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Thisone sfor

Eileen Enquid,

Lincoln Park Volunteer Hose Company No. 2,
Bob Lippman, Warren LeMay, Tom Cleary, and
Danny 772,

David G. Hartwdl, and Rick Sternbach

—dl of whom came to the rescue—

THANK YOU ALL! and for

Susan and Gardner, flow dumni of the hottest writers workshop in the history of o;
Chris, who had the “unique perspective;”

and Ricky, as dways—with love

Sometimes | think if it wasn't for the words, Corporal,

| should be very given to talking. There's things

To be said which would surprise us if we ever said them.
—Christopher Fry, A Seep of Prisoners
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A Note on Orthography:

| have chosen to follow GaLing usage itdidzing the term layli-layli calulan and capitdizing it only
when it begins a sentence. This should serve as a congtant reminder that what appears to be a name is
rather a designation. Layli-layli calulan’s name is unknown to any but a very few of her mog trusted
intimates. And her world of origin bears the designation (not the name) Y, meaning (very roughly) both
“sound of srength” and “ source of strength.”

Agan fallowing GalLing usage, | do not capitdize the Jenji title “swift—" except where it begins a
sentence.

—MLL, ed.

Prologue: L assti

SOUTH OF BASE camp, a dasy-clipper skimmed through the flashwood, buffeting the

undergrowth into a brilliant display of light. Its beauty was lost on swift-Kaat twis Jaakat. The dazzle
was merdy one more digtraction that might prevent him from finding some trace of Oloitokitok, the
urvey team'’s physicis—he had been missng for two days now.

Swift-Kaat, asmdl dender man with a ruddy complexion and, normaly, an easygoing temperament,
punched the daisy-clipper’s comtab as if it were to blame for Oloitokitok’s disappearance. The weaghty
dlver bracelets that on his homeworld of Jenje would have chimed his tatus here clashed and jangled.
The sound only served to remind him that such expertise was usdless in the Stuation he faced, and he
jammed the bracelets dmost to his elbows to slence them. When he addressed himsdlf to base camp, his
voice was clipped with exhaugtion and anger.

“Swift-Kdat and Megeve,” he began, identifying himsdf and his companion, “we have completed the
search of sector four.” He paused to choose his words with care. In his own language, he would have
hed no hesitation; his own language would have indluded in any statement the warning that he was neither
suited to this task nor physcaly reiable because of his weariness. In GaLing', he was unable to speak
with such accuracy. He found himsdf limited to saying: “We ve seen nothing we are able to interpret as
an indicaion of Oloitokitok’s presence.” His eyes flicked to the right, seeking a denid from Timose
Megeve, the Madeneantine who piloted, but it was as futile as asking the loan of a Bluesppan's knife
He received only a glare of anger and frudtration.

“Nothing in sector four. Acknowledged.” The answering voice was low and weary, despite its careful
control: it was that of layli-layli calulan, the team’s physician—and Oloitokitok’s wife. She went on,
“Dyxte says there' s another sorm, a bad one, coming up fast in your area. Return to base and get some
res.”

The amdl screen on the pilot’'s Sde lit to show the projected path of the storm. Frowning at it
Timose Megeve opened his mouth asiif to voice an objection, but before he could even begin, layli-layli
added, “Doctor’s orders.”

“Acknowledged,” said swift-Kaat wearily. He thumbed the comtab off and closed his eyes.

“Shelsright, | suppose,” said Megeve. “We ve been searching for nearly twenty hours” He ran a
cream-colored hand through a tangle of gray curls, dropped it to his thigh, and stared at it unseeing.
“WEe re both so tired we' d likdy miss a drab-death’ s-eye if somebody dropped it into our laps—And if
we miss something we should spot, we're worse than usdess”

What Megeve spoke was true, swift-Kdat knew, but he also knew tha rest would not come eedlly:
even Oloitokitok’ s disappearance could not drive the sprookjes from his mind.

Megeve shifted forward, glared at the indrument pane, then thrust out a hand to tap a nall agang an
indicator. He said something in his own language that was dearly a curse and tapped it again before
returning to GalLing'. “One equipment falure after another,” he said, dill growling. “This wouldn't have
happened if that transceiver hadn't falled on us”

“Thiswouldn't have happened if Tinling Alfvaen had been here” swift-Kaat countered, surprised to



find that the statement approached the proper degree of rdiability evenin GalLing'.

“Who?—O0Oh, your serendipitist friend.” With a second disgusted snort, Megeve gave up on the
indicator and guided the daisy-clipper forward, following the snaky curve of the river back to base camp.
“Maybe, maybe not. A serendipitist isn't al-seeing, you know.”

Swift-Kaat made no response, but the thought worried him further.

Allowing three months for the letter he'd sent with the last supply ship to reach Alfvaen and another
for Alfvaen to act on it, the polyglot he'd requested was at least four months overdue. Perhaps he had
migudged—not Alfvaen—but Alfvaen’'s culture, which was so dien to him. Perhaps her cusom
prevented her from assgting him. Swift-Kaat had worked with people of differing cultures long enough
to be aware that one culture' s truth was not necessarily another’s.

He cdled from his memory the image of her amiling face with its exotic pale skin, sharp festures, eyes
adgriking green. She was beautiful to him, but it was her eyes that hdd him aways, even in memory: the
fierceness of her eyes when she believed in something or someone. She would have believed the message
he'd sent because he had sent it. Even custom could not have prevented her from acting on it, as cusom
would not have prevented him from ading her were their Situations reversed.

If not custom, then what had delayed her?

He formed the truth for himsdf: his red fear was for Alfvaen's safety. Perhaps the disease she had
contracted on Inumaru was more severe than she, or he, knew.

The shock of the discovery jerked him back to redity. To his added surprise, he found that Megeve
hed turned the daisy-clipper to a new heading.

“What isit? Can you see something?” Swift-Kaat looked out, forcing himsdlf to alertness.

He saw only a gmdl stream, dill swollen from the noon storm. A lush growth of drunken dabblers
bobbed and weaved in the rumbling water; a every surge ther dead-black leaves came dight with veins
of eye-burning amber, the precise shade and glare of an antique sodium light. Beside them, amug erics
danced, churning and whirring—each pae white leaf edged, each slver sem spined, with a harsh glitter
of actinic blue. There was no 9gn of Oloitokitok. Blinking to clear his eyes, swift-Kdat turned to Megeve
for explanation.

Megeve ligened to a fant roll of thunder and said, “I make it twenty minutes before that sorm hits
here. That means we have enough time to reach your blind and change the tapes. There's dways a
chance they may show some act of the sprookjes that the captain can credit asintdligent.”

It was afant hope and both of them knew it, but swift-Kaat accepted it gratefully, and Megeve went
on, “I know you're concerned about the sprookjes. So was—is—Oloitokitok.”

Despite the immediate correction, Megeve's use of the past tense chilled swift-Kdat. GalLing was
an atifidd language and it did not have the same accountability as Jenji, but swift-Kdat dill reacted
sharply when someone misspoke in such a meatter.

It affected Megeve dmog as drongly. He and Oloitokitok had been close companions since the
beginning of the survey. He took a deep breath and went on, “Oloitokitok wants to prove therr sentience
as much as you—and he' s bought them a reprieve. Kgedi won't send his status report while a member
of the team ismissng. | only wish it hadn’'t happened this way.”

Megeve turned the daisy-clipper across country, threading it through the flashwood, where the
turbulence of its wash whipped the Shante damasks from pure white to ripples of slver and dirred the
blue-monks midily dight. To thar right, a row of smoldering pines went from black to the dull red glow
of embers that had earned them their name. As the craft rose to avoid a deadly Eilo'skiss, swift-Kdat
pointed to a vast, gaunt stand of lightning rods, black and limbless spikes that rose to astonishing heights.
“About thirty meters to the right of that,” he said.

Megeve brought the daisy-clipper to a hovering stop in the amdl patch of flashgrass swift-Kaat
indicated and asked, “Shdl | goin closer, or will that disturb your wildlife?’

“You wait here” responded swift-Kadat, “I'll be quick.” He folded back the transparent membrane,
but was stopped by Megeve, who said, “Remember? We're back to Extraordinary Precautions.”

Swift-Kaat had indeed forgotten. To lose a team member this late in a prdiminary survey implied a
danger that had not been catalogued. Until Oloitokitok was found, the team was to take the same



precautions they had ther first few months on Lassti.

Thefirg and foremost of those precautions was to sed his 2nd skin. He popped his epaulets to draw
out his hood and gloves, laying them across his knees. Once the epaulets were closed, he shook the
hood open and coiled his glossy black braid into it; pulling it tight over his head, he ran a finger about his
neck to sed it. Even where there was no need for life support canigters, the habit remained; gloves came
second because they were dumsy enough to make sedling the hood difficult.

As Megeve double-checked the seams for him, swift-Kaat found himsdf wondering how much good
Olaitokitok’s 2nd skin might be doing him. Even a carefully sealed 2nd skin was no proof againgt eectric
shock—and shock was Lassti’s mgor hazard.

“Seded,” Megeve pronounced.

Swift-Kdat thanked him and did the few feet to the ground, buffeted a a dight dant by the
daisy-clipper’s ground effect. Around his ankles, flashgrass whipped violently to and fro. Like so many of
Lasdi’s plants, it tapped energy from motion piezodectricdly, discharging any excess as dternating
flickers of vivid green and white light. Swift-Kaat paused a moment to tune his hood, shidding his eyes
from the ever-increasing dazzle the oncoming storm winds raised within the flashwood, and then plunged
intoits riot of light.

He pushed through a stand of solemnly chiding tick-ticks, thinking as he did so that it was too bad the
2nd skins MGE supplied its employees weren't sophisticated enough to damp his other senses to this
world aswdl. Squat hilarities cackled, competing noisly with the tick-ticks for the attention of a swvarm
of vikries, Lassti’s verson of the bumblebee.

Some hundred yards in, he reached the dearing where he had erected his blind. Here,
flames-of-Veschke and penny-Jannisett unfurled their deep red and copper leaves. Both species used the
more conventional method of photosynthesis, and againg the storm-brought brilliance of the background,
they looked dmogt black—and deeply restful. He breathed a dgh of rdief a the quiet.

And then stopped in his tracks. The dearing should not have been so dill, even in the absence of
thunder or roar of ran.

Thefirg time the survey team had stepped into this clearing, those smdl, golden-furred cresatures had
ghrieked out. Oloitokitok had shrieked back at them, dartling everyone as much as the creatures
themsdlves had. Laughing, but defiant, Oloitokitok had explained that in his tongue they seemed to be
saying, “I don't believe it! Not for aminutel”

“l couldn’t let it pass without comment,” he had added. “I had to tdl them to bdieveit.”

On each subsequent vidt swift-Kaat had paid to the blind, no matter what precautions he had taken,
the flock of golden scoffers—for so they’d become in the surveyors: common tongue—had shrieked out
ther incredulity at his presence.

Now, there was no flash and beat of wings, no scornful dilling. The only sound was the distant
chiding and cackling of plants.

In the uncanny dtillness, a sudden whiplike crack againgt his ankle made swift-Kdat start. He looked
down to find he had brushed againg a amdl blue-striped zap-me. The zgp-me fed on dectricity and
obtained it by startling smdl animds that used a charge for defense. Swift-Kaat did not respond in the
desired manner: he gave no shocks. As he watched, the plant patiently reset its whip-tendril to await a
cresture that would.

Something gold lay at the base of the zap-me; swift-Kaat knelt for a closer look.

It was a golden scoffer. Its bright fur was unmarked, but it was dead. Three more were scattered a
few feet beyond. All dead,

A flicker of motion partidly hidden behind his blind caught his eye. For one brief moment, hope rose
to ding his eyes. Here? Oloitokitok here? But before he could shout a query, he saw a flash of scarl€,
and a different hope difled any sound from his throat.

A sprookje!

Swift-Kdat forgot the golden scoffers, forgot the oncoming storm. A crested sprookje! Afrad to
disurb it by riang, he moved only his head, craning awkwardly for a better |ook.

It was humanoid, but neither parody nor deformation of human. It was insead excticdly beautiful:



tdl, dender, and deceptively fragile. Like its felows at base camp, it was covered with short feathers,
aubtly patterned in shades of brown. (After dark or in dim light of an overcast, swift-Kdat knew, the
feathers would emit a ghodily light.)

This sprookje, however, was a type that the survey team had not seen since ther firg contact with
the species nearly three years ago. It was superbly crested in scarlet, and its long, smooth neck rose from
aswirling yoke of red and blue fegthers.

It kndt on both knees, over something shiny that was hidden from swift-Kadat's view by the
art-nouveau tracings of an arabesque vine Its head dipped rapidy—once, twice, three times—but
swift-Kaat was unable to see what it was doing.

At lagt the sprookje stood and turned to face him. Enormous golden eyes stared at swift-Kdat from
the sharp-featured, scarlet face. It opened its besklike mouth as if to speak, but made no sound. Its
tongue glowed an ominous red. Then, feathers ruffling, it backed dowly away and vanished into the
flashwood.

Swift-Kdat redized that he had been holding his breath. He exhded with a 9gh and rose, just as a
rattle of thunder recaled the need for haste.

Cautioudy, he pushed through the heavy underbrush to see what had o interested the sprookje. A
large object with the sheen of plagtic lay beside his blind, reflecting bloody red the flames-of-Veschke it
lay among. Scattered around it were a dozen more dead golden scoffers. For a long moment, his mind
fought identification of the object.

He closed his eyes. The golden scoffers were scavengers. When swift-Kaat opened his eyes once
agan, he saw that Oloitokitok was dead. In death, Oloitokitok had slenced the scoffers once and for al.

Megeve and swift-Kadat found Oloitokitok’s daisy-clipper on the far sde of the stand of lightning
rods. They lifted the remains of his body into it and Megeve switched the hovercraft to follow mode.
This bitter parody of afunera cortege—the only rites Oloitokitok would have urtil the cause of his death
hed been ascertained—arrived at base camp on the edge of the bresking storm.

Torrents of ran dimmed even the fidd of flashgrass. It distorted into unrecognizability the tiny crowd
of surveyors who huddled grimly a the man gate. Only layli-layli calulan seemed sharp-edged, in
focus, as she came forward to take charge of the body.

No one could find the words to speak to her. A moment later, the crowd disbanded in tota slence.
Swift-Kadat sat in the grounded daisy-clipper and watched them dl go.

Wesrily, he gathered up his specimen bag and fought through the thick red mud of the compound to
his cabin.

He taped a record of his sprookje-sghting while it was il fresh in his mind; then, unable to deep, he
took the dead golden scoffers from his specimen bag and spent the next few hours dissecting one. His
exhaudtion had at last caught up with him. He put the second smdl corpse to one side and played back
his report: the voice that issued from the recorder sounded chilled and shaky.

The thunderstorm passed and the rain settled down to a steedy drizzle. He fastened the cabin door
open—he wanted company but he was too tired to seek it out—and his sprookje entered. (At least, he
assumed this one was “his’; like Galan cats, each of the sprookjes in camp seemed to favor a particular
person.) It was not the company he had hoped for but, unlike most of the other surveyors, swift-Kaat
didn't mind the sprookje. His inahility to communicate with it was troublesome; its presence was not.

It shook rainwater from its feathers with a controlled shiver.

Swift-Kdat rubbed his eyes. “Don't drip on the floor,” he said. As dways, he spoke to the sprookje
asif it might understand.

The creature rubbed its own siver-blue eyes and blinked at him. “Don’'t drip on the floor,” it said, its
Adam’s gpple bobbing; and swift-Kaa was again disturbed to hear the shakiness in his own voice, this
time captured by the sprookje.

It parroted everything he said with the same accuracy and retention as his recorder, and only the
beeklike shape of its mouth made its mimicry imperfect.

Swift-Kadat sghed.

The sprookje did likewise. Then it looked down at the table and saw the golden scoffer. It leaned



over and opened its mouth.

“Hey! Don't do that!” said swift-Kdat sharply.

The sprookje echoed both his words and his tone and went on as it had intended. Swift-Kalat caught
a quick glimpse of the sprookje's “sample tooth’—the sngle retractable needidike organ that was
ordinarily concedled within its beak—as the sprookje nipped the golden scoffer.

It was an irrationd response, he knew, but the sharp thrust of the beak, the bite, dways seemed
aggressive. Thefirg time they had seen crested sprookjes, van Zoved had stepped forward to atempt to
communicate with them. He had been examined and hitten. And everyone assumed he was being
attacked. The resultant commotion had driven the sprookjes away.

Now he reacted not only to that, but to the thought of the dead golden scoffers as wel. Edting
Oloitokitok’s flesh had poisoned them, as edting from the humans garbage dump had poisoned the
scavengers near base camp. With consderable rdief, swift-Kaat remembered that he/ d been bitten by
the sprookje when it firgt arrived at base camp, with noiill effects to either of them.

The sprookje lifted its brown cheek-feathers dightly, as if in surprise; then it walked away, out the
door and out into Lassti’s brilliant dusk. Swift-Kaat was too tired to follow, too tired to wonder a the
sprookj€e's behavior. He sank into his chair, closed his eyes, and lay his head on his ams jus for a

When he awoke, it was to the sound of thunder and the spray of rain streaming through the open
door. Stiffly, he crossed the room and drew the opaque membrane closed. Reflected patterns of dull
ydlow light made him turn to the computer in the corne—he donned his spectacles and rductantly caled
up the message the computer was holding for him.

Theimage of Ruurd van Zoved, the survey team’s polyglot, sprang into view. Van Zoved was a
large, solidly built man with a smokewood face, shaggy dark blond har, and shaggier Sdeburns. Even
seated before his computer console to tape a message, he was in constant motion. His gaudily
beribboned tunic rippled with his agitation.

He spoke Jenji without a trace of accent, however, and he spoke it with a high degree of rdiaility.
Swift-Kaat closed his eyes and found comfort in the sounds of his native tongue that he did not find in
the content of the message.

“Layli-layli calulan has finished the autopsy: she concludes that Oloitokitok died of heart falure due
to severe dectric shock. | saw what | took to be burns on his chest and shoulder. His locator had been
fused; Megeve says in tha condition even Oloitokitok’'s death wouldn't have set it off. The cgptain
concludes that Oloitokitok startled a shocker—"

At that, swift-Kadat found himsdf frowning. Severa of the indigenous predators used an dectric
charge to stun or kill therr prey but the idea that a live-wire or a blitzen would mistake Oloitokitok for
prey seemed out of keeping with what he knew of the habits of the creatures the tesm had dubbed
shockers. A charger, perhaps? Unlikdy in that area of the flashwood. ..

“—or perhaps was smply struck by lightning. The captain has therefore lifted Extraordinary
Precautions.”

