting for
you on the inside, and that was a reminder | didn't
really need. Instead of worrying about it, though,
listened for the hiss of rel easing mag-I|ocks, rec!osed
the square of stone when | heard it, then gestured the
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others after nme through the nearest door

Li dra whispered us all to a stop just inside a w de
| obby area, one that was faintly lit all around by night-

M STS OF THE AGES 295

strips high on the walls. There wasn't rmuch in the way
of mist inside the very nodem buil ding, the bl owers

at the doors accounting for that. W all stood quietly
while Lidra consulted her silent assistant, and after a
not very short time she | ooked up

"I'"ve neutralized every spy-device and bl ocki ng-

lock in range of us, and set up an automatic program
to do the sanme for all external systens as we nove
deeper into the building," she told us, her expression
almost grim "That still |eaves not only things |ike
that bunp outside, but also the fact that | can detect
life sonewhere in the building. The range is too ex-
treme so I'mnot sure where, but they're probably a
security patrol like Inky suggested there m ght be. |
m nk we'd better continue to be very, very careful.”

None of us'argued with that conclusion, and once

Li dra showed ne the direction we wanted to go in,

|l ed out again with the others back to following in sin-
gle file. Five corridors radi ated out of the entrance
hall, each with a quiet sign on the wall beside it, but
the signs were conposed of al phabet soup that didn't
have neaning for anyone who didn't work there. Lidra
was still follow ng that hom ng device planted by S. I
efforts, and once we reached it we could deci de where
to go fromthere-

The corridor we took ran strai ght back away from

the entrance hall, no curves involved but any nunber

of crossing corridors. The building was only one story
high so there also didn't seemto be any staircases, but
that made things harder rather than easier. Wat we
want ed were the executive offices, and in buildings
with multiple floors the higher-ups were al nost in-
variably higher up. In one-story affairs they could be
in the mddle of everything or down at the end. with

no way of telling which w thout checking. After wal k-
ing a few ninutes | began | ooki ng behind sone of the
doors we were passing, all of which opened without

any fuss at all. Unfortunately what | found behind them
wasn't what | was |ooking for, so all we could do was
conti nue on.

We had passed another cross-corridor and Lidra told
me we weren't far fromthe source of the hom ng sig-
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nal, when | finally began seeing what |'d been | ooking
for. The doors in that area were beginning to be farther
apart, and openi ng one of them showed carpeting and
drapes that were part of a decor rather than just stuck
into fill up enpty spaces. It looked |ike we'd found
the executive area, and when Lidra pointed to a door
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on the left as the one containing our signal, | opened
it tofind as little as |I'd expected to. The doors on the
left were still close together, so only the ones on the

ri ght bel onged to executives.

The end of our search cane about five minutes |ater,
with a door that wasn't sinply closed. | was working
on the theory that the informati on we needed woul d be
kept cl ose anong the upper echelon, at the veiy top

or near it, so that's where we had toJook first. If it
turned out to be in another location entirely we woul d
be out of luck, but the time to worry about sonething
like that is when the possibility becones a reality.
Right then | noticed that the only door for sone dis-
tance up and back on the right had a separate |ock
arrangenent, which nmade nme feel a good deal better.
The presence of a | ock means there's somet hing
worthwhile sitting behind it, and worthwhile was what
we were after.

Wth the help of a couple of tools fromny kit. the

| ock becane a past problem It was a | ot nore conpl ex
than the one at the entrance to the building, but some-
times nore conplex is easier, and it certainly did nore
to ease ny mind. | nade the others wait while | |ooked
around inside by nyself, then | gestured themin and
rel ocked the door behind them If that wasn't the place
we wanted, we were in the wong building, and | didn't
think we were in the wong buil ding-

"I'nky, arc you sure there's anything here to find?"
Lidra asked in a | ow voice, |ooking around slowy the
way the other two were doing. "It's nothing but a very
expensi vely furni shed office."

Meaning it was al so very sparsely furnished, that

being the current style. You didn't put much in. but
what you did put had to be very expensive and in ex-
quisitely good taste. The |large room had a w de, enpty
desk. four uphol stered chairs, a wall bar to the left, a
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handnade tree in a carved pot to the right, glow ng
nightstrips on the walls in a rainfall pattern, and noth-
ing much el se

"Maybe there's a wall safe or sonething behind one

of those paintings," Chal suggested, eyeing the art-
work that thene-matched the glowi ng rainfall of the

wal I's. "If it were me, | think I'd use that stormcloud
scene. It's big enough to hide three safes."

"If you ever need a safe spot, Chal, please talk to

me about it first," | said, trying not to sound too crit-
ical. "That painting is so obvious, it probably has an

i ndependent circuit-alarmattached to it. | know what

we need is in here, but it isn't in any ordinary wall
safe."