Something in van Zoved' s voice made swift-Kaat open his eyes. Van Zoved brushed his sdeburns
anxioudy, then he swallowed hard and finished, “There will be no find rites—at least, no public ones.
Layli-layli calulan’s culture restricts deeth rites to the surviving family, in private.”

Apparently, layli-layli had broken one of the taboos of van Zoved's culture. For the sake of
understanding, swift-Kaat would have to look into the matter.

With visble effort, van Zoved composed himsdf. After amoment, he said, “That’s not what | cdled
about. | mugt speak to you, swift-Kdat, as soon as you've rested. Captain Kgedi wants my formd
decison on the sprookjes.”

To swift-Kaat's surprise, van Zoved abruptly switched to GaLing and went on, “I gpologize for
switching languages on you, swift-Kaat, but | can't say thisin Jenji without cregting an untruth: | believe
that Kgedi wants the sprookjes found nonsentient. No!' No, it's not even thai—I think he wants this
urvey over and done with, and it doesn’'t matter to him how doppily he goes about it. It doesn't matter
to him what the sprookjes are as long as we decide now.”



Agan, he made the effort to compose himsdf. Then he added, “ Please understand that this statement
has no rdigbility whatsoever; it's only thefeding | have. But | must discuss my report with you.”

The tape beeped end-of-message and then there was nothing to see but cabin wall. Swift-Kaat took
off his spectacles and continued to stare at it. Even in GaLing', and even with van Zoved's careful
disclamer, the words were chilling. They could do the sprookjes no good. He did not want to face van
Zoved for fear of the further harm the man might do with his words.

To postpone the unpleasant duty as long as he could, he ate, tdling himsdf throughout that ven
Zoved's words in GalLing could have no adverse effect on the sprookjes gdtuation. That, in fact, he
knew that rdiability was an aid to understanding only; that it was only superdtition thet it had an effect on
redity. Having reassured himsdf somewhat, he showered as wdl, rebraiding his har while it was 4ill
damp. There was no point in waiting for it to dry: it would only get wet agan as he crossed the
compound to van Zoved’s cabin.

The thunderstorm had not let up. He stood on the sheltered step of his cabin for along time, reluctant
to venture into the storm. Thunder rattled, numbing his ears; a sheet of lightning whited out even the red
mud of the compound.

For along moment, he was deaf and blind. He blinked furioudy to clear his eyes, shidding them with
araised hand from ensuing flashes as the lightning repeatedly struck the stand of lightning rods that grew
only two kilometers from camp.

When at last he found his vison returning, swift-Kaat could no longer distinguish between the dazzle
of the Lasgti flash wood and thet in his own optic nerves. He drew an angry breath and plunged into the
pouring rain. All around him sparks flew.

Chapter One
Sheveschke, on the Rim of The Gaoblet.

WIND ROSE TO sweep the grest bay known as The Goblet, where the Sheveschkem fleet

gathered to honor Veschke, patron saint of thieves and traders, and to be blessed by her priests. The
hissng light of torches dong the whaf shaped and shadowed a hundred amdl craft, dl dive with
whispered sounds asif they shared the festivd excitement. Ironwood hulls groaned and ropes cresked to
the pulse of the waves, pennants and ribbons snapped counterpoint in the wind. They spoke of a
thousand more ships beyond the acrid blaze of torchlight.

The same wind brought the wood-smoke of the festival fires, the tang of keshri bark, and the warm,
rich amdl of great cauldrons of stew.

It was the salling wind of Sheveschke, and it whipped through Tocohl Susumo’s red-gold hair and
sent her moss cloak sreaming about her. Her 2nd skin glistened over her tanned flesh like rubbed-in all,
reflecting the sparks riding the wind.

She was tdl and spare, and she acknowledged her kinship to the captains of these tiny craft with a
nod that, on another world, would have been a bow. Momentarily caught by torchlight, her eyes flared
gold.

Beyond the bay, a thousand extra stars bgeweled the clear, cold skies of Sheveschke, thair light
splintered and spattered by the rowdy waves of Shatterglass Sea. A thousand extra stars—the Hellspark
traders come to pay their own respects to Veschke, to have their ships blessed, sde by sde with the tiny
siffs and the deek schooners of Sheveschke.

Tocohl Susumo looked up at the sky, into congtdlations old and new. (Where are you, Maggy?) she
subvocdized. (Here,) came the response, and atiny arrow appeared againg the night sky, projected on
Tocohl’s spectacles, to indicate anew star at the tail-tip of the smalest Lunatic Cat.

Tocohl smiled her stisfaction, then leaned againg the ironwood ralling and said, (Now play back the
message from Nevelen Darragh.)

(Your adrendine levd has dropped two points in the lagt five minutes. Playing Nevelen Darragh’s
message would only raise it again,) sad Maggy; and Tocohl imagined a plump and prim Trethowan



atempting to speak Jannisetti without usng any taboo words.

(Cheeky,) Tocohl said, (don’t argue with me.)

(I can't argue.)

Not hdf, you can't, thought Tocohl, amused; then she subvocaized again, (Play back the tape.)

Thistime Maggy made no objection.

There was no imege, only the voice of a stranger. Her words were crisp, formd, and legdly binding:
“Tocohl Susumo is hereby natified of case pending judgment and enjoined from her proposed run to
dOrnano to answer the charge of Tinling Alfvaen.” A sngle bell-like note sounded. The crisp voice sad,
insignature, “Byworld Judge Nevelen Darragh,” and then there was slence, except for the night sounds
of the bay.

Tocohl drew her cloak tightly to her, not for warmth—that was amply provided by the 2nd skin—but
for gesture, as a cat lays back its earsin preparation for afight.

(Your adrendineis up to—)

(Shut up a minute and let me think.) Tocohl breathed deeply and, reminded of the Fedtival of Ste.
Veschke by spicy odors, decided that she did not need the Methven ritud for cam.

She was more puzzled than angry. A byworld judge dedlt with cases where two cultures met and
clashed—tourists who got themsdlves in trouble through ignorance of locad customs, for example—or
cases where no world damed jurisdiction, in deep space or on worlds without a charter,

Tocohl shifted to Jannisetti and said, (Asfar as| know, | haven't stepped on any culturd toes lately,)
turning the Sheveschkem dliche into a Jannisetti obscenity.

(Isthat funny?) Maggy asked.

(I thought so; how did you know?)

(You amiled))

In Jannisetti, a amile was limited to the face, so Maggy was apparently reading the implants a
Tocohl’s ear and throat rather than feedback from the 2nd skin. Tocohl touched the spot just before her
ear and amiled again, but she could fed nether the transcelver nor play of muscle. She frowned dightly
without meaning to.

Maggy said, (Then why are you worried?)

Tocohl grunted. (It could be about that “farm equipment” we sold on Solomon's Sed; two of the
people | dedt with were third-generation Siveyn, and Tinling Alfvaen is as Sveyn as names come—To0
be honest, Maggy, it could be about alat of things, but that would worry me.)

(I don’t understand. The manifest said “farm equipment” and that’s what we ddlivered.)

(Maggy, thisis alittle difficult to explain: they expected arms.)

(Then why would they request farm equipment?)

(To make the shipment seem legd.) To foredtdl the inevitable question, Tocohl sad firmly, (Yes,
Maggy, the shipment we made was entirdy legd, but we didn’t ddiver what the customer wanted.)

(I don’t understand. If the shipment was legd—)

(What kind of charge could they bring? Price-gouging, as much as | hate to say it. They pad a lot
more for farm equipment than they intended to. And serves them right.)

Maggy made no response. This was gpparently beyond her and it was clear she fdt it better for
Tocohl’s adrendine levd that she not inquire further.

Probably just as wel, thought Tocohl, though it led her to wonder just what files Maggy might be
checking in that sllence. To distract her was a hopeless task, Tocohl knew, so she merdy said, (How do
we find Nevelen Darragh? Skip the map.) The projection vanished as quickly as it had come. (Give me
verbd directions for the quickest route to Veschke Plaza)

(That would take you through an area the Sheveschkemen consider highly dangerous after dark.)

(Fine) said Tocohl. (Perhaps I'll have a chance to work off some of that extra adrendine you're o
concerned about.)

There was a pause, dmog of resignation, then Maggy said, (Turn right and follow the Rim of The
Goblet.)

Tocohl st off as directed. The Slver filigree of her cloak streamed behind her and the lightness of her



gride gave no evidence of her unsettled thoughts.

Here and there, she eased her way through crowds of merrymakers oversuilling from waterfront
taverns onto the wharf. Her captain’s badric brought her a spate of invitaions which she rductantly
turned down or set aside for another time. Twice, laughing, she pulled stray hands from the pouch dung
a her hip. “Clumsy doesn’'t honor Veschke,” she chided the would-be thieves.

Twenty minutes later, Maggy turned her away from the Rim and into the narrow, dimly lit streets of
the Old Quarter.

Tocohl did not dow her pace. One of the minor pleasures of having firgt-class equipment, Tocohl
thought, was that she needn’t worry about stubbing her toes on cobblestones. She might trip and crack
her head, for her hood lay softly cowled about her neck, but if her toe struck stone the 2nd skin would
gpread the impact to absorb it and spare her the bruises.

She reached an unlit square, and Maggy said abruptly, (Trouble)

Tocohl stopped. In the Sarlight, she could see only the congtricted dleyways and the cramped stone
houses and shops typicd of Sheveschke.

Across the square, a solitary figure—a fisher, to judge from his rough-woven dothing and the
pronged knife thrust into his belt— ounged againg a stone doorpost. He straightened and whistled dilly
but made no move toward her.

(What trouble, Maggy?) she asked.

(Three people fighting in the dley.) Maggy pointed to the pitch-black opening to the right of the
whidler.

(Push my vigon two points,) sad Tocohl, and the scene brightened and sharpened. Around the
edges of the spectacles, Tocohl’s periphera vison darkened in contrast. It was as if she looked down a
tunnd of light, the end of which was whatever object she focused on.

Three dim figures clashed in the dleyway. Two were Sheveschkemen and, like the whistler, wore
fishers garb. The third was undoubtably an off-worlder; over the sheen of her 2nd skin she was dressed
in a combinaion of styles from severd different planets—what Hellsparks cdled worlds motley. Not
Helspark, for she wore no badric. Tourig, then.

She fought well, outnumbered as she was, but her movements were dow and broad. Drunk, thought
Tocohl, her timing's off—and that’s the standard surveyor’s 2nd skin, not much help in a brawl. She's
going to lose thisfight.

Tocohl didn't much like the odds. (I'm going to pull rank, Maggy: watch my back.) Unclasping her
moss cloak, she let it drift gently to the ground.

Few people in the Extremities would argue with a Hellspark captain on whose good will ther
interstelar trade depended, but Tocohl took the dementary precaution nonetheess. The deceptively
ample action exposed dl of the sensors in her 2nd skin but those Hill covered by her captain’s baldric,
and Maggy could work around those easily enough.

She started across the cobbled square heading for the dleyway.

But the whidtler stepped forward to meet her. His knife flashed upward in a swift, glittering arc.

Tocohl had no time to be surprised: she shrugged gracefully and the blade missed its mark. Before he
could recover aufficdently to thrust a her a second time, she dammed her edged hand into his wrist and
the knife jarred away, danging on the cobbles.

The Sheveschkemen cdled a warning to his companions and backed away from the mouth of the
dley, scrambling after the knife. Tocohl had no intention of letting him rearm. She followed—with two
long strides and alightning kick that took him squarely in the chest just as he bent for the knife.

Her 2nd skin absorbed the impact. Tocohl fdt only a mild twanging sensation from foot to thigh but
the whigler dammed againg the brick wall, cracked his head, and crumpled forward, unconscious.

Toocohl’s back tingled. (Rall') said Maggy, and a sandbag blow struck across her shoulders. But for
Maggy’'s warning, Tocohl would have been thrown off balance. Instead, she somersaulted and twisted,
came up back to the wall to face a second assailant.

This one too held a knife, but he stared at his weapon dumbly. With Maggy to see it coming, the
force that would have enabled the knife to pierce her had been transferred instead dong the warp and



woof of the 2nd skin; and because she had rolled forward at the crucid moment, it was unlikdy she'd
even have a bruise from the attempted stabbing.

There was one further advantage: his disbdlief gave Tocohl the few seconds necessary to regain her
breath and charge. The Sheveschkemen's nerve broke. He gave a sharp squeak of panic, dropped his
knife, and fled.

Tocohl wasted no time fallowing him; she rounded the corner into the aleyway—and stopped short.
The third Sheveschkemen was gone, and so was the off-worlder.

(Overlay infrared,) Tocohl snapped, and aline of ghodly red footprints appeared, drag marks trailing
them. The prints steamed away even as she watched, and she followed at arun.

Deep into the dleyway, the prints brightened and led to a narrow door. Even with her vison pushed
for avalable light, Tocohl might have missed it—it was flush with the dley wal—but in infrared, the
door’s outline was unmigtekable and the midy heat patterns told the rest. The Sheveschkemen had
dropped the off-worlder, fumbled for the latch, then dragged her insde...

Once again sounding prim, Maggy began, (Bresking and entering—)

Tocohl cut her warning short, (It's festivd. Read up onit.)

(If you're gaing in,) said Maggy, changing tactics, (put on your gloves so | can protect your hands.)

Tocohl gave each hand a sharp snap downward. Her neat cuffs unfolded and met just beyond the
tips of her fingers. She gave Maggy a moment to individuate the 2nd skin between fingers, then reached
for the laich and siwung the door inward.

Maggy adjusted the spectacles so samoothly that Tocohl was not blinded by the unexpected glare of
eectric lights

Thefisher, awoman dmogt as tdl as Tocohl and twice as massve, wrapped twine tightly, vicioudy,
about the off-worlder. She looked up at the noise, grunted, and threw a shiny object—

Tocohl swiftly drew the door to, and the object struck it with a thud, splintering wood where
Tocohl’s head had been the moment before, then crashed to the floor and rolled away. It was a heavy
copper sap that fishers used to kill their netted catch.

Sill usng the door for partia cover, Tocohl kept her eyes on the Sheveschkemen.

Then the fisher’'s eyes flicked once to the left. Warned by the movement, Tocohl legpt left even
before the Sheveschkemen.

The fisher's knife lay beside a skein of netting twine. Tocohl swept it from the ironwood table
seconds before the fisher’s full weight struck her. Tocohl staggered back, but stayed between the fisher
and her knife, and blocked two punchesin rapid succession.

Then she saw an opening, whipped the edge of her hand across the fisher’s temple. Maggy was good
to her promise: the 2nd skin stiffened and Tocohl fet bone crunch benesth the blow.

The Sheveschkemen fdl, firg to her knees, then onto her face. Tocohl stepped aside and, without
taking her eyes from the fisher, kndlt for the knife,

Cautioudy she rose and stood looking down at the fisher’s prone body. After a long moment, she let
out a sharp breath. (How's my adrendine level now?) she asked.

(Sl high, but dropping,) Maggy answered, impervious to sarcasm.

Tocohl grinned in rdief and turned her atention to the off-worlder. The amdl woman was 4ill
unconscious and breething with difficulty. Tocohl firg removed the crude gag and blindfold, then set to
work on the rough twine with the fisher’ s knife.

Over her 2nd skin, the off-worlder wore a kilt of charcod gray, black boots, and a fringe bodice of
blue and slver. Siver threads laced through her jet-black hair, which hung in double braids over ether
ear. Taken angly, the styles might have identified her world of origin, but together, they gave Tocohl no
clue

Nor did her face. Her features were angular but gentle, and her skin was shockingly pae in contrast
to her hair, except for the burns on her cheeks caused by the force with which the fisher had gagged her.

Her bresthing gradualy became normdl.

Tocohl diced through the lagt of the twine, and the woman dumped forward. Tocohl caught and
eased her gently to the floor. As she did so, the braids fdl away from the off-worlder’s ear and exposed



two bright bits of cloisonne: earpips.

(Ddinitdy a surveyor,) Tocohl said. (Surveyor-grade 2nd skins are fairly common but earpips aren't.
On holiday, | suppose, though thisis an odd place for it.) She bent for a closer ook at the earpips.

The fird identified the woman's professon as serendipitist, which caused Tocohl to rase an
eyebrow. To those who believed in espabilities, and Tocohl did, a serendipitist was one who brought
luck to hersdlf and those around her. Thisis serendipity? thought Tocohl; if so, it certainly takes a peculiar
form.

The second pip was amedic dert. (Maggy, what does this mean?) She raised the emblem dightly to
give Maggy a clear view.

(The wearer suffers from Cana's disease—)

(Inlayman’s language, please,) said Tocohl, to forestdl a spate of medical jargon thet would be of no
practica use.

(—A paasticd infestaion that acts like a super-yeast,) Maggy continued. (It converts sugar into
acohol. Cana s disease can be controlled in the human but not cured. Under stress, the victim appears to
be—is—drunk.)

(Contagious?) said Tocohl.

(If it were, 1 would have sad s0. The paraste undergoes dternation of generation and is only
tranamissble through a blood-sucking mammd native to Inumearu, in the system of which it is a symbiont.)

(Sorry,) said Tocohl, reacting more to tone than content. (Is there anything | should do for her?)

(Sell have her own medication for that, and I’ ve sent for a doctor.)

The woman irred and, without warning, sruggled violently from Tocohl’s ams. “Laiven!” she
gasped, “laiven la'ista!

Sveyn, thought Tocohl, and responded in the same language. “ Gently. The wild beasts’—she used
the literal meaning of 1a’ista—"have had their claws pulled.” Tocohl offered the fisher’'s knife, hilt-first, as
proof.

The Siveyn blinked pae green eyes a her, and touched the knife lightly but did not take it. Then she
relaxed with along shuddering intake of bresth.

Torchlight flickered through the darkness beyond the splintered door. Tocohl came to her fedt,
stepped across the Siveyn, ready for more trouble.

(Police)) said Maggy. (When the lookout called for help, | did too.)

Tocohl relaxed, made a reassuring motion to the Siveyn. (I didn't ask for police) she sad, (or a
doctor, come to think of it.)

(You didn't say not to cal them. Was | wrong?)

(No, you did just fine)) Tocohl walked to the door and waved broadly to the little knot of uniformed
Sheveschkemen who filled the mouth of the dley. “In here” she cdled in Sheveschkem.

She glanced at the splintered door and said, (Thanks, Maggy. If you hadn’t adjusted my spectacles, |
wouldn’'t have seen that coming. Y ou saved me quite a headache!)

(You're welcome)) said Maggy primly. (Next time, though, pull up your hood t0o.)

The police doctor stooped to the fdlen fisher. “Shelll live” he said; and, without a further word, he
crossed to examine the Sveyn.

The sumpy lieutenant in charge of the locd authorities grunted sourly. A brusque wave of his hand
brought two officers to guard the fisher. Then he turned to Tocohl. “Captain, may | have a word with you
in privete?’

“Of course,” said Tocohl, and the two of them stepped into the aleyway. Tocohl leaned againg the
rough stone, beneath afreshly kindled torch.

“Lieutenant t Ashem,” he said, offering his hand.

His voice held no accent, but his stance did: Tocohl judged him a northerner ill unused to southern
kinesics, despite long residence. Instead of grasping the hand, she touched pams, northern-fashion, as
she gave her own name. His eyes widened dightly, but more than enough to confirm her judgment, and
she knew she had added one more minor embe lishment to the Hellsparks' reputation.

He went on quietly, “May | hope, Captain, that you won't hold the wasters againg us?’



“Wasters? Ah!” said Tocohl, “that explains the dectric lights. | had wondered about the absence of
Veschke's candles” The wasters—the Inheritors of God, to give them the name they used for
themsdves—were a farly recent but widespread rdigious sect. Arrogant and troubling to most
authorities, because, put smply, whatever they did was right. A more severe case of “God ison my sde’
than mogt of the usud rdigions “—No, Lieutenant, they cause you more than enough trouble on thar
own. Why should | add to it?’

The lieutenant looked rdieved and went on, “Then you won't mind tdling me what happened?’

“Not a dl. See for yoursdf.” Tocohl removed her spectacles and handed them to the
Sheveschkemen. (Maggy,) she said as he donned them, (run back the visud from where you warned me
of trouble to the lieutenant’s arrival..)

Ohbvioudy, the lieutenant had had previous experience with a first-person replay. He placed one hand
fimy againg the stone wall for physcd reference; and only twice did he react involuntarily, the firg time
as Tocohl somersaulted, the second as the fisher threw her sap.

The younger of the two guards joined them. Tocohl thumbed her earlobe for slence, and he waited
patiently beside her.

After amoment, the lieutenant removed the spectacles to frown at her. “Are you in need of medica
atention, cgptain?’

“What?—Oh, the knife blow. No.” Tocohl turned to show him an unmarked back. “I have a
fondness for firg-class equipment, even in 2nd skins. This is a stripped assault verson.” She didn't
bother to mention that Maggy had made a considerable improvement even on that; what she had said
was quite sufficient to take him aback.

“Vey expensvel” he sad.

“Very good trade,” she corrected him with a grin, “—and that is, after dl, my business” It actudly
drew an answering mile from him. She reached out to collect her spectacles, saying, “Now you know as
much as | do. Shdl | make you a copy of the tape?’

“You needn’'t bother,” said the lieutenant, “1 know the third one.” His amile turned grim. “I won't
have any trouble finding him.” Remembering the presence of the younger man, he suddenly said, “Wdl?’
The guard said, “They jumped her just outside the Shavam Inn and dragged her here. She assumes they
meant to rob her.”

The lieutenant looked swiftly at Tocohl and said, “She's not Hellspark, then?”

“No,” sad Tocohl, evenly, “she's from Svy. Robbery seems unlikdly, even from the Inheritors of
God. Given that | found her bound and gagged, kidnapping would seem their god. But why her? | guess
well have to ask the fisher what it was dl about.”

The lieutenant grunted. “Thet's like asking a Bluesippan for his knife. The Inheritors of God don’t
explain themsalves to heretics” He scowled and shrugged.

The Sheveschkem shrug, southern or northern, took one hand only, and—even as performed by the
sumpy lieutenant—it was an doquent mime of a man who tests the waght of an object with a bounce
and, having found it unsatisfactory, discards it over his shoulder in disgust.

“Sill,” Tocohl prompted.

“Captain, we ve had any number of incidents from the wastersin the past few months. Most of them
unaccountable. Something stirred them up, and the usua sengible restraints don't apply. It'll be a pleasure
to put afew of them away. Take it from me, thisis just another bunch of wasters doing what they fed like
a the moment. They break the law to prove the law does not gpply to them. Random violence is dmost
asacred act to awaster.” He scowled more deeply.

“At any rate)” he finished, “you and your friend needn’'t miss any more of the festivd on ther
account.”

He stalked to the doorway, pausing on the threshold to pick up the copper sap. “A souvenir,” he
sad, and tucked it into the loop on Tocoh!’s baldric designed for just such a purpose. “Use it on the next
waster you meet. God may not be on your side, but | certainly will.”

Teking it for a sour joke, Tocohl smiled, but her amile vanished as she entered the lighted room. The
second guard was giving a finishing touch—a boot to the ribs—to the unconscious fisher. The Sveyn,



moved to the fisher’s pdlet and Hill being probed by the Sheveschkem doctor, watched and shivered
vighly.

“That's enough,” snapped Tocohl, and the guard looked up, startled and angry. Seeing her captain’'s
badric, however, he backed away from the fisher and began to make gpologetic noises. They were
noises only, none of hisanger a Tocohl’ s intervention had gone.

Tocohl turned. “I'm sorry, Lieutenant, but that’s taboo to the Sveyn. And | can't say | much like it
ather. If you can't control yourselves any better than the wasters can, could you at least wait until | get
her out of here?’” Between the insult and her badric, that ought to put a stop to any further beatings.

The lieutenant took in the severity of her disgpprova and gestured brusquely again. The guard
muttered and retreated, but not before he had spat once on the fisher and said, bitterly, “Hull-ripping
wader.”

“l agree with his sentiments” the lieutenant said, Sghing, “but not with his expression of them. His
actions aren't taboo here, but they do make more work for the doctor.”

He stopped abruptly. “Wait a minute” he said. “Taboo to a Sveyn? The Sveyn fight duds over
anything—they’ d fight about a theft at festiva!”

“They dud, yes, but adud isrigidly codified behavior. No Sveyn would dream of gtriking someone
without first exchanging the proper ritua insults with him or her. Anything dse is |a’ista, the behavior of
wild beasts; and that’ s the atitude that puts your officer there socidly on a par with the waster.”

He 4ill looked puzzled. “Lieutenant,” Tocohl went on, “she can chdlenge people dl day long on
Sheveschke, but she won't fight a dud unless she runs into another Sveyn. A chdlenge is one thing—but
you Smply don’t attack unless you get the proper ritud responses.”

She could see he dill wasn't understanding. “If you went for Veschke' s fire, and the priest didn’t say,
‘For Veschke s fire, one must shed blood,” would you continue with the ritud ?’

“No, of course not. It wouldn't be properly done. It would be worthless... Ah, you mean fighting is
somehow worthless to her without the proper responses!”

“That’ s it. Nothing more than wild beasts. And it can’'t be done on that levd. Besides, this Sveyn is
more cosmopolitan than mogt; she's worked with a survey team and, judging from the fact that she has't
chdlenged anybody yet, that's made her very tolerant.”

The Sheveschkem doctor looked up as they approached and addressed Tocohl. “No concussion.
€|l have a headache, but shell owe it more to her ceebrating then to the wasters.”

(Maggy, find me ared doctor.)

(Does Geremy Kantyka qudify?)

The name gave her a sart; Geremy was one of the few who'd heard the story of the “fam
equipment” for Solomon’'s Sedl. (Geremy’s in town? HeEll do nicdy, yes) Aloud, she sad to the
Sheveschkem doctor, “Thank you.” Then she added, induding the lieutenant in the query, “Is there
anything else, or may we go?’

“Unless your friend wants a judge,” said the lieutenant, “we' d prefer to treet this as alocd metter.”

Tocohl bent to the Sveyn. Extending her right hand, she laid her Ieft pam up, fingers lightly curled, in
the crook of her elbow and repeated the lieutenant’ s offer in Siveyn.

The amdl woman's green eyes focused with difficulty. She glanced obliquely at the guard who'd
kicked the fisher and said, “I’d rather leave.” Then her eyes fdl on Tocohl’s outstretched hands. “You
s-stopped them?’ Only the dight hesitation in speech betrayed her drunkenness.

“Yes” sad Tocohl. “1 gpologize for the appearance of la'ista—my own as wel as the officer’s,
Sheveschkem ritud is not Siveyn ritud, but Sheveschkem ritud was satisfied.”

The Siveyn took a deep breath. “1 see)” she sad and rose, bracing hersdf on Tocohl’s proffered
am. “As the Helspark ssay”—like mogt Siveyn, she pronounced it Hell-spark—" ‘When on
s-Sheveschke, be a s-Sheveschkemen.” Y our gpology is unnecessary, and you have the thanks of Tinling
Alfvaen”

Tocohl frowned. (Maggy, Tinling Alfvaen!) Tocohl missed a sentence or two as Maggy responded,
for her ear done, in the crigp voice of Nevden Daragh, (“... to answer to the charge of Tinling
Alfvaen...”), then in her own voice went on, (That is the name of the only surveyor of the twelve who



contracted Cana's disease on Inumaru who was of Siveyn origin.)

(You might have told me.)

(You were busy. | didn't want to interrupt.)

(Anything ese | should know?)

(She was dso the only one of the twelve to lose her job with MGE after that survey.)

When Tocohl snapped her atention back, Tinling Alfvaen was saying, scornfully, “—And
Multi-Gaactic thinks I’ ve lost my serendipity!” She gave her head an impatient shake that sent her braids
flying. “If I'd lost my serendipity, I'd never have been rescued by the only other Sveyn on Sheveschke!”

“l can't peak to other circumstances, but I'm not Siveyn.”

“Oh?’ Alfvaen paused a the threshold to face Tocohl; she blinked her pae eyesin an effort to clear
them and frowned dightly. “Oh!” she said, after a moment, “Y ou're Hellspark, then.”

“Yes. Susumo Tocohl, and pleased to meet you, Tinling Alfvaen.”

Alfveen released her am and made the Sveyn formd greeting. “That's the same thing,” she sad
warmly.

(She didn’t recognize my name.)

(You didn't recognize hers, at first,) said Maggy reasonably.

Alfvaen wobbled and Tocohl caught her again. (She's getting drunker the longer she stands here))
sad Tocohl. (That might explain her lack of recognition.)

Tinling Alfveen raised a hand leve with her throat, pam out, fingers splayed. It was one of the few
gestures that GalLing', the universd pidgin, recognized as necessary.

“No,” sad Tocohl, “you haven't caused offense. Do you have medication with you?’

The Sveyn looked dtartled. “Yes-s” she said and began to pat the pockets of her kilt, her hands
dumsy with haste.

She drew out asmdl box and gouged at it with her naill—then, exasperation in her sharp features, she
handed it to Tocohl. “Would you plesse...?’

Tocohl opened the box, and Alfvaen took a pill and gulped it. “I'll be fine in a minute” she said.
“How did you know?’

“Your earpip,” said Tocohl. “Which direction are you headed?’

Alfvaen inhdled deeply. “I was on my way to Veschke Plaza, to meet Judge Darragh at the man
fedivd fire”

Tocohl smiled wryly. “That’s where I'm going. I'll accompany you, if | may.”

“Certainly!—Are you a judge, too?’

The Siveyn’s innocence was mystifying. “No,” Tocohl said, “ahigh percentage of the byworld judges
may be Hellspark, but a high percentage of Hdllsparks are not judges.”

Alfvaen frowned and, for a moment, Tocoh thought that the Sveyn had at last recognized the name.
But when she said nothing about it, Tocoh concluded that she had only been reacting to the Hellspark
tradition of dternating the pronunciation of their world's name: first Hell’ s-park, then Hell-spark.

Like mogt, Alfvaen came to the concluson she had misheard and let the matter pass, saying instead,
“l s-see. Mogt of the judges I've met have been Hellspark; | guess | do expect the reverse to be true as
well.—You're a trader, then, or isthat also a s-stereotype?’

Tocohl tucked a thumb benegath the black and gold legther of her captain’s baldric and drew it dightly
forward. “I'm atrader, here for the festivd. My ship was blessed this morning. And you?’

“l came on an errand for a friend.” Tinling Alfvaen seemed steadier, stood straighter now. She took
severa more deep breaths, and gestured a readiness to be on her way. As she followed Tocohl through
the dley to the square, she added, “And if it hadn’t been for you and Judge Darragh, | wouldn't have
medeit thisfar.”

That only added to Tocohl’s mydification. She stopped to pick up her cloak in passing. From the
scent of it, she knew it had been trampled. Bruised, it was dways aromatic but this time it was pungent.
Probably by the guard with the demongrably heavy feet, she thought, snorting with disgust that owed
more to the guard than the condition of the cloak.

Alfvaen said, “Your cloak was damaged? Perhaps you'd dlow meto replace it.”



“You couldn't. There's only one like this on Sheveschke; cusoms inssts. Don't worry, it'll grow
back.” With a criticd eye, Tocohl spread it in the torchlight. “In fact, it's due for atrimming.”

“Grow back? Trimming?”

“It samoss cloak. Not moss, to tdl the truth, but an epiphyte, ared plant. If | don't trim it regularly,
one day it will burst into spectacular bloom, seed, and die” She swirled it across her shoulders, clasped
it, then pointed the direction Maggy indicated. “That way—and go on with your tde. | didn't mean to
interrupt.”

Alfvaen continued as they walked, “I s-short-hopped my way here, taking whatever transport | could
find when | could find it. While | was on Jannisett, waiting for someone headed this way”—she grinned
with embarrassment—"“would you bdieve somebody s-stole my boots and | was arrested for indecent
exposure?’

Tocohl laughed. “I believeit. A Jannisdtti friend of mine once invited me to her private club, where dl
the members went barefoot and thought themsalves very wicked!”

“Yes” sad Alfvaen with a smile, then more serioudy, “but if Judge Darragh hadn't happened dong,
I’d dill beinjail.”

They came to a broad avenue, lined with torches and bustling with people. The ar was smoky and
pungent; pottery shards crunched benegth their feet a each step.

They pushed through a knot of people, past a woman in the uniform of the locd police, and Alfveen
shivered. “Perhaps you could explan something?’ she said, over the noise. “I did read the standard
tourist guide before | got here—and the captain of my last survey was Sheveschkem, so | was chamfered
for Sheveschke, as wdl.” It was a chamfer’s job to teach one the basics of someone dse's culture, to
avoid any embarrassing or potentidly fatd incidents. “He must not have done a very good job: | honestly
thought theft was legd during the festiva.”

“Inaway. If you're caught, you have to return what you've taken. But ther€' s no punishment, aside
from the razzing for dumsiness your friends hand you for the next Sx months—Of course, taking more
than someone can afford to lose is considered bad form.”

“Then why did the police—" Unable to express her distaste, Alfvaen finished with a gesture.

“You're confused by a migrandation,” Tocohl said. “Veschke protects those who sted by verbd
atigry or legerdemain. ill is dl. Anyone who uses brute force—violence or the threat of violence—is
no thief by Sheveschkem standards.”

“So those three weren't under Veschke's protection? | see, dastagh”—now that she had sobered,
she came remarkably close to duplicating the Sheveschkem word—*means something like ‘thug' 7’

“No, the woman who attacked you was beaten for being an Inheritor of God. Among other things,
they believe that their god gave them dominance over dl the other species, and that they’re entitled to use
them, even wipe them out, as they choose. As a philosophy, it's enough to give an ecologist high-gold
fever. Dastagh is the current derogatory word for a member of the sect; it means ‘waster’.”

The avenue opened onto a great hexagond plaza, edged with torches and ablaze with the light of a
dozen ritud fires, each attended by a glory-robed priest and her acolytes. Alfvaen stopped short and
gave a wordless exclamation of ddight.

(Wait here)) saild Maggy, (Geremy’s coming.)

Tocohl was content to wait and, like Alfvaen, drink in the scene. Although she often attended the
Fedtivd of Ste. Veschke, the solemn joy around the firesin Veschke Plaza dill eated her.

Despite the crowd' s chatter and the crunch of broken pottery, here it was dways quiet enough to
speak in anormd tone of voice, so the traders, both Sheveschkem and Hellspark, gathered to exchange
tales and songs.

A ripple of Apsanti water-music drifted through the smoky ar and the laughter, to be picked up by
someone around another fire and tossed back as dolphin song. A black-haired priest threw a double
handful of keshri bark into the central fire and the air grew pungent.

A handful of Sheveschkem youngsters watched Tocohl and Alfveen for a moment. After much
godling and gesturing, the smdlest of them was urged forward to, shyly, offer Alfvaen a circlet of braided
fair-sea-blues. Alfvaen glanced at Tocohl, who responded, “If you'll weer it and if you have some smdll



off-world token you can givein return, you'll make it afediva they'll talk about for the rest of ther lives”

Alfvaen lowered her head to accept the gift, and catching the child's am before he could dart away,
sesad, “All | haveisa brass coin from Jannistt. That's not very—"

“It'll do fine”

Alfvaen looked a Tocohl dubioudy, then dipped into an overpocket for the coin. Tocohl stepped an
inch closer to the child, familiar distance here in the south, and said in that language, “ She offers you the
Jannisdtti truth-coin. The people of that world beieve that while one holds this under the tongue, one
cannot lie”

The child looked from Tocohl to Alfvaen, his eyes very bright and very wide. “Isit true?’ he asked.

Toocohl shrugged, Sheveschkem fashion. “At any rate,” she amiled, “one will learn that even truth can
be bitter in the mouth.”

“Oh!” said the child. He took the coin, kissed Alfvaen's hand, and dashed back to his friends, who
huddled excitedly about to see what he' d been given.

“What did you tdl hm?’ asked Alfvaen. Tocohl trandated. When she'd finished, Alfvaen said, “But
won't they be disgppointed when they learn there is no such thing?’

Tocohl grinned. “Being conned by a trader at fegtival is more an honor than a disgppointment—And
don't be surprised if, the next time you're here for fedivd, someone tries the line on you. The
Sheveschkemen never let a good con go to waste.”

The oldest of the three children waved an am a Tocohl and cdled, “In Veschke's honor,
Hellspark!”

Tocohl smiled and bowed to the child. Then she trandated for Tinling Alfvaen, adding, “Thet is the
polite way of saying she doesn’'t believe aword of it, but, Snce thisisfestivd, she'll let it pass.”

A thin, wiry man with woeful eyes pushed through the edges of the crowd. He grabbed Tocohl and
swvung her around in an enormous hug. “Geremy!” She thumped him joyfully on the shoulders, then
shoved him out a arm’s length for a better [ook.

He was, as dways, awdking work of art. The ylized waves of a darkened sea surged rhythmicaly
around his 2nd skin to break and spray at the unchanging bulk of his equipment pouch; a handful of
sparks blew past, traling ther reflections in the dark waters. The design was locdly generated by a
microprocessor in the quit itsdf.

“Very nice” said Tocohl, turning him around to follow the course of the sparks as they blew beneath
his badric and reappeared on the other side. “Very nice indeed.”

(I could do that with your 2nd skin, if you like)) Maggy said.

(I"d like, but Geremy wouldn't. | promise, I'll explain later.) Aloud Tocohl said to Geremy, “Is that
redly a Ribero?’