Lidra nodded wyly to show | was right about the
circuit-alarm but by then | was back to paying nore
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attention to the roomthan to ny compani ons. There
was a safe spot hidden in there sonewhere, but the
question was where

I had only just begun merging with the pattern of

the wi ndowl ess room not yet up to checking the ceil -

i ng, when the obvious answer slunk its way in. That
handrmade tree in its very expensive pot—t was an

unmbrella tree of some sort which supposedly neshed

inwith the office theme, but it wasn't in the right place
for a theme-merge. It made the room unbal anced where

it stood, and there was no reason for it to be there,

unl ess—

I wal ked quickly over to the thing, but slowed as
approached so that | could find the proper angle for

| ooki ng past. | stopped short when |I caught the shim
mer, eased around to get nore of it in view, and when
I had both the near and the far edges turned ny atten-
tion to the painting that had taken Chal's eye. The
storm scene hung not far fromwhere the tree stood,
and that had to be where the control area was.

| heard Lidra's breath suck in when | nmade for the

pai nting, but at |least she didn't try telling ne not to
set off the circuit-alarm | found which way the thing
was set to slide without touching it, then reached for
the opposite side and pulled instead. The painting
swung to the right and reveal ed the controls 1*4 been
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expecting, and no nore than a nonent's checki ng of

the circuitry with a neter fromny kit showed the cir-
cuit-alarmhad to be left activated if the safe spot was
to be reached. Having no argunent with that nmeant |

only had a single toggle to flip, so | flipped it and
turned away fromthe controls. Lidra gasped again,

and then she was novi ng cl oser.

"How did you know to do that?" she asked softly,

obvi ously inpressed by the acconplishment. "The
second signal was so well nasked by the circuit-alarm
my board never even picked it up!"

"When you know it's there, there's a linmt to how

long it can hide," | said, inspecting the flat, two-

di mensi onal picture of a tree on a cupboard-sized door.
That was the safe spot, of course, and it was anchored
into the floor as many of them were. That was why

the tree hadn't been stood el sewhere, which neant the
SsSe spot had been there | onger than the roomthene.
*'Don't touch anything until | say you can, and make
fflire your board doesn't help me. There don't seemto
be any nore | ocks or traps, but I want to make sure."

Li dra nodded as she tapped keys again, but the cau-
tioning turned out to be unnecessary. The safe spot
opened to show shelves filled with reports and fil es,
stored information that couldn't be reached by the best
conput er break-in expert ever born. The data wasn't

in a conputer, which made it safer than it woul d have
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been if it was.

"We'd better see how fast we can find out if that's
what we need," Lidra said as Chal noved forward

toward the cache of possible treasure. "Those life
readings | picked up earlier are closer to us now, and
it won't be many mnutes before they're right on top
of us. It might even help to have someone |istening at
t he door."

I thought | saw Lidra glance at ne before she noved
forward to help Chal, but just then | was too busy
staring at sonmething in confusion to know for certain.

On a top shelf of the safe spot, all alone in their stand.
were two |arge vials of sonething that | ooked somne-

how fam liar. The contents were a bright pink" that

shi mered very faintly in the dimess, and | could
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have sworn |1'd seen sonething |ike them sonewhere

else, at a different place and time. | was Hying to re-
menber where that could be, when Chal's | ow excl a-

mati on di stracted ne.

"This is it!" he said excitedly, using a tiny hand-
beamto nmake reading easier. ' 'Just give ne a few mn-
utes. and I'll know what, if anything, we want to take
with us."

Wi ch meant a guard at the door was definitely go-

ing to be necessary. Lidra was ignoring her board in
favor of hel ping Chal. and just because the door was

| ocked didn t mean we couldn't be surprised. | gave

up pushing for a nenory that would cone in its own

time and turned back to the door, and was actually
surprised to see a -targe figure already there. 1 shook
nmy head as | wal ked over to Seren, then grinned Up at
hi m

"Wbul d you believe | actually forgot you were with
us?" | asked very softly, wishing it wasn't the wong
pl ace for himto put his arnms around me. "It nust be
because you're so small and uni npressive-| ooking, the
Und of man no one ever notices in a crowd.”

"Yeah, that nust be it," he answered, but the words

were distracted and conpl etely without anusenent, as
were his eyes and expression. For an instant | thought
he was insulted over being forgotten, but before |I could
apol ogi ze seriously he was going on. "Snudge, Lidra

said you three are associated with S.1.," he stunbl ed.
apparently searching carefully for what he wanted to
ask. "That neans you all work for S. 1., doesn't it. on

a regul ar basis as agents of theirs?

"Seren, it neans we only work for S. 1. some-

tinmes," | answered, wondering why he wanted to

know. "Lidra's done this nore than Chal or | have,

and as a matter of fact this is nmy first assignnment from
them I1f you were worrying over how often | find ny-

self with the bad guys sending horrible things to attack
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me, you really have nothing to ..

"Then where did you learn to do all—that?" he in-
terrupted with a motion of his hand. his gray eyes
strangely cold in the di mess. "The way you opened
all those doors, and led us over that trap instead of

300 Shown Green

intoit, and were able to find that safe as though some-
one had told you where it was—You didn't only just
leamall that, it had to cone fromyears of experience
and practice. If you aren't an agent for S.1., then what
are you?"

He asked his question and just waited, assum ng

not hi ng, being as fair about it as I'd known he'd be.
woul d have preferred a different place and tine for that
particul ar di scussion, but since the point had been
raised | would answer it, and then the matter woul d

be behind us.

"Seren, ny love, what | amis a thief," | said,

finding ny voice alnbst as steady as | wanted it to be.
"I know it sounds terrible when put that baldly, but
that's what | am Seero raised me and trained ne to

do what he did, to get back at all those who think
they're above the law, and that's who | steal from
I"mvery good in ny profession, as good as you are

in yours, and that's why S.I. sent ne along on this
job. It was . "

"You're a thief?" he said, sounding and | ooking
utterly repelled as he backed a step fromthe hand
tried to put to his chest. "You pretended to be sone-
one decent, but you're actually a thief?"