“It is, and when Ribeiro took the commission, she said she'd been thinking about the subject for a
long time” He folded his ams (dong them sylized waves crashed soundlesdy) and eyed her with
suspicion. “Maggy said you needed a doctor, but you look disgustingly hedthy to me.”

“For the Sveyn here” Tocohl drew Geremy around the two large merrymakers who hid Alfvaen
from his view, but before she could begin a formd introduction, Geremy said, “Alfveen? What
happened?”’

“She took avery nasty beeting,” Tocohl said.

Geremy backed off a pace and looked with hurt astonishment at Tocohl. “You?’ he said, once more
in Hellspark. “Listen, Tocohl, about that judgment—"

“She knows no more about it than | do,” said Tocohl, then caught the import of his firg reaction.
“Geremy, don't be stupid. | haven't changed that much since the lagt time we worked together!” She
gestured at Alfvaen: “Please, ook her over.”

Chastened, Geremy shifted back to Siveyn to offer his professond services.

“Your pardon, Geremy, but I’ ve dready been s-seen to by a doctor,” said Alfvaen.

“l know. Maggy told me he was a quack—honestly, Tocohl, | don’'t know where she picks up these
words!”

(Any good dictionary has them,) Maggy said.



Tocohl laughed and repeated that for Geremy’ s benefit. Then she added, “I’d fed more comfortable
if Geremy assured me of your hedth, Alfvaen—then we'll see to finding Judge Darragh.”

While Geremy went professonal, Tocohl excused hersdf to approach the fegtival fire. All the curious
events of the past few hours vanished from her mind, pushed away by heat and flame and the sound of
shattering pottery ...

The priest’s glory robe was orange velvet—the highest of her sect—and she wore the firecrown of
her office with surpassing dignity. Tocohl dropped to one knee before her, spread her ams wide, and
spoke theritud words: “I come for fire”

“For Veschke' s fire, one mud shed blood,” responded the priest.

“Asit mug be, letit be”

The priest sketched Veschke' s sgnin the smoky ar above her head. “Rise then, and choose.”

An acolyte held a tray of pins before Tocohl. Each bore a different emblem &t its head: the pin of
remembrance, the pin of dreams-come-true, the pin of smooth tongues. ..

On impulse, Tocohl chose the pin of high-change: its emblem was a face in flame. She dropped a
coininits place. The remaning pins jangled suddenly. Tocohl’s hand shot out to steady the tray and she
looked into the acolyte' s startled eyes and gave a reassuring Sgn.

The youngster was unaccustomed to the Hellspark penchant for risk—a glance at the priet’s face
confirmed this. The priest drew the girl away to speak quietly to her.

And Tocohl stood done before the fire. As she held her right hand high, the 2nd skin fdl back into a
cuff. She lifted the pin of high-change—it flashed as if of its own accord—and a great drop of blood
welled from her fingertip. She shook the drop onto the broad circle of cast iron in the center of the fire,
where it spat a moment, then was gone.

“Vechke sfire” she said softly, “taste my blood that you might hunger for it, that you might seek it
out and devour it. Burn me to the bone and lift my living ashes into the sailing wind to light the way for
those who come behind. As Veschke's sparks fly with the wind, let me follow.”

Chapter Two
Firg Judgment

TOCOHL MADE VESCHKE'S 9gn, turned, and walked away from the fire, her hands and face

dill burning from the bligtering heat. Only then did she redize that Maggy had recited the ritud words with
her.

(So,) sad Tocohl, (we share the pin of high-change.) She used the Hellspark tight-we, the pronoun
reserved for two or more acting as one.

(Did | do wrong?)

(No. We share our fortune, as usud.) Tocohl laced the pin of high-change into a tuft of her cloak.

A second acolyte gestured her to the cauldron of stew, where she turned away a bowl, having eaten
earlier, and accepted aritud cup. The stew was thick and savory, and she finished quickly, then dashed
the red clay cup to the ground. It shattered with a satifying crash. By the end of fedival week, the
cobblestones of the town would be grouted with the rough red dust of a hundred thousand such cups and
bowls. Like the other captains, she'd carry the dust aboard her ship and count it Veschke's blessng.
Though luck had little to do with it, she thought. The soles of her 2nd skin were ill covered with
it—Maggy had been reading up on her subject indeed, or she would have cleaned them.

(Wdl done, Maggy,) she said, pleased.

(Thank you,) came the reply, then: (Geremy and Alfvaen are twenty paces from your right elbow.
Thirty if you walk around the cooking fire.)

Tocohl turned her head to line her Sght with her right elbow. As the crowd eddied, she saw Geremy
and Alfvaen and a third Hellspark beyond one of the smdl cooking fires. She strode to join them.

“Wdl?" she demanded of Geremy.

“She'sfing” he responded, “aside from a case of Cana s disease: that leaves her—”



“Sightly tipsy at the worst possible times; | saw. Though in this crowd nobody will notice” Tocohl
pointed, “Pass the flagon and we ll dl catch up.”

The woman holding the flagon offered it with aamile.

She was old, thought Tocohl, with admiraion. She had a face worn into comfortableness, seamed
and tanned; her har was fine and white. There was a mischievous look about her brilliant blue eyes to
which Tocohl took an immediate liking. She smiled back and accepted the flagon, to find the woman had
exceptiond taste in dOrnano wine as well.

Alfveen lifted her hands in the Sveyn forma gesture, fringe trickling from her arms, and said with
affection, “Tocohl, this is Judge Darragh Nevelen—Judge, this is Susumo Tocohl, the woman | was
tdling you about.”

(Geremy,) Tocohl sad, for Maggy done. Her glance swept from Geremy to Darragh and back
agan. (Alfvaen had nothing to do with those charges. It was Geremy! I'm going to have him for
breskfast—)

Maggy interjected, (Cannibaism—)

(Right after I'm done with the judge here,) Tocohl went on, overriding Maggy's attempt to warn her
of theillegdities of cannibaism.

“Your pardon, Alfvaen,” said Tocohl aoud. “Do you understand the language of Dusty Sunday?’

“No,” sad Alfvaen, and Tocohl continued, “May | speak it in your presence without giving offense?’

Puzzled, Alfvaen nevertheess granted her permission, and Tocohl shifted her stance to the language.
So did Nevelen Darragh—the woman was good, thought Tocohl.

Judge Darragh did her spectaclesinto her hair. Tocohl did not follow suit. On Dusty Sunday, weering
one' s spectacles in conversation was a deliberate ingult. It said planly that one would rather be ligening
to someone dse, watching someone else. Nevelen Darragh flushed avivid scarlet.

When the red had reached the very tips of Darragh’s ears, Tocohl added coally, “Madame, | expect
an explandion; | do not, of course, expect it to be adequate.”

Nevelen Daragh stared hard & Tocohl for a long moment—then, with a burst of laughter, she
bowed her appreciation.

Geremy sad, “1 told you she was good, Nevelen.”

“The incident on Solomon’'s Sed told me that, Geremy. But she's better than you know.” Judge
Darragh laughed again. “Y ou haven't been on Dusty Sunday recently, | teke it?’

“Not for ten years,” Geremy said mournfully.

“Then I'd better tdl you that what your friend just did was the exact emotiond equivaent of ‘In
Veschke' s honor’. She amiled again a Tocohl: “I’'m pleased to hear there are no hard fedings”

Glandng sddlong with mock menace, Tocohl said, “I haven't had my shot & Geremy yet.” She took
a long pul from the flagon of wine and contemplated him, messuring him until he squirmed with
discomfort. “Perhgps some other time” she said a last, “when he's least expecting it.”

More woeful of face than ever, Geremy said, “I'm sorry, Tocohl. Maggy wasn't letting anybody
through to you. | was the one who suggested that a judgment might override her orders.”

“I'll bet you told her it was business” said Tocohl dryly.

Geremy looked abashed. “I didn't tak to her; Garbo did. And you're right, the message sad
busness”

“If you'd put your money into your equipment, instead of on your back” —Tocohl’s finger traced the
path of the sparks briefly dong his arm—"your computer wouldn't be so damn dumb and it'd do more
then ddiver messages verbatim.”

She raised the flagon again, then passed it to Geremy, who hedtated before teking it. “Oh,
Geremy... In Veschke' s honor, then.” At that his eyes brightened within his sad-clown festures, and he
accepted the wine to drink deeply hisrdief. “All right,” Tocohl went on, “let’s talk business and be done
withit so | can get back to celebrating.”

“Your businessiswith Alfvaen,” said Nevelen Darragh.

Tocohl crossed her ankles, seated hersdf beside Tinling Alfvaen, and sad in Siveyn, “Were you
aware, Alfvaen, that you' d cdled for a judgment againg me?’



Alfvaen, sartled, splayed a hand at her throat. “I have no quarrd with you, Tocohl.”

“Nor | with you,” said Tocohl. “Someone’—two quick thrusts of an ebow indicated a choice of
Geremy Kantyka or Darragh—* owes us both an explanation.”

It was Judge Darragh who spoke. “Tinling Alfvaen came to the Fedtival of Ste. Veschke to find a
gloss. As Geremy explained, the judgment was away to contact you, nothing more.”

Maggy made a pinging noise. Tocohl held up a hand and said, (Yes, Maggy?)

(The judgment has been cancelled. There's aformd statement. Do you want to hear it?)

(Not necessary,) said Tocohl; aoud, she said to Alfvaen, “All right. I'm here. What is it you want of
me?’

“You're apolyglot?’ Alfvaen asked.

“Gloss,” Geremy corrected, “—from an old, old word meaning ‘ speaker of tongues” There's some
evidence that an epability isinvolved, and if it is, Tocohl’s got it.”

“Your pardon, Tocohl,” said Alfveen. “You are agloss?’

“Yes, dthough Geremy exaggerates. As far as | know, | have a good ear and a good eye, not an
espability.”

Alfvaen looked at her intently, then said, “Y ou were tricked into coming to meet me. | apologize and
| will fulfill any ritud you think just.”

Tocohl gave a reassuring amile. “It was only a theft at festivd, as the Sheveschkemen say, and
Geremy’'s theft a that.” From the corner of her eye, she saw Geremy flinch quite satisfactorily. To
Alfvaen, she added, “You gave no offense, | take none.”

“Then please hear me out.” Alfvaen leaned forward.

“I'm ligening,” said Tocohl, surprised by the smdl woman's sudden urgency.

“When | was with Multi-Galactic Enterprises,” Alfvaen began, “1 spent a good many years working
with swift-Kaat twis Jaakat of Jenje—perhaps you've heard of him?’

“Yes—congdered by some to be the best survey ethologist in the business, considered by most to
be ‘crazy asaHdlspark.” Go on.”

Tinling Alfvaen did. “Swift-Kdat is three years into the survey of a world named Lassti. He has
reason to believe tha the planet has a sentient lifeform and should be declared off-limits to exploitation
and colonization. The problem is that the survey team’s polyglot—I don't think I'd cal him a gloss,
Geremy—has't been able to make sense of the language.”

“After three years?’ said Tocohl. “That is odd. So MGE wants to hire agloss?’

“No,” sad Alfvaen, “swift-Kaat does. HEl pay your fee”

Maggy made a querying noise.

“Let me think a moment,” Tocohl said, and explained to Maggy, (It's not illegd for hm to hire
outside talent, especidly not with a byworld judge involved, but MGE certainly won't like it!)

(Do we care?) Maggy asked, using tight-we.

(No, not about MGE' s likes and didikes. But MGE has a good ded of power on some of the worlds
we trade on, and they could make our lives consderably more difficult. Suppose we do prove
sentience—then MGE has wasted three or more years of a survey team’s time without any return; and
thet they' d like even lessl)

(So the system works againgt proving sentience?)

(Inaway, yes. You can't prove sentience without proving a species has a language, but the MGE
polyglots are damn good, usudly, and regulation is strict. For the most part, 1'd say it's honest—though
you could probably quote me chapter and verse on honest mistakes that have destroyed cultures.)

(Should 17?)

(Skipiit. I can think of a couple of nasty examples mysdf. Maybe we should take thisjob.)

(Maybe?) said Maggy.

Tocohl amiled. (You're getting anvfully good at holding up your end of the conversation!)

(Thank you,) said Maggy, primly.

(Maybe,)) Tocohl repeated. (Swift-Kdat is the survey team’s ethologist. That, and his “swift” status,
gvehimalot of credence, but I'd be happier if the polyglot had asked for agloss.)



(I have forty-three files that quote swift-Kaat as the highest authority on ethology. Would you like a
random sampling?)

(No, I concede his expertise. Let me find out more.) Tocohl said doud, “ Stepping into that kind of
gtuaion is asking for trouble, whatever the outcome.”

Tining Alfveen said, earnestly, “Tocohl, swift-Kaat is Jenji. The Jenji don't lie” Tha was
conventiond wisdom on many worlds, but to Alfvaen the belief seemed to go beyond convention to a
persona conviction. “I’ ve known Jeef for along time—"

Tocohl raised an eyebrow and said, “That you're entitled to use his soft-name s proof of that.” (And
proof of a strong bond between the two,) she added for Maggy’ s benefit.

“—And if he says the species is sentient, | beieve him,” Alfvaen finished, “but you must hdp him
prove it.” She reached into a pocket of her kilt and drew out a folded piece of gold paper. Without a
further word, she offered it to Tocohl.

Tocohl took the paper, unfolded it. The gartling boldness of Jenji script seemed to legp from the
page: three lines and the Sgnature, swift-Kalat twis Jalakat of Jenje.

“Geramy,” Tooohl said quietly as she refolded the paper and returned it, “are you free to take a
cargo of winterspice and tapes to dOrnano for me?’

Geremy turned. “What do you say, Nevelen—can you spare me for afew weeks?’

So Geremy was acting as the judge's aide, Tocohl thought. That explained much. She would have
withdrawn her request, but Darragh spoke fird: “I haven't been to dOrnano for years, Geremy. I'll go
with you.”

Geremy turned again to Tocohl. “After festivd?’ he said.

“Of course,” Tocohl replied, and because it was Geremy, ther dickering was pro forma. In only a
few moments they had snapped fingers to close the dedl.

Alfvaen'sface lit as she redized the import of this exchange. “You'll go!” she said and looked down
a the paper in her hand. “He told me this would convince the kind of person he needed. | don't
undergtand why, but I'm glad.”

Tocohl said, “To say ‘I know’ in Jenji, you mugt specify how you know. You have a choice of
degree—firsthand experience, inference, hearsay, to name just afew of the options—and each tdlls your
ligener how reidble you think your information and why. That, in turn, reflects on your reigbility. The
language is dso0 backed up by strong cultura pendties for usng the wrong degree, and a rdigious beief
that you may, by lying, inadvertently create a truth that would do no one any good.”

Tocohl touched the edge of the paper in Alfvaen’'s hand and went on, “He tdls me here that he has in
his hands an artifact, and from this artifact he deduces the presence of sentient life—anyone might have
written that in any language. In Jenji what swift-Kdat wrote is very complex and very precise. The
degree of his surety is so high that if | were MGE, I'd pack up the survey team and go home.”

“In three sentences?’ Alfvaen unfolded the paper and stared at it in wonder.

“Four,” Tocohl said. “He dgned his name—and that puts his status on the line. If he's wrong about
this, he'll be forced to drop his ‘swift' status. And that's the socid equivadent of your going into your
hometown and admitting to la’ista.”

Alfvaen's eyes widened dill farther. “He' s that sure?’

“He sthat sure” Tocohl said, but before she could say anything further, a group of Sheveschkemen
passed and ther cheerful Inging momentarily brought conversation to a hdt. The song was a lengthy and
awe-ingpiring detailing of Ste. Veschke's sexud adventures.

One gorgeoudy drunken woman in the green leather badric of a trading captain leaned down, her
dim hand on Geremy’s shoulder. “You look too solemn,” she told him, “Veschke made a merry blaze
even when she burned!” She pointed to the flagon in his lgp; “Drink to Veschke!” she commanded over
the dnging.

Geremy raised the flagon, clinked it againg the captain’s. She said, grinning hugdy, “Veschke was a
Hellspark!”

Geemy shouted his laughter. “To Veschke, then!” he said, and took a long drink. Then the
Sheveschkemen passed on, gill anging as they went.



Tocohl turned back.

Alfvaen had drawn up her knee and wrapped hersdf disconsolately about it. Her green eyes were
dark and sad.

“Alfvaen,” said Tocohl, “is something wrong?’

The Sveyn answered dowly. “1 didn’'t know how strongly he fet about the Stuation. | should have. |
should have! Tocohl, you've never even met him and you know more about him than | do!”

“No,” said Tocohl, “you believed him. Fancy words and fine phrasing are necessary only to convince
Srangers”

“Yes, but—" Alfvaen raised her amdl hands and grasped air. “I have to learn the words as wel.”
Shefdl glent, but her hands remained clenched.

After amoment, Darragh said, “There's another matter of language, Tocohl. Before you accept this
job, you should know what happened on Jannisett.”

Keeping aweatchful eye on Alfvaen, Tocohl said,

“She told me. She was arrested and held, until you straightened the matter out.”

“She was expertly framed,” Nevelen Darragh said, “—and the man who framed her was a crayden.”

Tocohl gtiffened in surprise. She said nothing, but Nevelen Darragh’s expression was dl she needed
to confirm that she'd heard correctly.

“l see” sad Tocohl, and she laid her hand on Alfvaen's shoulder, partly to comfort, partly to draw
Alfvaen from her preoccupation. “What are your plans, now that your message is ddlivered?’

Alfvaen stared at her, uncomprehending. Then she blinked asif come into sudden sunlight.

“A moment ago, | had none” she said. “MGE dropped my contract after Inumaru—I don’t blame
them much. Even | find it hard to believe that catching Cana's disease could be serendipitous.”

She reached across and caught Tocohl’s wrigt. “ Take me with you,” she said. “Teach me the words |
need.”

“l was hoping you'd say that,” said Tocohl. “MGE may have doubts about your serendipity, but |
don't. You know how to ded with members of a survey team,” she paused, then added, “and you might
be safer on Lasdti than anywhere dse”

“Safer?” Alfvaen asked. “I don't have the words to understand thet, either.”

“You need jugt one the Jannisetti word crayden. It is an exact trandation of the Sheveschkem
dastagh—waster. As the Jannisatti say themselves, * Once athing happens twice, you mug think about it
threetimes’” Tocohl stood. “Geremy, I'm sorry to break up your evening, but could we get that cargo
transferred now? Under the circumstances, I'd prefer to leave immediatdy.”

Dexpite its vaue, the cargo was amdl and compact. Even Nevelen Darragh pitched in to help, and
the transfer of tapes and winterspice went quickly. As a courtesy, Tocohl registered her new destination
with Sheveschkem traffic control, giving the coordinates Alfvaen had received from swift-Kalat.

“I'll bet traffic control loved that!” sad Geremy. “| take it the captain of the survey team is
Sheveschkem?” he asked Alfvaen. The naming of a new world was often the captain’s privilege.

“Yes” sad Alfvaen. “What's so funny?’

“Lassti means ‘Haghfever,”” Geremy explained. “It's alocd disease—as common on Sheveschke as
a cold—characterized by bizarre visud effects”

“It's like being dugged in the side of the head and seeing sparks,” Tocohl put in. “1 know. | had it
once.”

Geremy went on, “The very rdigious cdl it ‘the Figt of Veschke and would say Tocohl had been
punished for her many sSns”

Toocohl waggled a handful of fingers at Geremy insolently, then got on with the business of rearranging
the interior panels to create a cabin for Alfvaen.

“—That must be some planet!” Tocohl finished.

Maggy pinged for attention. (Two passengers for Flashfever,) she said.

(Passengers?) said Tocohl in surprise. Only rare circumstances would take people to a world ill
under survey. Vigting was inadvisable, not illegd, and one stayed only as long as one's transport stayed.
Transport stayed at the discretion of the survey captain.



(Let's have alook at them,) Tocohl instructed. (Put them on the screen.)

Maggy complied. A man and a woman, Sheveschkemen, appeared on the smdl screen. Both wore
severdy cut green jumpsuits, lacking any adornment. The expressions they wore were equdly severe.

The woman spoke in GaLing'. “Captain Susumo? We wish to book passage to Flashfever for the
duration of your stay.”

That should have been iang on the cake. Tocohl’s expenses were dready covered by swift-Kaat.
Two passengers would double her profit—and yet Tocohl did not immediatdy reply. Something about
the two disturbed her. Then she suddenly had it: here were two Sheveschkemen prepared to leave thar
planet before the end of festiva and neither wore a pin of any sort. Neither had gone for Veschke' s Firel

(Not worth the risk,) thought Tocohl and only redized she'd subvocdized when Maggy said, (What
rsk?)

(The Inheritors of God don't participate in “pagan” rituds. In fact, 1 imagine they’d find Veschke
paticulaly hateful. She burned for her refusd to give Sheveschke's coordinates to exploitive
second-wave colonizers)) Tocohl explained briefly. (I won't risk having Inheritors aboard while Alfvaen
iswith us. She's been attacked twice. The firg time on Jannisett, when she was framed. The second we
interrupted. And one could deduce that the attacks were escalating.) She said doud, “You'll have to find
other transport. I'm taking no passengers this trip.”

“What about the Sveyn?’ demanded the woman.

Tocohl glanced coolly around. Only Geremy was within range of the visud pickup. Beside the
stow-webbing, Alfvaen looked a the screen with surprise and started forward. Nevelen Darragh
stopped her with a swift hand on her shoulder.

Geremy, the best of accomplices, shrugged one hand a Tocohl and looked puzzled. Tocohl turned
back to the Sheveschkemen. “What about what Siveyn?’ she asked, with an innocence of expresson
she' d been practicing snce the age of two.

Unlike Geremy, the woman was no actor. Redizing her error, she inhded sharply and turned from
the screen in an effort to hide her saf-reproach.

Her companion elbowed her asde and began, in a conciliatory fashion, “A friend of ours a traffic
control said you'd registered for Hashfever, Captain, and he said something about a Siveyn, so we
naturdly thought he meant you were taking passengers...”

(Ping!)

(Yes, Maggy.)

(You sad nothing to traffic control about Tinling Alfvaen.)

(I know. Later, Maggy.)

The Sheveschkemen finished, “... Perhaps we were given the wrong ship, then.” The woman had
disappeared from view, and the man glanced off-screen, paused, then said, “May | ask your detination,

Captan?’

“My dedtination is Haghfever,” said Tocohl. There was no point in lying—the woman was probably
double-checking now.

“Then it's only a matter of the fee” said the Sheveschkemen. “I'm sure we can arrange something
thet will satisfy you.”

“No passengers,” repeated Tocohl.

The Sheveschkem woman returned, angry. “1 see no reason for you to deny us passage,” she sad.
“Wewill ask for a judgment!”

Nevelen Darragh stepped into visud range. “Ask then,” she sad, “1 am Byworld Judge Nevelen
Daragh, and | will consder the problem. | must, however, point out that it will probably be a waste of
your money: indl but the most exceptiond circumstances, the captain has the ultimate say in what occurs
on her vessd, whether it be fishing ketch or starship.”

Nothing had prepared Tocohl for the professond Darragh. The transformation reminded her of the
fird time she had seen a Bluesippan dress dagger drawn, the sudden dartling redization that the dagger
was fully practical. The judge was layered sted, dlittering and razor-sharp. Tocohl was impressed.

Thetwo Sheveschkemen were equdly impressed and more than a little unnerved. They made hasty



private consultation. When they turned the sound on once again, the man said, “It is dfter dl, the
captain’s privilege. If she wishes to lose income...” He shrugged and went on, “Will she agree to carry a
|etter for us?”

“Of course” said Tocohl indantly. There she had no choice. Automated message capsules were
expensve, 0 the only reasonably priced interselar communication was through traders. Mal was
aways accepted.

And the refusal of mail could cause a judgment that would most certainly detain Tocohl and might
wedl go againg her.

Perhaps that was what the Sheveschkemen had in mind. At any rate, he seemed disgppointed a her
agreement, but said, “Well send it up on shuttle”

“Make it soon. We leave within the hour.”

Theimage vanished.

Nevelen Darragh said, “1 wouldn't wait, Tocohl.”

“l waan't planning to,” Tocohl said with a amile “Thanks, though.”

Neveen clapped Alfvaen on the shoulder, turned to Geremy and said, “Come on, we're wadting
vauable fedtiva timel”

They walked to the hatch, where Geremy wrapped Tocohl in afarewd| bear hug. “Say hdlo to Bayd
and S for me, will you?’” Tocohl said into his shoulder. “Tdl them I'm sorry | missed them and I'll see
them next year for sure.” She tucked a tape into his equipment pouch and patted it as she stepped back.
“Tape for them. See they get it

“I will.”

Neveen Darragh looked on, then fixed her piercing blue eyes on Tocohl one last time and Tocohl
again sensed the sted behind them. “ One question, Tocohl.”

“Quedtion, yes. Answer? Ask and we'll see”

Darragh laughed but her eyes did not change. “Why did you take fam equipment to Solomon's
Sed?

At that, Tocohl laughed. “Because that was what they needed.”

“That's the answer | expected. It's been a pleasure meeting you.” She gave a Hellspark two-finger
sdute and hustled Geremy through the port.

Theinner haich closed, and Tocohl led Tinling Alfvaen forward to ship’s control.

Chapter Three

T HE SHIP' S CONTROL was a spacious room bright with telltales and—because it dso served

as captain’s quarters—tapestries, a hammock, a jumble of paintings, and Tocohl’s smdl but treasured
collection of hardbooks.

(Hop to, Maggy,) said Tocohl, (let’s program that jump—)

(I have a message from Geremy.)

Satling hersdlf at the control console, Tocohl said, (Tell me)

Maggy complied in Geremy’'s own voice (Tocohl, I'm not the one who told Darragh about
Solomon’s Sedl. | swear it.)

(Interesting,) Tocohl commented.

When she said nothing more, Maggy said, (Geremy said good-bye to me, too.)

(Shouldn’'t he have?)

(Thejudge didn't.)

(The judge was never introduced to you. I'm sorry, Maggy, | mugt be getting forgetful inmy old age.)

(You are only 103. If you are forgetful, it has nothing to do with old age.)

(That was just an expression, Maggy.)

Alfvaen took the seat Tocohl indicated, then glanced at Tocohl curioudy and said, “I have no wish to
intrude, nor to violate a Hellspark taboo, but you seem to be ligening to something. Judge Darragh and



Geremy often gave the same impresson.”

(Thistime | won't forget, and you can practice your Sveyn, Maggy.) Tocohl tapped the spot just
before her ear and said doud, “No mystery and no taboo: | have an implanted transceiver.” She made
the forma Sveyn gesture and said, “Alfvaen, may | introduce Lord Lynn Margaret—Ilord is a title,
something like swift-, but its useis not obligatory in this case. Maggy, Tinling Alfvaen.”

Maggy, as prim in Sveyn as she was in Helspark, sad, “I'm very pleased to make your
acquaintance, Tinling Alfvaen.”

Her brow furrowed, Alfvaen hdf rose to survey the room. Puzzled, she said, “And | yours,
Maggy—but where are you?’

Maggy chuckled. “All around you,” she said.

Tocohl sat down to the controls. Her fingers danced over the keyboard, then paused as she sad, “I
like that chuckle—where did you get that?’

“It' syours; | changed the pitch to match my voice range. Did | use it correctly?’

“Perfectly,” said Tocohl. Her fingers danced a second time. “What made you decide to use it?’

“You amiled,” said Maggy, once again.

Alfvaen's features went from total bewilderment to sudden comprehension. “You're the ship's
computer>—But you sound humen!”

“I'mnoat,” sad Maggy, “I'm only a top-class extrgpolative computer with alarger memory bank than

“You needn’'t say only,” Tocohl commented, checking a bank of indicators. “It doesn’t seem
goplicable to you.”

“All right,” said Maggy. “I’'m a top-class extrapolative computer with a larger memory bank than

“That's better.” Tocohl glanced over her shoulder to address Alfvaen: “If you find taking to a
disembodied voice bothers you, Maggy can dways activate a sndl mobile”

Alfvaen thought for a moment. “That's not necessary; I'll get used toit.”

“Will you please correct me?’ Maggy asked.

Tocohl gave two find taps to the keyboard, straightened, and turned to face Alfvaen. “Her Siveyn
condgs of a basc grammar and an enormous vocabulary to plug into it. She's had no practicd
experience in conversation and she wants you to correct her usage. She learns like a kid does, except
that she only needs to be told once. Anything you tdl her she stores for later use; her entire program
undergoes congtant revison.

“— think it helps to tdl her when she does something right, too,” Tocohl grinned, “like that chuckle.”

Alfvaen looked around her again. “I'll be glad to hep, Maggy.”

Tocohl said, “Treet her asif she were afriend looking over your shoulder. Bdieve me, unless you tdl
her not to, she is aways looking over your shoulder!”

“I will not violate Siveyn taboos,” Maggy said. There was a moment’'s pause—obvioudy supplied for
esthetic reasons—then she added, “Alfvaen, | have a large sdection of Sveyn literature. | can read or
digolay it to you anywhere in the ship. All you need do is ask.”

“How will | know if I'm interrupting your duties?’

“That’'s no problem. | can do severd things a once” Asif to demondrate the truth of that, Maggy
pinged and announced, “Jump programmed, Tocohl. Ready when you are.”

“Reaedy,” said Alfvaen. Tocohl turned back to her console and said, “Then let’s go, Maggy.”

Ordinarily, Tocohl would have done the programming hersdlf, usng Maggy only as a double-check,
but that was merdy a matter of keeping her hand in. Since they were in something of a hurry, she let
Maggy do it and set them on their way. Then she went through the programming hersdf for the practice.

Interstelar flight was mogtly a matter of long days of waiting, punctuated by an occasiond flurry of
programming the next hop. Flashfever, by Tocohl’s estimate, was a hop, three steps, a hop and a skip
away. Firgt hop accomplished, Tocohl worked out the firg of the three steps, then, stisfied to find that
Maggy had opted for the same route she would have, she svung her chair.

Alfvaen, she saw, had temporarily chosen to address Maggy as if she were hidden in the blank



screen on the far wal. Not a bad choice, that, since it contained one of the sensor banks that Maggy
used to watch the control room.

She was saying, “I'm sure | wasn't drunk enough that my ears were playing tricks on me. It sounded
asif Tocohl said, firg, ‘Hdl Spark,” and then, ‘Hdl’s Park,” when she talked about her people.”

“Shedid,” sad Maggy.

“But which isit?’

“That's a tate secret,” said Tocohl.

“That's ajoke, Alfvaen,” Maggy said, her prim tone making it sound much like a child's confidence,
“Tocohl told me”

Tocohl grinned. “So it is, but you're entitled to use the joke too, Maggy.”

“All right, but Alfvaen wants to know. She wants to get it right.”

“l accept your reasoning,” Tocohl said. “Alfvaen, the correct pronunciation is to alternate the two
pronunciations—to use fird one, then the other, even in the same sentence.”

“How odd. Why?’

“For the same reason anybody does anything in any language: because.”

“That’s not enough reason,” Maggy said, sounding primly offended.

“l know, Maggy; but that's dl the reason there isin most cases. In the case of Hellspark, wel, snce
that was arigindly an atificddly created language, there’ s a bit more reason. The dternation | think was
intended to remind you of the need to be flexiblein language. If o, it'sfaledinaway. | can no more use
two Hell’ s-parks followed by a Hell-spark than some people can learn to dternate them every time. So |
don't think it achieves the desired result, but it's retained as a joke dl by itsdf—even without the ‘ Sate
secret’ line”

Alfvaen added thoughtfully, “Every Sveyn | ever met pronounces it hell-spark. | suppose that's
because, too.”

“Hell-spark means something in Siveyn, while hell’ s-park is only nonsense syllables. One tries to
make any new word fit the parameters one is accustomed to. When | speak Sveyn, | pronounce it
hell-spark, too.”

“You didn’'t thet time” said Maggy.

Tocohl consdered this “Had | been spesking Hellspark to you, Maggy, while | was taking to
Alfvaen?

“Yes”

“That would account for it, then. A holdover from language to language. Tdl me if you catch me
doing that again. It's bad practice.” Thislast was directed at Alfvaen aswel.

Speaking very dowly and very carefully, Alfvaen said, “But I'd like to try doing it anyway, even if it's
bad practice for a Hell-spark. It seems common courtesy to pronounce ‘Hell'spark’ the way a
Hell-spark would.” Her green eyeslit with pleasure. “That’s not easy!”

“No, it'snot,” Tocohl agreed. She rose, crossed the room to hang her cloak near the best source of
light, and said, “If you can hear it and, better 4ill, do it, then | think | have a good pupil. That is, if you're
dill interested in a crash course in Jenji, Alfveen?’

Alfvaen came to atention indantly, so eager in manner that her words were unnecessary. She sad
them anyway, “Oh, yes! Please!” then looked momentarily worried. “I haven't much to pay you, not after
passage.”

“Passage is for acting as my liason with the survey team. As for payment for language lessons... if
you're hdping Maggy with her Siveyn, I'll consider it even.”

(She can pay you by teaching me?) Maggy inquired privatdly.

(Anything you learn is to my advantage. And it has never seemed right to me to charge for such a
basic tool as language.)

(I think I understand.)

Alfvaen began, “Does Maggy—is that dl right with you, Maggy?’

“Of course,” said Maggy, thistime doud. “If | learn Sveyn, | can help Tocohl.”

It was so much like a amdl child's absolute assurance that Tocohl couldn’t help but amile “That's



Setled, then,” she said. “We might as wdl get started. On your feet, Alfvaen.”

Alfvaen looked at her with surprise.

“Up,” Tocohl said. “You were expecting the basics, weren't you? Well, they aren't hello, good-bye,
please, thank you, and Where's the bathroom?’

“They aren't?” Alfvaen came immediatdly to her feet. “Jenji is that different from Sveyn?’

“Not in the sense you mean,” Tocohl said, “but Hellspark language lessons dways start with the
proxemics and kinesics of a new language. The earliet of the old Hedlspark proverbs is ‘The dance is
swester than the song.’

“Let me give you a practica demongration.” Tocohl glanced down, indicated a broad ydlow stripe
that haved the tapestry benegth ther feet. “Stand with your toes touching thet. If at dl possible, | want
you to remain with your toes touching that, and | want you to tdl me what you're feding while | tak to
you.”

Alfvaen, despite her puzzled look, arranged hersdf carefully. Tocohl took a step forward and greeted
her formdly in Siveyn. Alfvaen responded indgantly in kind.

“Look at your toes,” Tocohl said.

“Sill ontheline but1...”

“Bear with me. How did | greet you?’

Alfvaen gave this some thought. “I’m not sure | understand your question, Tocohl. You greeted me
asif you were Sveyn, you know that.”

“Aggressvey? Asif | were along-lost friend?’

“Nether. Asif you were... Tocohl. Just asyou are.”

Tocohl pursed her lipsdightly. “All right. Keep your toes on the line. I'm going to do it again.” This
time the language she chose was Jannisetti, and it required a step backward on Tocohl’s part to greet
Alfveen formally.

Alfvaen had dearly learned her hello, please, and thank you in Jannisetti, for she responded in good
kind to the greeting. Her accent was impeccable, but she stepped a full two inches across the line
“Toes” said Tocohl. Alfvaen looked down, her eyes widening in astonishmen.

“Why did you step forward?’

“l don't know,” she said, stepping back to stare a the line as if it had somehow moved from under
her.

“Try again,” Tocohl said. Alfvaen fixed a corner of her eye on the line and readied hersdf visbly.
Again Tocohl greeted her formally in Jannisetti, and again Alfvaen moved forward. This time, however,
she caught hersdf in midstep.

With great deliberation, she set her foot back, glared a Tocohl, and responded to her gregting in
clipped tones. Then suddenly her anger was gone, lost in the interest she gave to her fedt.

“Hrg lesson,” Tocohl said. “Why were you angry?’

“You backed away from me, asif | were diseased.” She was dill garing at her feet.

“No,” sad Tocohl, “I did not. | greeted you in exactly the same way in both Sveyn and Jannistti.’

“But you didn't, Tocohl. In Jannisetti, you—" She closed her mouth abruptly. She stared up at
Tocohl “On Jannisetti, they all backed away from mel”

“Are you that offengve?’ Tocohl grinned a her. “I didn’t think so.”

“You thought so in Jannisetti! Y ou backed away! Why, Tocohl?”’

Shifting back to Siveyn, Tocohl said, “I'll show you the emationd equivalent of what you did to the
Jannisdtti in Sveyn. Try toeing that line through this... !” she chalenged. Once more, she greeted Alfvaen
in her own language. While the words were formd, her movements were not—instead of the requisite
one step forward, Tocohl took two.

And Alfvaen ingantly backed away from her.

Tocohl waited patiently where she was, meking no further move that could be interpreted as
aggressve.

After along moment, Alfvaen again looked down at her toes, taking in the distance she had moved
from her mark. She said, “You came a me!”



“And why do you suppose the Jannisetti dl stepped back?”

Alfveen stared at her feet in an embarrassed fashion. “Oh, Tocohl,” she sad a lagt, “do you mean
thet every time | said hdllo—and thought | said it in afriendly way in their own tongue—I was... jumping
a them the way you jumped a me?’

“I'm afraid so, yes”

“But why didn’t someone tell me?’