"Seren, please,"” | said as ny insides began to twi st

with a terrible fear. "I only steal fromthose who de-
serve it, those who are bigger thieves than | could ever
bel Please don't look at nme like that, I"'mstill the sane
person | was! Just because | "

"How can you say there's nothing different about

you?" he denanded, those gray eyes burning ne down

where | stood. "You steal, don't you, no matter who

it is you steal fronP? Stealing is stealing, which neans
you're nothing but a dirty thief! I wish to hell I'd never
| ai d eyes on you!"

He began to turn away from ne. the disgust on his
face so clear | thought | would be sick just from seeing
& but | couldn't let it sinply end like that.

"Pl ease don't say you really nmean that," | begged,

feeling the tears of terror begin to fill ny eyes. ny

/1 tttnd reaching quickly for his arm "Hearing it s6 sud-
'Nentealy was a shock for you. but once you think about
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it you'll find it easier to understand. | |ove you. Seren
and | "
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"Don't call ne that!" he snapped, pulling his am
away fromny fingers as his eyes blazed down at ne.
"Seren is a nane ny baby sister gave nme, and she

was killed by a thief! | don't ever want to hear you
fouling the nanme again by speaking it! And above that
don't ever try touching ne again, or | won't be re-
sponsi bl e for what happens. ™

He | ooked at ne one last time before striding away
toward Lidra and Chal, but ny sight was too blurred

by tears to know what he'd put in the |ook. | turned
around to stare at a dimand blurry door, finding it

i mpossible to believe ny world could have died so

qui ckly and wi thout warning, but | knew beyond donbt

mat it had. In the blink of an eye his | ove had turned
to hatred, and | sinply couldn't bear it. I'd thought be
woul d understand but he hadn't, and there wasn't any-
thing I could say or do to change that.

I wanted desperately to be sonewhere where | could

sob out the unbelievable pain | felt with no one to hear
it, but there wasn't any place tike that around. It sud-
denly canme to ne that even though | couldn't |eave,

al so couldn't stand being in that room any | onger. Be-
yond the door was a corridor where | could at |east be
al one, and | suddenly had to have that at the very
least. | snmeared the tears fromny eyes with the back

of one hand as | reached for ny kit, and it was only a
monent before the | ock was open and | could do the

same with the door. | stepped into the corridor as ny
fingers put nme picks away in ny kit, ny mnd too ful

of other things to pay attention to anything el se. and

t hen—

"Hey, you!" a voice shouted fromfifty feet away

up the corridor, bringing my head around with a jerk
"Stop right where you are and don't twitch a nusclel
If you don't have a pass. you're in deep shit!"

Three nen in uniforns were beginning to run to-

ward me, men who had to be the security patrol Lidra

had spotted eariier. | stood frozen in place, too shocked
to do anything but obey, and then |I heard Lidra cal
frantically frominside the room
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"I nky, quick!" she hissed over the sound of run-
ning footsteps. "Get back inside here! 1'"'mgoing to
use the screen!'*

A gl ance showed ne the way she tapped at her

board, undoubtedly calling up the privacy screen that
turned her invisible. Chal and Seren were already cl ose
besi de her, showing the screen would be up in sec-

onds, which nmeant | couidn 't go back in there and join
them The guards woul d know there was no ot her way

out of the room and if they couldn't find ne they
woul d start to search. Since it was ny fault we'd been
di scovered in the first place, there was no sense in
taking the others down with nme. Instead of reentering
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me room | turned away fromthe approachi ng guards
and ran like hell.

The footsteps behind me faltered very briefly, and

(hen they cane on again, all three sets. That told nme
Lidra had gotten her screen up in time, so | could
forget about the people I'd al nost betrayed and sinply
concentrate on running. | didn't expect to get away,
woul dn't have known where to go even if | did, but

the farther away | got, the nore of a chance the others
woul d have. The nen behind ne shouted and yell ed,
threats and orders comng fromall three, and then they
must have realized | had no intentions of stopping no
matter what they said. A few seconds of silence went

by and then the air suddenly blurred to ny right, a
whi ni ng tingle reaching through ny bodysuit to flip
every nerve on the right side of ny body. | flinched
away to the left, ny nmouth suddenly dry when | re-
alized they were using stunners, but there was really
no place to go. The offices were dead-ends and the
nearest cross-corridor was too far ahead, and then
heard anot her whi ne—

Chapter 16

| came out of it slowy and painfully, at first not know
ing where I was or what had happened, and then it al

came back. |'d wal ked right under the noses of a se-
curity patrol and had been captured, and now the en-

eny had nme. It was pitch dark wherever | was, but |
didn't need light to know | was tied down to what |

was lying on, and | didn't hurt so nmuch that | coul dn
tell I'd been stripped naked. The what ever under ne
seenmed to be made of metal, but the bindings on ny
wists and ankles had nore of the feel of |eather

"Am | supposed to care?" | whispered into the
darkness, making no attenpt to see if | could free ny-
self. My body hurt fromwhat the stunner had done to
me and probably fromthe fall I'd taken as well, but I
just didn't care. Seren was disgusted by ne. hated ne
so much he didn't even want me to speak his name,

and al nost the first thing ny nenory had shown ne

when |'d awakened was the sight of his face. He'd

been so repelled, so utterly sickened, and he'd wanted
not hing further to do with me or ny | ove.