“Because it's one of the hardest thingsin the world to tell. You interpret both spacing and gesture on
a subconscious levd as you've been trained to interpret them by your culture. In fact, there are at least
gx different sets of proxemics and kinesics on Svy done, and you' d be hard put to get one of the others
correctly. The fact that, to the ear, you dl speak the same tongue, makes it dl the more ligble to
misnterpretation.”

Alfvaen sat down, put her chinin her hand. After a long time, she said, “I've seen it, and | didn't
know what it was. And if it's that difficult between two people who've known each other dl therr lives...
Tocohl, perhaps I’ ve misinterpreted Jeef atogether.”

“l doubt it, or you'd be cdling him ‘swift-Kaa' like the rest of us. He gave you his soft-name,
Alfvaen; that’s a very good indication of how he feds about you.” For Maggy's benefit, Tocohl added,
“And I'd say you fdt the same way, even though you had no soft-name to givein return.”

Tocohl knelt to look her draight in the eye. “You have a good ear, and you can catch on quickly to
the visud aspects.” She grinned. “And you have a better motivation than mogt to learn. I'd bet money
you can get dl the basics on a conscious levd by the time we get to Hashfever. If you're willing, that
is...7

“Willing? And once again, Alfvaen was on her feet. In three steps, she'd set her toes once more
agang the broad gtripe in the carpet. “All right,” she said, “show me how it works in Jenji. | swear |
won't move an inch.”

Tocohl laughed. “Y ou probably will—but by next week you won't.”

Infact, it was the rigidly codified rules of duding that gave Alfvaen her greatest asset in learning the
proxemics and kinesics of Jenji. Tocohl could explain certain uses of space between two speakers in
terms of the very precise movements of the dud, codifying them in Alfvaen’'s mind.

All in dl, Tocohl was pleased with her pupil. Even now, as she fairly crackled with anticipation,
Alfvaa spoke in Jenji and carefully maintained the proper polite distance. Tocohl knew it was no easy
task for her—on Alfvaen’s world, physica closenessimplied intimecy.

“I mean no denigration of your teaching ability Tocohl,” she said, “1 am only afraid that | will forget
my lessons-s. If I's-stop thinking about it, | will s-step back.” The emotiond stress had brought her
durring back.

Tocohl’s hands moved swiftly as she manudly brought the Margaret Lord Lynn into geostationary
orbit above the survey camp; Maggy flashed confirmation. Tocohl said, without looking up, “Take a pill
and don't worry. I'll let you know when you can stop thinking about it.”

(Something is bothering her,) Maggy said privaidy (What's wrong?)

(Nothing we need worry about, Maggy,) said Tocohl in the same mode, (I'll explain it later.) Aloud,
ghe sad, “There we are. Good to know my brain hasn't atrophied. Now see if you can raise Captain
Keedi.”

She glanced briefly at the serendipitist and wondered why she' d ever thought those quick green eyes
pae. “Your pardonif | speak Sheveschkem?’

“What distance do | s-stand for that?”

In Jenji, it was not a joke, but Tocohl grinned back at her. “Stick to Jenji,” she said. “The usud
urvey team is S0 diverse that no two members speak the same language. Don't confuse the issue.”

Maggy pinged for attention; “I have Captain Rav Kegedi,” she said. Tocohl pointed to an area of the
screen.

A face appeared in the indicated spot, dwarfed by the full-screen display of the sormy atmosphere
of Flashfever. Tocohl shifted her atention to take in Rav Kgedi. He was a socky man with gray eyes
and aworried expresson. Hislong dark hair was eaborately beaded and clicked with each movement of



hishead. A fediva pin glittered in his vest lgpel—a pin of remembrance, in the northern style.

Tocohl made the northern gesture of greeting and introduced hersdlf.

“Yes, yes” Kgedi responded. He returned the gesture automaticaly but he spoke in GalLing, his
voice impatient. “Y ou came because of Tinling Alfvaen?’

“No. | came at the request of swift-Kdat twis Jaakat of Jenje.”

“What isit you want?’

“Your permisson to land, and proper coordinates for a skiff.”

“Permisson denied,” said Kgedi.

The words chilled her, even as Alfvaen gripped her am convulsvely. Permission to land on a planet
this late in survey should have been a formdity, Tocohl knew. She gripped Alfvaen's hand, answering
convulgon with firmness, and waited, frowning dightly, for the bad news.

“Quarantined? Are you quarantined? Whatzh—what has-s happened?’ Alfvaen demanded of him,
the shock of hisrefusa meking her dur violently despite every effort to speak plainly.

Kegedi jerked his head vidently, darting a ormy rattle. “No, Alfvaen! Nothing like that! We're
taking norma precautions. Everything isdl right!” He closed his eyes and rubbed his hands across them
asif suddenly he were very tired.

He sad at last, “—No, everything is not dl right. We logt Oloitokitok. But, Alfvaen, swift-Kaat is
fine There is nathing to worry about.”

“Then why won't you let us-ss land?” demanded Alfvaen.

“Itismy prerogative.” His hand came up, the Sheveschkem shrug.

There was asngle sharp movement to her Sde and Tocohl turned. Alfvaen stood, rigid, her right arm
shoulder high, her forearm pardld to her chest. The fringe shivered with the tenson of her body. “ This is
your choice, then! Look on me, child of foold”

She had spoken in Sveyn, but it was clear from Kegedi’s horrified expresson that he knew what had
happened. Tocohl addressed Kegedi brusquely in his own language, as if trandating Alfveen's words:
“Y our whim prevents her from fulfilling her obligation to swift-Kaat. She will chdlenge you if you do not
reconsder your action. She's angry enough to do it, too. And if she goes to afull chalenge and you don’'t
give her satisfaction, you'll never be able to work with a Sveyn again. And she'd have judgment on her
Sde; there would be no recourse. Isit worth that much?’

Kegedi jerked his eyes away from Alfvaen. “Veschke' s sparks, no!” he said. “How—7?

“How do you get out of it?" Tocohl finished for him. “—Reverse your decison.” Kegedi frowned and
Tocohl switched back to GalLing'. “It's not your prerogetive, Captain,” she said. “We have mal.”

For Kgedi to refuse the ddivery of mal for anything short of the planet-wide quarantine he had just
denied was unthinkable, and he accepted the excuse Tocohl provided him gratefully. “In that case” he
sad, “you have permisson to land.”

Aganin Sheveschkem, Tocohl said, “Say to her, Thisis my choice that you and | clasp hands and
drink together.” Kgedi did so, and dthough the words came out dightly differently in GalLing’, the effect
was good enough. Alfvaen dowly lowered her arm and turned her back to the screen.

“Wdl,” Tocohl interpreted in Sheveschkem, “you're not good enough to drink with, but shell forgo
thefight.”

Rdief washed his features. Without taking his eyes from Alfvaen, Kgedi went on, “If you'll link with
our computer, Captain Susumo, we ll tranamit the coordinates you need. | suggest that you wait out the
gorm. Lightning is hazardous in a skiff—or any other amdl craft, for that matter.”

“Then give me coordinates for a class 13 trader, if you will.”

He complied. When she had acknowledged receipt, he said, “I'll send a daisy-clipper to meet you as
s00n as the storm passes.” With one last worried look at Alfvaen, Kegedi broke contact.

Tocohl programmed her landing. While Maggy checked her figures, Tocohl responded to the survey
computer’s customs queries. The only item of interest was her moss cloak, and snce no other moss
cloak was present, customs okayed it. It dways pleased Tocohl that her cloak was a one-to-aworld
item.

Then she leaned back and waited quietly.



At long last, Alfvaen turned back. “My apologies,” she said formdly, in her own tongue, “1 thank you
for your assistance. | had no cause to chdlenge. | should know Kegedi better by now. He does what he
thinks MGE expects of him and nothing more.”

“I'm afraid nothing is that Smple. Someone on this world must have passed the word to have you
ddayed,” said Tocohl, “and Captain Kgedli is as good a suspect as anyone ese”

At Alfvaen's shocked look of denid, Tocohl said, “Just bear it in mind.” Her hands danced and the
image of Hashfever swdled. “Now, | promised Kgedi mal and mal he shdl have” she grinned. “Go
write a letter—And just in case Kgedi tries to redtrict us further, specify hand ddlivery to swift-Kaat.”

Alfvaen went to write a letter. Tocohl’s hands danced again on the console. (Now, Maggy,) she said,
(in answer to your question: Alfvaen finds swift-Kaat sexudly attractive—judging from the way Kegedi
spoke, that's no secret. She wants to learn hislanguage in order to be more attractive to him. She's now
afrad that shell do it badly and ruin her chances of a rdationship, or of learning that he doesn't return her
feding.)

(Oh,) said Maggy. (—So Alfvaen will tdl him she loves him and fight a dud with her closest friend
and win and be crudly wounded?)

(Wait, wait'—Veschke' s sparks, Maggy, what have you been reading?)

Maggy' s recitd of what she had been displaying for Alfvaen lasted through planetfdl. (Maggy,) sad
Tocohl, firmly, (we're going to have to have a long tak about fiction. | think you dill misunderstand its
purposes. fiction is alie for entertainment, it's alie the listener willingly accepts for the sake of something
dse

(Alfvaen reads formula fiction. Each book, as I’'m sure you' ve noticed, follows a set pattern, and the
ddight of the reader is in the variations on the theme—while the theme fufills certain basic emotiond
needs. Alfvaen's aromantic: she wants to see duds fought and won at greet cost for great passion.)

She broke off as Alfvaen returned, her letter prepared. Clipped to her bet was one of Maggy’s
hand-helds, striped diagondly with gold and purple for easy identification. Alfvaen touched it lightly and
explained, “Maggy s-said to ask you if | might carry this' s-so’s-she could tak to me”

Tocohl gestured her permisson. “That’s for voice transmisson only—remember, Maggy does ligen
unless you tdl her otherwise” She looked dightly away from the Siveyn. “Maggy? Why don’t you
activate an arachne and poke around on your own as well?’

“You didn't tdl meto,” said Maggy.

“I'mtdling you to, now. Check that congtruction in your Siveyn grammar: it indicates a nonobligatory
suggestion or request.”

Panetfdl accomplished, Tocohl gathered her cloak about her and led the way to the cargo hold to
await locd transport. Maggy pinged for attention amost immediady, and rdlayed a message: “Move ass,
Hellspark!” said a deep, cheerful voice. “Thislul won't last forever, and I've an dlergy to lightning!” The
words were GaLing but the ddivery was pure Jannistti.

Tocohl glanced quickly at Alfvaen's feet. Yes, the Sveyn was wearing boots. That Ieft only Tocohl
indecent by Jannisatti standards. (Maggy, | need boots—red ones,) she added quickly, knowing that
Maggy would ask. From the soles of her feet to the top of her calves, her 2nd skin turned a dark red,
with gitching in dl the appropriate places and a darkening of shadows to suggest thickness. (Thank you.
Now let's“move ass’ like the lady says.)

Maggy popped the hatch. Tocohl whistled her wonder and thrust her head through for a better view.
Truly, thisworld had been struck by the figt of Veschkel

The broad grasdand below was dive with light. As the spray-laden wind rippled through it, it
flickered and flashed in response. Beyond, some two kilometers, the grasdands gave way to
woods—and the woods themsdaves winked jewd-bright lights. The ar was so pungent with ozone it
gung her nodgtrils, lightning flashed, brief and spectacular, into a far-off group of giff black structures.

A daisy-clipper edged in, cutting off her view of the shimmering world and subdtituting thet of a broad
brandy-dark face. Still in wonder at Flashfever itsdf, Tocohl had enough to spare for the remarkable
pilating that brought the pilot virtualy nose-to-nose.

The Jannisetti woman stared back at Tocohl and then, suddenly, grinned hugdy. “Good,” she said,



her stisfaction plain, “you pass. Wait until you see it by night—it's a Port of Delights and a firework
disolay dl rolled into one! Now, pull your eyes back inyour head and let’s get the hel out of here.”

Tocohl stepped lightly from Maggy's haich into the daisy-clipper and hdd out a hand to assist
Alfvaen. Without taking her eyes from the landscape, Tocohl made a circle of her arms. The arachne
squatted on itslong, spindly legs and legpt. (Close the hatch, Maggy,) she said, sttling the arachne's fat
round body on her lgp and adjudting the legs so she could see past them.

“Buntecreih,” said the Jannisetti, turning the daisy-clipper around and sdtling into a low fagt skim
toward base camp, “but everybody cdls me Buntec—The arachne won't last long here; you probably
should have l€ft it on board your ship.

“You've heard of dectric eds? We have dectric mice, tigers, buzzards, you name it. Corner any
wildife around here and you're in for a shock, literdly.” Buntec's voice turned abruptly grim. “We just
logt a man that way.”—Tocohl touched her forehead in acknowledgment, and Buntec went on, forcing
hersdf to alighter tone, “Hdf the wildlife, plant or animd, on thisflashy planet uses dectricity for defense
or offense—and one good zzzzzzasgp! from an Eilo’ skiss will fuse your arachne solid. Either thet, or a
tape-belcher will get it.”

“Tape-belcher?’ sad Alfvaen, and Buntec laughed. “That's right. The fird time we saw one was
when it swooped”—she demonstrated expressively with the hovercraft, and Tocohl clutched at the
arachne to keep it on her lgp—*down and scarfed up a tape recorder. Thought about it a minute, gave a
horrendous belch, and barfed it right back up again. And if you think this sounds disgusting, wait until you
see onel”

(Maggy, you're not to wander around until we get you full descriptions of these things Maybe losng
amohbile doesn't hurt you, but until somebody invents a cheap superconductor replacing it takes credit
we could better spend other ways.)

(For more memory, you mean?)

(You're getting greedy, aren’t you?) Tocohl grinned.

(Yes) said Maggy. There was a pause, then she added, (Was that the right response?)

(Very. On the nose. Now cut the chatter and let mefind out what’s going on here.)

Buntec was commiserating with Alfvaen in no uncertain terms. “Yeah, | heard they dropped you after
Inumaru. SOP for the s.0.b.s. Kgedi was on that one, too, wasn't he? And he didn't make any
objections?’

Buntec set the craft down with an abruptness that Tocohl expected to be followed by a hard jolt—it
wasn't—and answered her own question. “Naw, he wouldn't. Too worried about his own hide. | never
saw such arattlebrain!” She lifted her chunky hands from the controls, cracked her knuckles, and twisted
around to face Alfvaen. “And I'll bet you thought that noise was just the doohickeysin his har! No, | tdl
you, it's three loose thoughts in an otherwise empty container.”

“Maybe you'reright,” said Alfvaen. “He didn’'t want us to land, and | don’t think hell let us stay.”

“l fixed im.” Buntec tapped her nose with sdf-satisfaction. “I figured from the raitling he did when
he told me to pick you up tha you were the last person he wanted to see, ever.” Alfvaen flinched, but
Buntec went on, “He may not want to see you but the rest of us do.” She emphasized her point with a
finger-tap, thistime to Alfvaen’'s nose. “So | jogged his brain a bit on that count... and | made afew cdls
on my way out to get you. Haf the survey team is waiting for you in the common room—Iet Old
Rattlebrain try to throw you off planet with us around!”

She turned to take in Tocohl as wel and added, “And wait'll the other hdf finds out about you,
Hellspark! He' d better let you stay: we're dl Sck of looking a each other. With what we ve just been
through, we need the diverson.” For a brief moment, her face darkened as she added, “Ancther two
weeks of nathing but sprookjes and I'll tip darts and hunt Vyrnwy.”

Tocohl raised an eyebrow a this last, but Buntec only spread a flatened hand and said, “Better a
litle harmless excitement, | say.—And | say you'll say if | have to ped Kgedi and ral him through a
fidd of zgp-mes.”

A sudden gust of wind brought a torrent of rain. “Shit,” snapped Buntec, “me and my big mouth.
Now we |l have to run for it. Follow me!” and she was off, with Alfveen a her heds. Tocohl dropped to



the ground, the arachne under her arm, and stopped, trandfixed. Water sheeted on her spectacles—and
Maggy compensated for the remaining distortion—as she stared up into the flaghilled sky, her ears filled
with the roar of the rain.

“Hey! Hellgpark!” Buntec roared over it. “I said move ass, | meant move ass. This is only the
leading edge. From here on it gets worse!” A chunky hand grasped Tocohl’s, and together they raced
through the fidd of flashgrass to the thick red mud of the compound.

Chapter Four

SNII—_I'-KALAT CLAMPED HIS jaw shut, unable to respond to Ruurd ven Zoved's polite

overtures in GaLing —they served only to renew his memory of what van Zoved had so misspoken.
Without a word, he took the towel van Zoved proffered and focused his atention on drying himsdf from
his dash through the storm. Again, he told himsdf that GalLing', being an atificd language coined for
trade, had none of the rdigbility of Jenji. Again, he found it difficult to believe.

It wasn't until van Zoved addressed him in Jenji that he was able to answer a dl. Hearing the Jenji
forms camed him dowly. He chimed his bracelets in polite response, mildy surprised when van Zoved
did not follow suit. Of course, he thought, Zovedians wear no status bracelets, but it disturbed him
nonetheless. Even the youngest child makes the arm moation...

Ther conversation continued in Jenji. The sound of it was enormoudy welcome but swift-Kaat found
himsdf more and more discomforted. Something in Ruurd van Zoved’s manner disturbed him
enormoudy; it never bothered him when he spoke to van Zoved over the comunit but, here, in his
presence... If only the man would st down! swift-Kaat thought. For dl his courtesy, van Zoved seemed
adwaysto back away, and swift-Kalat fdt obliged to follow.

Instead of Stting, however, van Zoved paced nervoudy, his beribboned tunic fluttering. He offered a
glass of dOrnano wine, asif the occasion were one for celebration; and swift-Kaat accepted, knowing it
was not, but grateful because the acceptance took van Zoved to the far Sde of the room.

Van Zoved'’s furniture was plush and as gaudy as his dothing. Swift-Kaat chose a plump red and
blue pillow near alow table and sat, piling smdler red and ydlow pillows to support his ebow, as he'd
seen van Zoved do. It was far from comfortable, but it was better than following van Zoved around the
room.

Van Zoved returned with the wine and handed him a sheef of hard-copy aswell. “That's my report,”
he said. “That iswhat | will have to give the captain. | thought perhaps you should read it.”

“l need only read your concluson.” Swift-Kaat sat up to take the report. He leafed through to the
find page. It read as he'd expected: “The sprookjes have no language as far as | am able to
determine.” He dapped the report closed and dropped it onto the table with more force than he'd
intended.

Van Zoved, pouring the wine, jumped; wine splashed. He finished the pouring carefully and wiped
away the droplets. “I’'m sorry, swift-Kdat,” he said, not looking up, “I am unable to say otherwise”

Thistime the absence of van Zoved’s status bracelets—or at least the movement that would have set
them ringing—struck swift-Kaat more forcefully.

“Something on this world is sentient.” Swift-Kaat snapped his forearm sharply; his own bracelets
rang emphasis of his words.

“Something has your rdiahility in its favor. | explained that to Captain Kegedi but the captain hasn't
the ear to hear the digtinction—And | am unable to match your certainty. | am unable to say otherwise”
he repeated.

“I made aformd gpplication for a second polyglot, but Keedi denied my request. My record is too
good, he said—too good!—and he did not wish to go the additiond expense of sending an automated
message capaule” He spat, dartling swift-Kdat (who had only read of and never seen the Zovedian
expression of utter disgust) with his vehemence, and finished. “ There is nothing further | can do.”

A ped of thunder rattled the wine glasses. Swift-Kalat put out a hand to steady his but did not drink.



“| thank you for your trouble,” he said. “I did not know you had gone so fa—"

“Ruurd?” From the comunit, Buntec's deep voice broke in.

Van Zoved excused himsdf and activated the screen. “Could this wait, Buntec?’ he said. “I have
company.”

“No, it can't. You gotta come sweset-talk the captain in his ndive croak,” Buntec said. “You
remember Tinling Alfvaen? She's here—"

Swift-Kdat came indantly to his feet. Unable to restrain himsdf, he clapped his hands sharply above
his head, bracelets dashing triumph. He strode to join van Zoved.

Buntec acknowledged him with a wave. “ She's here with a Hellspark,” she said, repeating the words
that had been log to swift-Kdat's joy. Then she went on, her indignation rigng in proportion to ther
enthusaam, “Old Rattlebrain tried to keep ‘em from landing. Now he wants ‘em off planet just as soon
as they've ddivered their mail. But we need ‘em—we need something after the trouble we've been
through!—and native croak dways makes a difference, Ruurd. Y ou know that!”

Van Zoved began a polite refusd, but swift-Kdat said, “Well come.” He turned to van Zoved and
sad, in Jenji, “Would you accept the assstance of a Hellspark polyglot?’

“Yes, of coursel—Of course, well come!” There was no need to trandate for Buntec. The screen
was dready dark.

Hdlsparks made Rav Kgedi uncomfortable.

As a young man on Sheveschke, Kgedi had haunted the Streets at fedivd time looking for the
traders to the thousand worlds. He'd found them no different from anyone else he knew. Oh, they
dressed differently, that was certanly true, but they spoke Sheveschkem, they acted like
Sheveschkemen. They were a disappointment.

It had taken Kegedi fifty years to make his fird jump away from Sheveschke—in search of red
differences—and there were the Hdlsparks again. Only this time, they were not like Sheveschkemen,
they were like Jannisetti, Apsanti, Bluesippans, or like the Yns, the Zovedians, the Madeneantine. They
were more dien than he could have imagined—or could accept.

He shuddered. What would this one be like, surrounded by a survey team composed of such
vaiey?

Bad enough dedling with so many diens. He accepted that as part of the job: the Comity ingsted that
as many cultures as possible be represented on a survey team—to widen the scope of its knowledge and
to broaden the range of its available working data. Besides, a planet Sheveschkemen loathed—this one,
for example—might wel be attractive to natives of some other world.

But to throw a Hellspark in on top of it dl”? How would she choose which culture to be?

Perhaps this Tocohl Susumo would Smply be Hellspark, whatever that might be. Kgedi was not
sure he wanted to know.

In any event, he was not about to dlow her to interfere with his career. MGE would not approve of
an outsder meddling in one of its surveys.

He poured himsdf a second cup of winter-flame from the warming pot, then hestated. For a
moment, he thought to join one of the conversations scattered about the common room but he had
aready overheard one such and its topic was Tinling Alfvaen. That was not one he had a dedre to
discuss. He returned to his seet in the far corner of the room.

A tooth-jarring clap of thunder sgnded that the sorm had broken in earnest. His hand jumped,
winter-flame dopped red and gold across the tabletop. Involuntarily following the sound, he glanced at
the caling. A wave of vertigo made the base of his neck prickle. Forcing his glance down, he wiped
away the sudden sweat—then used the same cloth to mop the spilled winter-flame, trying to concentrate
on the action adone. Buntec and Alfvaen and this Hellspark had not yet come. The thought that they too
might meet the same fate as Oloitokitok. ..

The more he tried to tdl himsdf that other survey captains had lost team members, the more he fdt
responsible for Oloitokitok’s death. This was histhird survey, and the fird time he had logst a surveyor...
unless one counted the twelve that had contracted Cana's disease. No, he wouldn't count them—they
lived and Oloitokitok was dead.



A shout of laughter jarred Kgedi from his thoughts. He looked up in time to see Buntec, Alfvaen,
and Tocohl Susumo burst through the door, spattering water about them. The membrane dapped wetly
behind them, and the Hellspark laughed again. Her evident joy in Hashfever's weather made him
suddenly angry.

After gregting the tartled Vidvoye cheerfully, she placed an arachne on the ground beside her, dried
her spectacles and replaced them, and reached up to twist water from her hair. The arachne unfolded a
st of improbable diltlike legs and immediatdy began to explore, but Kgedi could not take his attention
from the Hellspark. Their brief conversation by screen had not prepared him for the intendty of her
presence.

She strode to the center of the room, her glver cloak tralling rivulets of water. There she stopped. In
adngle turn that focused the atention of every surveyor present on her, she seemed to him to take in
everything, and to pronounce judgment. He waited, terrified of the verdict.

Omim Chadeayne, the team’s geologist, was suddenly on his feet. “Hdlspark!” he said. “Hellspark,
whet news?’ He crossed to her in afew quick strides and stood before her, his hands on his hips, his
head cocked expectantly upward. Om im was tdl for a Bluesippan, but he came only to this woman's
elbow.

Tocohl Susumo hed out a pdm. “News for news” she said.

“Hah!” saild Omim, touching afinger to his brow. “Y es, payment there will be. Always payment for a
Hellspark. But fird, a cup of winter-flame” He snapped his fingers at Vidvoye, who was nearest the
waming pot, and Vidvoye scurried to bring a fresh cup.

The Hellspark looked at the cup, and then at Om im, warily. “—And the payment?’ she said. Omim
clapped his hands, drew them expressvely down to indicate the space she occupied. “Your presence,
Ish shan, is more than suffident pay for a cup of winter-flame.”

The woman bowed low, sweeping the ground with the edge of her cloak. “Tocohl Susumo is my
name” she said.

Omim returned the bow with equd extravagance. “Om im Chadeayne of Bluesp,” he said, taking
Keedi by complete surprise. He had thought them old friends from Om im'sinitid reaction.

The crowd continued to converge on her, as excited as children with a new toy. Everyone wanted a
look. Not everyone, he corrected—Buntec was tdking earnestly into a comunit, and she was probably
passing the word, something she did well. Now only he and John the Smith had not joined the crowd.

John the Smith, Kgedi recalled, was from one of the Navel Worlds, close to the man centers of
dvilization. Those worlds no longer needed the independent traders, not the way the people of the
Extremities did. Obvioudy, John considered himsdf too sophisticated to court Hellsparks. Kgedi was
mildy annoyed at the thought.

Another burst of thunder combined with nearby movement caught Kgedi’'s eye, and he turned to
find the arachne poised beside him like a hunting farrun that had found its quarry. He stared back at it,
surprised thet it did not leave when its inspection was completed. A moment later the Hellspark stood
before him, and the arachne was once again on its way.

“With your permission, Captain?’ She gestured at the char facing him. Her gray cloak, 4ill glinting
slver droplets, cascaded softly about her as she sat. She pushed back a tangle of red hair made darker
by Flashfever's downpour.

The tangle caught momentarily. Only when she had tugged it free did he see the cause of the snag: a
pin of high-change was thrugt through her cloak!

Hisfirg thought was that she must be mad—only the desperate would choose to take that risk—but
for dl his sudden stare he could find nothing desperate in those gold eyes, and nothing mad ether.
Instead he found something disconcertingly familiar. He had seen those gold eyes somewhere—

He found himsdf fingering the pin of remembrance in his vest |gpd. He had worn it not for Veschke
but for remembrance of Oloitokitok.

The Hellspark’s gold eyes fallowed his fingers. He knew she could tdl from the pin's design that it
was four years old, that bang the lagt time he had attended the Fedtivd of Ste. Veschke. She amiled,
indicating the pin. She was Sheveschkem at that moment. “Don’'t worry,” she said, “I've tracked in



enough of Veschke' s blessng from this year’ s fediva to cover us both.” Thrugting out a foot to show him
that it was covered with red mud, she went on, “1 assure you only hdf of that islocd.”

Surprised to find that it did reassure him, he looked a her face again—and redized why she had
seemed so familiar. He had seen those gold eyes a thousand times in his youth, amiling triumphantly from
anicon that depicted Veschke' s burning. ..

He suddenly wished for John the Smith’s sophistication—or hisignorance.

Where dse but on a survey where his ship had not been blessed, where dse but on a world he had
gven the ill-omened name of Flashfever, could dl these things coincide? The death of Oloitokitok,
Alfvaen (deny it as he would, he was responsible for the twelve of Inumaru as well), and this woman with
the pin of high-change. Veschke was renowned for her sense of humor.

He fought the imagery: dl he had to do was send a report to MGE and he could leave this world. He
made a conscious effort and his hand dropped from the pin of remembrance.

Tocohl Susumo smiled a him again. She raised her cup, made Veschke' s sgn with her left hand, and
sad. “To Veschke!”

“To Veschkel” he repeated, without intending to, and drank with her.

By the time Tocohl rejoined Alfvaen, the crowd had doubled in Sze; Buntec beamed &t this result of
her handiwork. Amid a cheerful pandemonium of greetings in a dozen different tongues, Tocohl spoke
quily to Alfvaen in Sveyn, “We have alocd day’'s grace. Speak to your friends—perhaps they’ll put
some pressure on Captain Kgedi for us” Alfvaen set to the task, drawing asde firs one member of the
urvey team and then another.

Om im poured Tocohl another cup of the scarlet and gold drink, then, as if he were the aide of a
prince, he presented the surveyors to her one by one.

(Maggy, keep afile of faces and names)

(I dways do,) Maggy responded as Tocohl greeted each surveyor in his or her native tongue with
due respect to ritud. To Dyxte ti-Amax, she bowed; to Vidvoye ha-Somol, she respectfully tipped a
nonexigent hat; both were Tobians but ha and ti spoke different languages. Hitoshi Dan, she greeted
with a soft verson of a whidle tha had origindly developed to be heard for severd miles And to
Timose Megeve, the Madeneantine, she raised her Ieft hand, crossing it with her right. Before he could
reply, Alfvaen suddenly reappeared a Tocohl’s Side.

Pointing to the doorway, Alfvaen said anxioudy, “There's swift-Kalat.”

Tocohl lad a reassuring hand on her shoulder. In Siveyn, to avoid offending Buntec, Tocohl said,
“Toes. Don't move: let him come to you. And stop worrying—he |l appreciate your attempt even if your
execution isn't perfect.” Unobtrusvely, she took the added measure of placing a set of her own toes
where Alfvaen would samp them if she backed away from swift-Kaat. It was an old Hellspark
technique for helping a child remember her proxemics.

“Swift-Kaat,” Om im announced, smiling up at Alfvaen, “I can hear im chiming this way.” His amile
faded before her obvious anxiety. After a second’'s consderation of the problem, he reached for
Alfvaen's elbow, with the clear intent of escorting her, as sy as she might be, to swift-Kdat's sde.
Tocohl, blocking his hand with her own, said softly, “No.” He gave her a curious look but drew back his
hend and petiently folded his arms to wait with them.

Of the two approaching men, Tocohl thought, the smdler would be swift-Kdat: his skin was a rich
gowing red, dmaogt the color of Dusty Sunday glass, bracelets gleamed the entire length of his forearm,
jangling cheerfully. Tocohl had never seen a Jenji with quite so many. (Up to his elbows in slver,) she
sad.

(What?)

(Jenji expression for very, very smart,) she explained. (Now | see why.)

The other man, dressed in a tunic flamboyant enough to coin a Jannisetti phrase, was unmistakably
Zovedian.

The crowd parted just enough to let the newcomers through. Quietly, in GaLing, swift-Kadat sad,
“Alfvaen, I’'m so glad you' ve come. I'm so glad you're safe” Then he strengthened his words with Jenjin
emphads, sngpping his forearm down so sharply that his bracelets clashed and rang as he moved closer.



Alfvaen had learned her lessons wel: as he passed the point Alfvaen’s culture considered the proper
distance for generd tak and closed in to the comfortable postion for his own, Alfvaen tensed dightly but
did not step back. Right down to her toes, she greeted him in perfect Jenji. “I am so glad to see you,”
she said, snapping her bare arm down for emphasis of her own.

There was no chime of bracelets, but swift-Kaat more than amply compensated for the lack. His
sharp intake of breeth told both Alfvaen and Tocohl that Alfvaen's attempt was a complete success.
Swift-Kaat's eyes and amile widened in ddight.

Alfvaen amiled back shyly and, with this encouragement, went on to make proper introductions. She
assumed, Tocohl saw, that Ruurd van Zoved spoke Jenji as wdl as she. The polyglot spoke excelent
Jenji, but that was dl; he was dearly ignorant of both proxemics and kinesics. Tocohl autometicaly
switched to Zovedian to reply to his greeting and then returned to GaLing' out of courtesy to Omim.

“We have aday,” she said.

Swift-Kaat looked a Alfvaen in distress, and van Zoved exclamed, “A day! What can you do in a
day?”
Tocohl amiled. “Change Captain Kgedi’s mind,” she said.

“It can be done, 1sh shan.” Om im craned toward the door and said in his own tongue, “If Buntec
was willing to cal Edge-of-Dark, her fedings run high on the subject.”

Tocohl followed his look to the latest arrival and raised an eyebrow in surprise. No worlds motley
for this woman! Her 2nd skin was an unavoidable exception and that was transparent to minimize its
intruson. Everything else about her was pure Vyrnwyn high-born, from the feathered crown interwoven
inher black hair to the tips of her fingers and toes, polished dark green to match her victoria ribbon.

That made sense of Buntec's threet to tip darts and hunt Vyrnwy. Buntec might have been able to
ded with bare feet—but the outright perverson of polished toenals would have tried the mogt
cosmopolitan Jannisetti.

Tocohl said, “Now that’swhat | cal getting off on the wrong foot.”

The joke stood in Bluesppan and Om im laughed gppreciatively. Then he said, “We were chamfered
by a moron. He gave us each a stack of hard-copy and told us to read it. With some people, that’s not
aufficient.”

He glanced again toward the door, “We ve tried to tak to Edge-of-Dark, but...” He threw up his
hands and, ill in his own tongue, added, “I tdl you, Ish shan, with the exception of the old-timers, this
team gets on together about as well as flot and eggri.”

Tocohl grinned: in Bluesippan mythology, the battle between flot and eggri was responsible for the
second destruction of the world. “How long has it been since she' s visted home?’

“A good ten years,” he answered. “Why?’

(Maggy?) Tocohl sad privady, rasng a finger to hold off Om im’'s question. (Look through your
records and pull out some dills of Madly of Ringslver—pick only those where the background is
blurred—and hold them until | ask for them.)

By the time she had finished spesking to Maggy, Edge-of-Dark had joined their company, but Om
im’'slook told Tocohl quite dearly that his question was not forgotten, smply postponed.

With much solemnity and ceremony, Om im presented her. Tocohl took the hand Edge-of-Dark
extended. She kissed it formdly, said, “I am indebted to Om im Chadeayne for his kindness in making
you known to me”

“l too am indebted to Om im Chadeayne,” Edge-of-Dark responded. In GaLing', she went on, “It is
apleasure to be in discriminating company once again. Like most of your people, your dress is decidedly
eccentric’—she eyed Tocohl’'s moss cloak with jaundice—*but your manners are urfalingly
impeccable”

Tocohl laid a hand on her breast and indined her head. GalLing suited her just fine for this minor bit
of busness. “I imagine this must be a greet trid for you,” she sad, “I see you have not been back to
Vyrmwy for, oh, five years at least.”

“Almod ten years, now.—How did you know?’

“Come now! Styles do change.” Tocohl laughed, “If you think my dress eccentric, you should see



what high-born Vyrnwy wear these daysl” Tocohl gestured at Edge-of-Dark’s dothing and said, “Not
that | suppose it matters much—thisis perfectly suitable for surveying.”

Edge-of-Dark flushed as deep ared as swift-Kdat. “Tdl me” she sad, “describeit to me”

“I'm not much at description. | could show you some pictures, if you'd like”

“l would,” sad Edge-of-Dark eagerly and Tocohl finished, “Tomorrow, then... if Captain Kgedi
grants us the time. (Maggy, we're going. Bring the arachne.) Today | am here on business and | mugt
deliver my messages.”

Sill flushing, Edge-of-Dark offered her hand again, thistime to take hasty but forma leave of Tocohl.
Sparing only the briefest of embarrassed glances for the others, she hurried to the door and out into the
thinning vall of rain.

“Little bugger’ s redly rude today, even by her standards,” Buntec said. “Wonder what bit her ass?’

Omim stared thoughtfully, first after Edge-of-Dark, then at Tocohl. Touching afinger to his brow, he
gave Tocohl a delighted amile. “Ish shan dways was an ass-biter,” he said in his own tongue. “Unless |
miss my guess, Edge-of-Dark will not be seen until she is once again in fashion—and the fashion will
indude shoes”

“Boots” corrected Tocohl and grinned impishly in response, pleased that she could accomplish that
much & leedt.

Omim made a deep bow. “You shdl have far payment, Ish shan, that | promise you!”

Maggy' s arachne pricked its way through the crowd just as Tocohl bent to return the bow. Mistaking
her intent, the arachne legpt into the crook of her arm, to sdttle itsdf there like a Gaian cat. Tocohl
laughed once as she draightened but, again face-to-face with swift-Kdat, she sad soberly, “Now,
swift-Kaat, you and | will have aword or two.”

Swift-Kdat found it hard to withdraw his attention from the behavior of the arachne; the ethologist in
hm was fascinated. No adult could have mistaken Tocohl’s bow for an invitation—its controller was
evidently a child.

But Tocohl was correct, the two of them had business, and the glance the Hdllspark gave van Zoved
made it clear that smply spesking in Jenji would not be sufficent privacy.

“Of course,” he said. Reuctantly, he released Alfvaen's hand, and gestured Tocohl to follow him.
Privacy was difficult to arrange on Lassti or, perhaps, that was only his perception, after three years with
the same forty people in the same samdl compound. He did not even think of his cabin as private in that
sensg, it was too familiar. Too many of those people had been within its door. So he drew aside the
membrane and looked out. It was dill raining, but the sorm had passed, the danger from lightning with it.