"And can you really blame hin?" | asked nyself,
choking the words out into the dark. He cane froma
happy, normal family that had been touched by trag-
edy because of soneone like nme; could | expect him
to put all that out of his mnd just for ny sake? It
woul d have been unreasonable to expect that. but-
But | | oved himso nuch! And he'd turned away
fromnme in hate and never wanted to see ne again.
and all / wanted was to die! The tears started again
and this tinme the sobbing came with them but even
303
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then ny mserable life refused to end. It just dragged
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on and on while | cried into the dark, a dark | hoped
I woul d never again be taken out of.

The crying lasted for a long time, and once it

stopped it left behind an even greater |ack of caring
than I'd felt when 1'd awakened. My life could go on
the way it had been going before | met Seren, but |
just didn't care if it did or ended instead. | lay in the
dark in a nunb, unthinking state, nore aware of inner
pain man outer, and after an unneasured | ength of

time a pinpoint of Iight began gl owi ng above ne. It
brightened slowy, slowy, until it began illum nating
everything around me, bringing to view a rather |arge
room of stone with no wi ndows and only two doors.

One of the doors was in the wall to ny right and one
in the wall beyond ny feet, and when | turned ny head
away fromthemin disinterest, | nearly found nyself
shocked enough to feel it.

fl" "On the wall to ny left. about ten or fifteen feet away
ton the table | lay on, the chai ned, unnoving body

of a Griddenth hung. The body's tal oned feet had been
smashed, its wi ngs had been torn, blood covered

feathers and fur alike, and the beaked nouth had

been knocked out of alignnent. It was a horrible, sick-
maki ng si ght that al nbst reached through to nme, nost
especially since | was certain the Giddenth was Veli x.

"That's what comes fromtrying to poke your nose

in where it doesn't belong," a voice said fromnmny
right, a voice | seemed to know "Let it be a |esson
to you when it comes to answering questions as well,
and naybe you won't end up the sane way."

By that tine | was | ooking at the man who spoke,

and even though his voice was fam liar, | couldn't

pl ace his face. He was sonewhere in his thirties with
brown hair and |ight eyes, and he wore ordi nary sl acks
and shoes of black and a tight orange shirt.

"You don't recognize nme, do you?" he asked with

a grin, noving away fromthe opened door to allow in
two other men. "Wuld it help if | said | considered
you very brave, |ady Dalisse?"

"Jejin?" | said with a good deal of confusion, fi-
nally able to connect the voice. The face was still the
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face of a stranger, what with the |ong white beard
gone.

"Jejinisn't really my name, but you can use it for
the sake of our discussion," he said, stopping beside
the table to |l ook down at nme. "I have a few questions
for you, and you'll save yourself a lot of pain and
terror if you answer them quickly and truthfully.
Where are your friends hiding, and what are you al

up to?"

"Wy are you bothering to ask?" | said, feeling
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nmore confused than ever. "If |I'mnot nistaken, there
are any nunber of drugs that can get you all the an-
swers you want."

"But none that work here in the Msts," he cor-

rected, his |light eyes |ooking put out over that. "It's
the reason we have to resort to other methods when

we find someone we think ought to be questioned. This
is too big and inportant an operation to take any
chances at all, even if we still thought you were in-
nocent. But you aren't innocent, are you, and wasn*t

it lucky I was there for another reason when you nade
your slip.”

"What slip are you tal king about?" | asked, trying

to ignore the fact that his finger had conme to ny throat
with his questions, and his eyes were taking on an

unpl easant glint.

"I was playing magician to keep an eye on that mnus-

cl ebound hul k of a glad," he answered, running his
finger across ny throat as he spoke. "We knew his

brot her was one of our spores, but we weren't entirely
convinced he had come here with the idea of poking
around. |If he hadn't chosen nme hinmself, | would have
had to substitute nyself for whichever nagician he did
choose, but he was very cooperative. The way he was
sniffing after you really set us wondering, and then we
got a present we hadn't been expecting: we discovered
you had a practiced eye when it cane to finding hidden
panel s. You renenber the wine fountain in the pal ace,
and the need for wash water and a towel afterward?
Guests al ways have to be shown where those towels

are, but you found themall by yourself."

At that point | certainly did renmenber the towels,
306 Sharon G een

and the fact that 1*d noticed only vaguely how well -
hi dden they were. And Jejin had been no nore than a
few feet away when |'d conmitted that stupidity, an-
other fact |'d been too busy to notice.

"And so we arranged for you to be introduced to

our resident ogre," the man above nme went on, his
finger still noving back and forth. "W fully expected
you to becone a tragic accident victim of course, and
if the glad happened to end up a corpse by trying to
save you, well, wouldn't that have been just too bad?
We had everything planned and then we put ne two

of you right in it—but no one had remenbered about

that cursed multi-swrd. The two of you got away and
were able to rejoin your other friends, and that*s when
we began havi ng everything go wong. That Giddenth

N was useful to us, but when he cane here shouting that
' be may have been guilty of starting that passageway

kl ent, but he had nothing to do with the serious

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (236 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:30 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt

ick and was damed well going to find out who had,

had to close his nmouth. We knew not hi ng about

scare you had in ne passageway and cared even

| ess, but nme ogre attack wasn't quite as easy to explain
away. "

He was | ooking down at ne with a glare that nade

all his troubles ny fault, and | could see where he
wasn't far wwong. | seened to cause trouble for al nost
everyone | net, but hopefully that would not be going
on nmuch | onger.

"And then we found you right in our headquarters
bui l di ng, stunned by a security patrol, but already hav-
ing gotten into alnost every secret place we had," he
continued. "W knew then nat we shoul d have nmade
absolutely certain you died in the nansion set, but it
was far too late for shoul d-have-beens. Sone of our
files are missing, and so are your three good friends.
Where arc they, giri, and what rmade you all try this
break-in? Did you know what you were after, or were

you shooting in the dark?"

"l don't know where the others arc,"” | told him
feeling ny interest in the conversation drain away. "If
you haven't caught them | couldn't be happier, which
means |'m not about to do anything that woul d change
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that state of affairs. Since you don't have any drugs to
use on ne, you nmight as well go and bother soneone

el se. As far as you're concerned, |I'mall out of an-
swers. "

"Dear, brave, sweet | ady Dalisse,* the man calling
hinself Jejin said, a faint snmle twisting the comers of
his mouth. "I'd so hoped you would be intelligent

i nstead, but obviously that's not meant to be. You will
tell me what | want to know, that and everything el se
you can think of, as nuch as | care to listen to. Do
try to remenber that this is no one's fault but your
own. "

He took his finger away fromny throat and noved
along the table toward ny feet, but not because he

i nt ended doi ng anything. He was sinply maki ng room
for the two nen who had come into the roomwth

him men who stationed thenselves to either side of
me. They carried small, heavy-|ooking | eat her cases
whi ch they placed on the floor and opened, and after
flipping a few switches inside the cases, they straight-
ened with copper-glinting wires in their hands. The
wires were insulated where the nmen held them and
the insulation wound all the way down to connections
in the cases.

"It's too bad | can't give you one nore chance,"
Jejin said while | |ooked back and forth between the
two nmen, belatedly pulling at the |eather hol ding ny
wists tight to the table above ny head. "Once they
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turn on their pet devices, ny friends have to be al-

|l owed to use them |f you' ve deci ded you' ve changed
your mind, tell ne what | want to know as fast as you
can before they start. That won't stop themfrom hurt-
ing you, but if you tell the truth they m ght not hurt
you quite as long."

I licked nmy lips while the rest of nme trenbled, terror
beginning to grow inside ne. | had to keep fromtell-
ing them what they wanted, or ny teanmates were as

dead as | would undoubtedly be. Death was somet hi ng

I woul d have greeted happily and warmy just then,

but it wasn't death they neant to give nme first. It was
pain they would give me, and | had to have the strength
to take it wi thout breaking. Death would come in its
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own good tine, and that's the thought | had to cling

to and renenber. | tried, | honestly and truly tried.
but only seconds after they started | wasn't able to do
anyt hi ng but scream

The snell under ny nose made me cough and turn

my head away, and just that quickly and easily the
agony was back. | nmoaned with the terrible burning
flare of it and al nost fainted again, but whatever had
brought me back to consciousness wouldn't let it hap-
pen.

"You poor little giri, you're hurting so very badly,
aren't you?" Jejin's voice cane in ny right ear, his

": band slicking back nmy sweat-soaked hair. "You were
JN.tegging for help just a mnute ago, but surely you
ANbiowSere*s no way help can get to you. Even if you
?,Jhad confederates waiting in a ship just off-planet, and
| Ste if you were able to contact them they'd never
mter et and what you were trying to say. You're living

Wa different rate than they are, so transm ssion from
IJie Msts is inpossible. I"'mthe only one who can help
you, which 1*11 do the mnute you answer ny ques-

tions. Wiere arc your friends hiding, and why can't

we find thenP"

You can't find them because they' re invisible, |
wanted to say, but even swinming in searing pain |
knew better than to say anything at all. One comment
woul d | ead to another and then it would all come out,
whi ch just nmight happen anyway. My throat was raw
fromall the screaming |'d done, screaning caused by
havi ng burni ng hot wires pushed into ny body. |'d
been sick fromthe pain and 1'd fainted fromthe pain,
but ny tornmentors sinply wi ped me off or woke ne

up, then continued with what they were doing. The
only thing they didn't bother with was the sweat cov-
ering ne everywhere, that and the small trickles of
bl ood. The sweat nixed with the bl ood and burned
even nore into the wounds, and that was a good thing
as far as they were concer ned.

"l have something to make it all stop hurting," Je-
jin said, a friendly coaxing in his voice. "If you tel
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me what | want to know I'|ll give it to you, and then
the agony will be gone for good."

Ri ght along with nme, | thought, having no strength

left to open nmy eyes. | could feel the ring on my right
hand, the ring | was supposed to call for help wth,
but even pressing the jewels in the prescribed way
woul d bring nothing but disappointnent. My sense of
time was nmessed up by the mists, which neant |'d

never be able to send the proper signal. | didn't know
if it should be faster or slower, how nuch faster or

sl ower, or how much longer | could hold out. | needed
the pain to stop for good, needed it very badly, and if
it didn't stop soon—

"No, please, not again!" | screaned in a cracked
voice, withing as a name was slid inside ny outer
thigh. "I can't stand any nore, you have to stop!"

"I"'mafraid, dear lady, that stopping isn't on our
schedul e," Jejin said, pleased anticipation in his voice
"As a matter of fact we've left the best places for but,

the places where you'll feel the pain even nore than
you have until now. Delicate, soft and tender places
those are, and after we're done you'll never feel plea-

sure in themagain."

"No!" | screaned, totally beside nyself as his fin-
ger touched between my thighs, one of the places
hadn't known they were deliberately ignoring. "You

can't do that to ne. you can't! I'Il die if you hurt ne
there! Seren! Don't let themdo it! Seren, |'m begging
you!"

I was so terrified | didn't even know what | was

saying, and all | could do was throw the strength of

pani ¢ agai nst |eather straps that refused to part.
screanmed agai n and fought to get |oose—and then it
finally came through that | wasn't the only one scream
ing. | forced ny eyes open to |l ook wildly around—

and couldn't believe at first that | wasn't hallucinating.

Both doors to the room had been thrown open, and

men in uniformwere pouring in—ted by Seren with

his multi-sworo in his fists. One of the two men who
had been hurting nme made the nmistake of running to-
ward Seren in an effort to get away, and he didn't live
| ong enough to realize the error. H's head flew from
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hi s shoul ders w t hout Seren even breaking stride, and
then the fighter had reached Jejin where he trenbled
against the left wall. The ex-nmagician was trying to
unwrap sonmething and put it in his nmouth, but Seren
knocked that sonething out of his hands and then
knocked Jejin over the head. The M sts man crunpl ed
to the floor and lay still, and | knew he woul d wake
up to regret that he hadn't been kill ed.
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The screanming |I'd heard was coning fromthe third
man who had been captured by sone of the uniformnmed
men, but | paid alnbst no attention to that. Despite

the soul -eating pain still washing over ne | |aughed
where | lay, knowi ng ny |ove had cone to save me
agai n, knowi ng his own | ove was soon to be m ne
ftgyin, I watched himw th shining eyes as he turned

away fromthe unconscious Jejin—then felt worse ag-
' thaa anything the eneny had given ne when his
ft slid past ne as he began maki ng his way out of

, room He didn't even stop to find out how badly I
,«HS hurt, didn't even want to | ook at ne | ong enough
t9 see if 1 was going to live. He just kept going and
di sappeared through the door, and then Chal was
standing next to the table to ny right.

"Dear lord. Inky, |ook what they've done to you!"

he said in a trenbling voice, reaching i nmediately for
the |l eather holding nmy wists. "W've got to get you
out of this, and into decent nedical facilities as soon
as possi ble! Some of you nen give nme a hand here!

This woman has to be . "

Hi s voice trailed off as the bl ackness began form ng
behi nd ny eyes again, and ny |ast thought was a fer-
vent prayer that | never wake up.

It took a very long while before all the confusion
passed or settled down, and by then | knew that pray-
ers were never answered. |'d awakened the first tine

on board a ship that didn't seemto be a |Iiner, but
hadn't been clear enough to recognize the uniforns |
saw. By the tine | was awake enough to know | was

in a planetary hospital, | was al so awake enougti to
know | was still alive. | ached just about all over and
was bandaged like a first-aid practice dummy, but there
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was no doubt about ny being alive. Even if that wasn't
what 1'd wanted to be

"Well, you're |ooking better than you did," a

cheery voice said, and a female nurse entered ny room
carrying a tray. "This breakfast will probably change
that in a hurry, but it really is good for you no natter
what it tastes like. And why don't we get a little Iight
into this place?"

She put the tray, down near ne then went to the

wi ndow, and a sweep of her hand | ater there was bright
sunshine pouring into the room | squinted against the
brightness, finding it totally out of place, but the nurse
never noticed. She used a button to raise the top half

of nmy bed, swung the tray in front of ne on a lift

field, then left the room
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Once she was gone | pushed the tray back again,

| onered the bed, then spent ny tine hurting and think-
ing about what | had lost. Velix had said we woul dn't
remenber the details of what we did in the Msts, but
in nmy case he was wong. | renmenbered all of it, even
the parts | didn't want to renenber, even the fact that
he' d never know he'd been wong. | was back on a

pl anet and still alive, and it was clear vacation time
was over. | had ny own planet to get back to, and

somet hing inportant to finish, and it really no | onger
mattered to me whether or not | would survive its com
pletion. As a matter of fact 1'd be happier if | didn't;

what | wanted nost in the worid—after seeing that
Seero's death was paid for—was to follow after Seero.
to find out if there really was a place we woul d neet
again. | needed very badly to cry out nmy hurt agai nst
hi m and have him show nme how to bear it for the rest
of eternity.

The trouble started when | refused the nedication

they tried to give nme, after refusing the food they
wanted nme to eat. They lectured and threatened, teU

ing me how nuch I would hurt and how weak | would

get if | didn't cooperate, but | didn't feel |ike coop-
erating. Wen they finally went |ooking for a doctor

to add his own lecture to theirs, | forced nyself out of
bed, ignored the dizziness, then | ooked for and found
the bodysuit | was hoping would be in the closet. GCet-
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ting dressed was painful but didn't take very | ong, and
ditto for finding the floor's exit stairs. | nmade ny way
slowy to the ground floor, having no idea where | was
goi ng besides out of there, and then the question was
answered for nme. Two men were waiting in the stair-

well at the bottom and both of them grinned at ne.

"I think Raksall just nade sone nobney again," one

of them said, his expression showi ng how anused he

was. "We're here to help you find your way to her

office, and to nmake sure you don't get |ost on the way.
You weren't supposed to be out of here for quite a

whil e yet, but since you're going for a stroll, you m ght
as well stroll with us."

"H e other one was just as amused and just as alert,

but it didn't make any difference. It seened | was back
on Gyphon, and that would save ne sone tinme and
effort. | shrugged in answer to their unspoken ques-

. tion» and sinply went with them

r\” Despite it being eariy afternoon, Raksall really was
- IB her officewith an officious-looking Filster sitting
" fe a chair next to her desk. One of the nen who had
brought nme there had call ed ahead, but | hadn't heard
what was said. Wien | wal ked t hrough Raksal|l's door,

I didn't so nmuch hesitate as pause to catch ny breath,

but the S.1. wonan misinterpreted the halt.
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"Now, Inky, don't be upset at Filster's being here,"
she said at once, raising a calnmng hand. "He's just
fini shed going through nost of the reports that were
filed, and he wanted to tell you what a good job he
thi nks you did."

"What an efficient, satisfactory and extrenely pro-
ductive job you did," FUster corrected with care, giv-
ing ne a narrow smle as | lowered nyself into a chair.
"Not only did you performwith all of your ability on
our behal f, you even made it possible for your team
mates to have the tine to sunmon the assistance you

all needed. That was truly fine work, and you've vin-
dicated the conputer's decision to nake use of you."

**Ah, Lidra tells nme you may not know how she

called die troops down and then found where they were
hol di ng you, *' Raksall said hastily, probably because
of Filster's final, highly flattering coment. "She and
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Chal expl ai ned about the anomaly that ruined your time
sense, but Chal says you should have no trouble re-
menbering everything that happened. Is he right?"

I nodded with all the interest | was feeling, not to
mention the pain fromthe trip up there, and she took
the answer as though it were the height of enthusiasm

"Then unconsci ousness is the key," she said, nod-

ding happily. "Chal theorized that it m ght be, and
you're the last one we had to check. He tried to ex-
pl ain how the rapid readaptation of the netabolismin
the conscious individual slurred the nenory that was
linked in and active, but I'mafraid | mssed nobst of
what he said. He doesn't try to talk above people's
heads, but in his position it can't come out any other

way. "
"One cannot expect the brilliant to | ower mem
selves," Filster put in, narrow and stiff as ever. "The

same, of course, goes for Lidra, who progranmed her
board with an equation that solved the anomaly, and
was therefore able to contact the orbiting troop ship."

"But let's not forget it was Inky's discovery of ne
anomaly in the first place that let Lidra know she'd
need a conversion fornula," Raksall canme back at

him snpoth satisfaction in her tone. "They nade an

al | -around excellent team and if the troops homing in
on Lidra's signal hadn't had to spend sone tinme adapt-
ing to the msts, they would have reached I nky a good
deal sooner. She did still have her ring on, you know,
so her | ocation under the headquarters building wasn't
difficult to find."

"The delay wasn't all that critical, considering the
prisoners they were able to take at the end of it,"
Fil ster said, thunmbing through sone of the papers he
hel d. "The number of hours hardly matter, when you
consi der what we were able to eam That one calling

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...on%20Green%20-%20Mists%200f%20the%20Ages.txt (242 of 246) [2/4/2004 11:17:30 PM]



file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/Desktop/Sharon%20Green%620-%20M i sts%200f %620the%20A ges.txt
hinsel f Jejin, for instance . . .*'

"Filster, what's wong with you?" Raksall snapped,
her eyes on me in a worried way. Wen the nan had
menti oned the del ay he considered so acceptable, what
had gone on during those hours had suddenly cone
back to roe all at once. "How can you sit there and
say what they did to Inky doesn't matter? She wasn't

314 Sharon G een

sinmply locked up during all that tine, she was being
tortured! Her being able to hold out was the only thing
that got you those val uable prisoners!"”

Filster |ooked up with a frown, blinked when he saw
my face, then went back to the papers he was hol di ng
to search for one in particular. Wen he found it he
spent a few nonents readi ng, and when he finally

| ooked up again he was definitely pale.

"| —sonehow mi ssed that the first tine through,"

he said, his eyes clinging to ny face. "Electronically
heat ed wi res—such barbari sm shoul d be puni shed to

the fullest extent of the aw—I had no i dea—And after
you al | owed yourself to be captured so the others
would find it possible to escape—~

Hi s words broke off and didn't resune, his pain-

filled stare refusing to leave ne, but it didn't matter.
Whet her his opinion of me had changed or not, it sim
.yfy didn't matter.

Ax**\Wel ], at least it wasn't all for nothing,"” Raksal
said. | eaning back in her chair while she pretended not
to see Filster's reaction. "The problemwe found is
consi derably nore far-reaching and critical than sim
pl e fraud, and we've only begun probing through the
first fewlayers. Unraveling it all will take everything
we can come up with."

"Yes, well. with all those addicts," Filster said,
finally pulling hinmself together enough to go back to
his papers. "The ones addicted in the Msts go on to
addi ct others, but the drug isn't being charged for.
And there's the fact that if there is sone sort of counter
or antidote for its influence, it mght well be found
right here on this worid. The conmputer is suggesting
the core group running this thing nakes a habit of
establishing a headquarters in ordinarily inaccessible
| ocations, like the Msts of the Ages on Joel are and
the wilds here on Gyphon. It's a shane we haven't
been able to | earn exactly how nany headquarters | o-
cations they have."

"Or what they're really up to," Raksall said, then
she | eaned forward and put her forearnms on the desk
"Inky, you're still not |ooking very well, and even
though | knew you'd be out of that hospital before they
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wanted to let you go, | think you'd be better off going
back now. | know just how badly they hurt you, and

you won't be over it for quite a while. Go back and

|l et themtake care of you."

"You really must, you know," Filster put in, |ook-
ing at ne soberiy. "Anyone going into the wlds nust
be in absolutely peak condition Just to survive, not to

mention function efficiently. It won't be long, so . . .*'
"I"'mnot going into the wilds," | said, the words
forced out of me by the internal shudder | felt. | was

beginning to reel really sick, and the pain was flashing
through ny body |ike an asteroi ds-warni ng beacon.

knew | had to get out of there, so | forced nyself to

my feet and started through the doorway, but Raksal

and Filster cane right behind ne.

"Inky. you*rcjust not up to thinking about it now,"
Raksal | said, a m xture of pleading and coaxing in her

voi ce. "Once you' ve recovered you'll understand how
badly they*!! need your ability, just the way they did
in the Msts."

"This is of vital inportance, young miss," Filster
put in his own oar, his voice now soundi ng anxi ous.
"The original Situation had been reclassined as an A
Pri me Emergency, something none of us can ignore.
Your sense of duty and honor "

"I have no honor," | interrupted w thout turning,
stopping for a mnute to let the dizziness pass. "I'm
a thief, and thieves have no honor. Just |eave nme

al one. "

"Leave you al one to desert your teammates?" an-

ot her voice asked, a strong male voice. "You know
you're not the land to do that. Inky. If you were, |
never woul d have asked you for a date."

It took sonme effort to turn, but once | did | saw that
big blond field agent I'd met at the begi nning of that
mess, standing behind and to my left in front of an
open office. He grinned at ne in a way | vaguely re-
menbered, but T had nothing to say to him All

wanted was to get out of there, but before | could turn
back toward the exit three people cane out of ne of-
fice behind him Two of them were Chal and Lidra,
staring at me with hurt in their eyes, and the third, of
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course, was Serendel. | realized they'd probably re-
cruited himto be one of their associate workers, but
that was hardly surprising. Wiat was faintly surprising
was the fact that this tine he | ooked straight at ne,
and his expression was a careful neutrality. He seemed
to have gotten control of himself, but | couldn't say
the same about ne. Instead of returning his gaze
conpleted nmy previous intention to turn away, but the
big blond agent couldn't let it lie.
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"We'l'l have dne for that date before we | eave for
the wilds. Inky/' he said, his voice strong and steady
and persuasive. "You'll go back to the hospital and

| et them help you, and then we'll

"I won't go into the wilds," | said again, ny own
voi ce weak but no less determned. "I won't have any
more to do with you people at all, and I want you to

| eave nme atone."

*'We're not 'you people* any nore, Inky," the man
persisted, the calmin his voice unchanged. "You're
"one of us now, a full menber with privil eges earned
|i ke hard way, and you can't expect to sinply walk
away. W won't let you wal k away."

"There's only one thing | am" | said, w shing
could sit down right where I was. "Tell the man what
I am M. Filster, just the way you said it to ne.'1

"My dear young wonan!" Filster protested, his
voice tinged with distress. "Wat | said then was
before | knew you, before | realized what you were

truly . "
"Tell him" | repeated harshly, aware that everyone
in the office had stopped to watch and listen. "It's the

conplete, unglorified truth, so | want you to tell him
What am |, M. Filster?"

"A—a thief," the nan whi spered, the words torn
out of himbringing pain to his voice. "Your talent is
stealing, young miss, and you're nothing but a thief."

"Thank you, M. Filster," | said, |ooking down
fromall the pity and conpassion | could see in the
faces of those who |istened. That shoul d have been the
end of it. but unfortunately it wasn't. ,

"If you're nothing but a thief, then we don't have
to spend much tinme worrying about your feelings,"
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the bl ond agent said, his voice having turned hard. "If
you prefer having it put another way, you can join us

on the assignment, or you can be sent to a detention
cell. Does the assignment sound a little nmore attractive
now?"

"Fieran!" Raksall exclainmed in shock, the only
sound in the entire office. "You can't nean that! Don't
you know . "

"I know everything | have to," the man Fi eran cane
back, his tone still renorseless. "Wat about it. Inky?
The assignnent has started to look a little better now,
hasn't it?"

"No, if hasn't," | answered flatly, a heavy knot of
satisfaction inside me due to the fact that ny friends
were | ong gone and no longer at risk. "I won't go into

the wilds with anybody, npbst especially not with you
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and them Either arrest nme, or let me go."

"Now you're giving ne a choice," the blond Fieran
said, his tone suddenly odd. "Are you sure you won't
change your mni nd?"

"Positive." | answered, the need to | eave having
grown absolutely critical. | didn't nuch care where
went, as long as it turned out to be sone place other
than there. | started noving, vaguely wondering how
far 1 would get before | passed out, but the question
never cane up.

"I'f that's the way you feel, | really have no choice
at all," the blond man's voice cane after ne, the tone
filled with nore authority than it had previously held.
"As the Agent in Charge of this star sector, | hereby
arrest you for actions damaging to the general public.
You two nen take her away."

An uproar began all around, but that's exactly what
the men who had brought ne there did.
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