He led her out into the rain, his boots squelching in the mud at every step, taking her only a few feet
around the sde of the common room building. Lightning sill played above the stand of lightning rods
beyond camp; his ears rang with it. He tapped the wal behind him. “If we speak quiglly,” he said, “we
are done. All of the buildings were heavily soundproofed the second week of our stay.”

Tocohl twisted her head, agreeing to the place. Swift-Kaat breathed a dgh of rdief; with the one
gesiure, she had somehow become someone he could talk eeslly to.

“Wewill discuss your fee” he said. That was another area where he lacked expertise, never having
dedlt finanddly with a Hellspark.

She lifted afinger no. “Alfvaen and | have done s0,” she said. “The fee we agreed upon is 2,000 G,
contingent of course on my being permitted to Say.”

That was sngularly low for an open-ended task the like of this, of that much swift-Kalat was sure.

“It was clever of you to send a Sveyn,” she went on before he could protest, “whether the
cleverness was intertiond or not. It's impossble to dicker with someone who takes on€'s fird price as
fixed. | don't rob babes.” She snapped her wris with such authority that he dmost heard the weight of
her status on this subject.

“It was not intentiond,” he said.

“Never tdl atrader that!” She countered with a smile—and again snapped her wrig to give ring to
the command. “In fact, the next time you cdl a lia"—he jerked a the unexpectedness of the
obscenity—"*put him to work: let him dedl with the traders.”



She phrased it so adraitly that he could object to nether the words nor the suggestion. And in that
moment he would have risked his status on the statement that Alfvaen had found him the one person who
could tdl him without fall whether or not the sprookjes had a language. He smiled. “1 accept your fee and
your contingency. And | shdl consider your suggestion.”

“l see | pass,” she said, amiling back. “To business then: when you sent your message to Alfvaen
requesting the services of a Hellspark gloss, did you tdl anyone of your intention?”

That seemed an irrdevancy but, from her manner, it was not. “Yes, | told Oloitokitok. He was
concerned about the sprookjes’—she exposed a bare am to indicate her unfamiliaity with the
term—"that is the name van Zoved gave the disputed species. He was concerned about the sprookjes,
as| was, 0 it was naturd to mention what steps | had taken.”

“When you sent your message, were others sent at the same time? If so, do you know by whom they
were sent?’

“Others were sent, yes, by whom, | do not know. Investing in an automated message capsule was
unnecessary, for | made the decison a the time of the lagt supply ship. It would be little risk to assume
that everyone sent messages at that time”

She raised afinger. Thoughtfully, she said, “No confirmetion, then.”

The words disgppointed him. He had hoped for an explanaion of the queries. But if she was not
ready to speak about the subject, there was little he could do, except ask again in GdLing'. After van
Zoved’s misspeeking, he was not about to risk that.

“Are there any Inheritors of God among the survey teeam?’

“l do not know.”

“How did Oloitokitok die?’

Agan, he said, “I do not know. It was reported to me that layli-layli calulan beieves he was
electrocuted by alive-wire or ablitzen.” He used the GaLing termsfor both; they conveyed some sense
of the menace of the creatures.

“Do you accept this?’

He redlized, to his own surprise, that he had told her the fact had been reported to him, not thet it
was generdly accepted as indeed it was among the remainder of the survey team. She waited quietly
while he reconsidered his own thoughts. At last he said, “I think it unlikdy: neither of the creatures has
ever ventured into that particular habitat of the flash wood, in my experience. Ther prey and their modes
of behavior argue againg it.”

“Whet then killed Oloitokitok?’

“The third possihility islightning. It is as unlikely as the firg two.”

“Wha specid knowledge did Oloitokitok possess? What was his area of expertise? Could he have
known something about the sprookjes that no one ese knew? | am asking for conjecture, only: no
conclusons on your part are necessary.”

“He was on record primary engineer, secondary physcg, tetiary botanist. Shortly before he
disappeared, he was excited, it seemed, dthough | am no authority on Yn. He told me at that time that |
need not worry about the sprookjes. | inquired, but he would speak no further.”

Tocohl Susumo stared at him thoughtfully for a few long moments. At last, she said, “Nor may |, as
yet.” She turned, ready to head back to the others.

“Wait,” he said. “Can you judge the sprookjes sentience?’

“l am only one. | will do my best, given the circumstances.”

His query was ambiguous, he redlized. She had taken it to mean in her capacity as byworld judge,
and she had gracioudy reminded him that a judgment of sentience required at least four such without
cdling his status to question. It left no doubt in his mind as to hers, were she Jenji she would ring as
loudly as he.

She wiped streaming rain from her face. “Now, let us see what we can do in the amd| time alotted to
=

Swift-Kaat raised a finger in agreement, dthough it meant returning to the presence of van Zoved.
He had the sudden thought that he was perhaps ascribing sentience to the sprookjes largdy because he



was more comfortable with them than he was with the survey polyglot. Tocohl Susumo could make dll
the difference. At least, he might learn to his own satisfaction the actud state of the matter.

Chapter Five

TOCOHL HAD GIVEN considerable thought to the matter while they rgoined the others. That a

Jenji of swift-gtatus had made the assumption that she was a byworld judge surprised her no end. It had
taken congderable verba maneuvering on her part to avoid cdling his rdiahility into question without an
outright lie of her own. Now the conversation could in retrospect be recaled with no disgrace to ether
speaker. She only hoped she could handle the sprookjes as well.

Swift-Kdat had offered his cabin for their further discussons. Typica of survey living, it was 4ill a
cut above ganding out in the rain. Smdl, stamped from a Sngle mold, it had been carefully persondized.
While swift-Kdat searched for an additiona char and found a pillow for van Zoved, Tocohl set
Maggy’ s arachne in the middle of the floor. Maggy promptly unfolded it and began a careful ingpection of
the surroundings. Tocohl did the same, with specid attention to the holograms (they were originds, and
veay fine) and the tyril, a amdl flutdike indrument of red porcdain.

“Alfvaen,” said swift-Kaat, “1 worried that something had happened to you when you were so long
incoming.”

Alfvaen began, “You had cause—"

But before she could finish, Tocohl interrupted. “Your pardon, swift-Kdat, Alfvaen. We have little
time, and a great ded to discuss” Tocohl had no intention of letting Alfvaen bring up the maiter of the
Inheritors of God until she knew more about the members of the survey team. It was dso something she
was likdy to misspesk about in swift-Kaat’'s estimation.

“Yes” Swift-Kalat said. “Please St.” The two women followed the invitation, but van Zoved made
asif to decline.

“St,” said Tocohl, firmly. She had not faled to note swift-Kalat's uneasiness with van Zoved or its
cause. “It's one of my culturd taboos,” she added with agmile

The polyglot stared a her. “I thought the Hellsparks didn’t have any culturd taboos.”

“Anyone who says she has no taboos is a fool.—Please” she indicated the pillow to her right and
van Zoved obliged. Swift-Kalat looked relieved.

“Now,” she went on, “tdl me about your creatures, or, better ill, show me one”

“l can't,” sad swift-Kaat.

Van Zoved said, “The sprookjes leave the camp during the thunderstorms. They won't be back until
the rain lets up, if then.” The big man’s brow furrowed. “I am unable to speak to them,” he said. His
hand dapped histhigh. “I’'m not supid: I’ ve puzzled out three nonhuman languages during my career with
MGE—and yet | fed stupid now! I’ve tried every tongue | know, but dl the creatures do is parrot!” He
thrust two fingersin swift-Kaat's direction. “Don’t ask me about the sprookjes, ask swift-Kaat!”

Such had been Tocohl’ s intention in the first place and without hesitation, she turned to him. He said
“I'll show you.” A moment later, he handed her alarge orange fruit and a knife.

“That's anative plant,” he said, “and it' s an artifact.”

“A biologicd atifact?’

“Youll see. Cut it open.”

Tocohl diced the fruit in hdf, then in quarters, then in eighths—it was pulp dl the way through. No
seeds. If it had no seeds, how did it propagate? “Runners?’ she asked; but, as she expected, swift-Kaat
sad, “It has none”

Tocohl said, “Then why doesn't MGE accept this as initid proof that something on the planet, not
necessaxily the sprookjes, is capable of creating an artifact?’

“l was not hired as a botanist.”

“That makes you no less knowledgeable,” Tocoh said.

“To Kgedli, it does,” sad Alfvaen. “When | worked with hm before, he consdered a person’s



primary specidty hisonly specidty.”

“Ah, and the team botanist?’ asked Tocohl.

“He consders Flashfever wildlife so unusud that anything is within the redlm of possibility—that we
smply haven't found this plant’s particular mechaniam yet.”

Tocohl gazed down at the dices of fruit spread on the surface of the table. “But you say artifact.”

Emphagzing his words with a clash of bracelets swift-Kdat said, “1 say artifact.”

“They’re too curious not to be sentient,” said van Zoved. “They are interested in everything.”

“So's Maggy,” sad Alfvaen abruptly. She pointed: the arachne was opening cupboards.

“Cut that out, Maggy,” said Tocohl. “That's impalite. You should aways ask permisson before you
open aclosed door.” (—At leas, if you're doing it in public,) she added, sotto voce.

Tocohl gestured. “Come over here—I gpologize, swift-Kaat. When you told us your house was
ours, Maggy interpreted it in Hellspark. That's the language she knows best.”

(You lid) said Maggy.

(Polite, socid,) Tocohl told her, (but take care not to cdl anyone a liar doud in the presence of a
Jenji. Now, come apologize.)

The arachne made a skittering dash for the spot Tocohl had indicated. “I'm sorry,” said Maggy, usng
the vocoder in the fat body.

“Don't gpologize to me, gpologize to swift-Kaat. Y ou know enough Jenji for that.”

The arachne dipped dightly before swift-Kaat and said, “I gpologize if | have given offense. |
intended none.” Tocohl recognized the phrasing as her own, pitched to match Maggy’s voice.

Alfvaen delighted at ther surprise. “Magic to a Hershlaing,” she said to Tocohl. Tocohl smiled.

(Hershlaing? Maggy asked privatdly. Tocohl said, (Hershlag is a mythicd world so far off the
beaten orbit that the Hershlaing consider any advanced science—even driking a match to light a fire—to
be magic. Introduce yoursdlf, Maggy, and give them an idea what state-of-the-art is)

Before Maggy could begin, atdl creature pulled the door membrane aside and stepped, its feathers
dlvered with rainwater, into the cabin. It was a beautiful thing. Tocohl stared at it in wonder, and it Stared
back at her.

At lagt, she let go her breath. “Sprookjes—fairy tde creatures,” she said. “Now | understand the
name”

Maggy's arachne walked dowly around the sprookje for a better look. The sprookje turned to
fallow the movement; it showed no hesitation in turning its back to the humans.

Tocohl rose, only the soft rustle of the maoss cloak betraying her movement. Van Zoved caught her
am “They bite” he said, quietly. “ Everyone on the team has been bitten once.”

“Have there been any ll effects?’

“No, but I didn’t want you to be startled.”

Maggy had completed her circle and the sprookje was brought face-to-face with Tocohl. The two of
them stared at each other. The creature’s brown and gold feathers gleamed and whispered as it took a
step closer.

Tocohl held her ground. When the sprook stopped, she dowly and ddliberately rolled up her cuff and
lifted her arm to bring her hand a scant two centimeters from the beaklike mouth.

The sprookje accepted the invitation and bit, its head flashing forward with gartling suddenness
Tocohl flinched but made no outcry—she was more surprised than hurt, for she hadn’'t been snapped at
by the potentialy nasty beak. It was exactly like being stabbed with a pin.

She brought her hand dowly back to ingpect the wound—yes, a mere pinprick.

“Buntec cdls it their sampling tooth,” van Zoved volunteered. The sprookje now waked around
Tocal in the manner of the arachne’ s ingpection.

Alfvaen gave a sharp cry of warning. Tocohl turned swiftly to find the sprookje drawing back. “I
thought it meant to bite your shoulder,” Alfvaen explained “I’'m sorry | startled you.”

(Maggy? What happened?) asked Tocohl; and Maggy replied, (It bit your cloak; from the trgjectory,
that was dl it intended to sample.)

“Alfvaen,” Tocohl said aoud, “are you willing to try an experiment?’



“Yes, of course”

Tooohl unclasped her cloak and tossed it into the Sveyn's ams. “Put that on,” she indructed, “then
come out here and do exactly as | did.”

Alfvaen followed her indructions to the Ietter, even to letting the sprookje complete the distance, as
she had previoudy done with swift-Kaat. With the same ddiberation Tocohl had used, she lifted her
hand, and, as expected, the sprookje nipped. Tocohl watched the entire procedure as closdy as she
could. (Maggy? Did the sprookje’ s cheek-feathers puff out, or was it my imagination?)

(No imagination—want to see?)

(No, I want to confirm that they didn’t when the sprookje nipped me.)

(Confirmed,) said Maggy.

The creature circled Alfvaen dowly. Tocohl kept her attention close, curious to see what it would do
about the cloak. After a moment, it seemed to have completed its inspection of her. It had completdy
ignored the moss cloak.

Then the sprookje’ s beak flashed forward—Alfvaen yelped in surprise. Rubbing her wrist, where the
sprookje had bitten her a second time, she said accusingly to van Zoved, “You said everyone had been
bitten once! | thought you meant only once!”

“Hedid” sad swift-Kalat. “You are the firg to have been bitten more than once!” He was echoed
word for word by the sprookje.

One could easly develop a stutter from gpesking in the presence of one of these creatures, thought
Tocohl; it was like ligening to onesdf on a two-second delay.

Tooohl was struck by another oddity: the puzzing fact that the sprookje echoed only swift-Kdat.

Swift-Kaat seemed to have learned to ignore it. He came toward Tocohl excitedly, “And the cloak!
Why would it bite your cloak?’

The excitement was too much for the sprookje. Even as it repeated swift-Kdat's words, it backed
hedlily away, its cheek-feathers now unmistakably puffed.

“Quidly,” sad Tocohl. “—That's a moss cloak,” she explained. “Your sprookje can obvioudy tdl
the difference between living and nonliving. It didn't bite the arachne, after dl. And it logt interest in the
moss cloak having bitten it once.”

She glanced at the pinprick on her wrig. “I think ‘sample tooth’ is dead on.—As for Alfvaen,
Alfvaen tastes different than the rest of us!”

“Of course” said Alfvaen, “I have Cand’s disease!”

“Yes” sad Tocohl. (Maggy,) she added privady (tomorrow morning, if necessary, | will have a
vidlent attack of an unidentifiable plague, probably from having been bitten by our fine feathered friend
over there. If | have to get this planet quarantined to gain time, | will!)

Sunrise on Hashfever met the omnipresent rainclouds with a rare brilliance. From within swift Kaat's
cabin came the sweet, slvery sound of the tyril. Tocohl leaned back againg the door frame to appreciate
them both before returning her consideration to the compound.

Any creature' s behavior is affected by its environment. Like most survey camps Tocohl had seen,
this was utilitarian. It was standard operating procedure to derilize an area of ground for base camp.
Here, the result was thick red mud everywhere. Tocohl thought it odd that no walks had been built, either
a ground levd or higher. The uniform, nondescript cabins (a amdl town of them—privacy was a very
redl need when some forty people had to spend two to ten years together) stood partly raised from the
mud on stubby dilts.

Only one of these had been persondized on the exterior. It was painted a lavish blue and decorated
with Yn mydic symbols of white and gold. Two pennants hung near the door, drooping heavily with
ranwater. That musgt have belonged to the dead man, Oloitokitok, she thought.

A sprookje splashed through muddy puddies to stop some distance away. Seemingly attracted by
the sound of swift-Kdat's tyril, it cocked its head to ligen, but made no attempt to mimic the spritely
dance tune. After awhile, it kndlt, pressed its hands into the mud. She wondered what it might be doing.

The sprookje's presence reminded Tocohl that she was ill—ill with something unknown but not



debilitating enough to require bed rest. With Maggy's assistance, she chose a handful of symptoms and
St to work initiding them.

By the time she was done, the sprookje aso had finished its task, if indeed it had been at one, and
stood gracefully. 1t ran long fingers through the feathers on its knees and shook away some of the dinging
mud. Tocohl blinked at it but, for a moment, she could not see clearly.

Sill dazed from effort, she was dazzled by the flashwood that ringed the camp, pressing a every
length of fence, asif offended by and yet drawn to the barren space within. Its glitter made the camp
more stark by contrast.

As her vison cleared, she saw that the fence was barbed wire, not the dectrified barrier favored by
urvey teams. When the dance tune came to an end, she pedled back the membrane and asked
swift-Kadat, “Why barbed wire?’

Swift-Kdat lad his tyril asde and joined her in the doorway. His dlittering bracelets and the sun
rasng iridescent highlightsin his black braid shamed the compound as much as the flashwood.

“So much of Hashfever’s wildife uses eectricity as an energy source that an dectric fence only
attracts trouble. Buntec suggested we try that sort. It works quite wel.”

“l see” said Tocohl.

She judged it time to act, and because swift-Kaa was Jenji and had the traditiond reputation for
truthfulness, she decided to let im draw his own conclusons. She raised her hand to her forehead and,
looking puzzled, let the blood drain from her face asif she might faint.

“Your hand,” he said, and caught her wrigt to examine the pinprick she'd received from the sprookje
the night before.

The area around the puncture was an angry red and dightly puffed—a maiter of dilating the loca
cpillaries. Once done, Tocohl could mantain it indefinitdy without drain, despite the effort of
concentration it required to initiste.

It had the desired effect. Swift-Kaat pressed gently but firmly at the edges of the swallen area; his
fingers left whitened marks. Tocohl winced. “The doctor must see this” sad swift-Kdat. Without
releasng her hand, he drew her across the compound to the blue cabin. He siruck achime,

“You may enter,” said aregd voice from within.

The survey team’s doctor sat cross-legged in the center of the room, on a blue mat ornamented with
designs of power. Her mouth was broad and rich with hidden amiles, the fine lines at the corners of her
eyes could only have come from laughter. Her whole face was designed for joy—and yet she did not
gmile Her dark eyes brimmed with anger, dthough it was not directed at Tocohl or swift-Kalat.

She was plump and deceptively wel muscled beneath that plumpness. By swift-Kdat's standards
she was, no doubt, overweight; but Tocohl, who was dready thinking in Yn, took her on her own
culture' s terms and found her beautiful.

In her lgp lay the rich glitter of a kali thread with its fantastica tangle of knots. Around her lay a
chdice three dlver knives, and a dtrawlike pile of jievnd gicks she was preparing to enter deep
mourning. Tocohl was glad she had decided to act quickly; to interrupt mourning would be risky, even
for her.

Tocohl raised both hands in greeting and, as the womean lifted her head and hands to reply in kind, dl
of Tocohl’s hopes for a quarantine vanished. Two long scars dashed across her left cheek and on each
index finger she bore a bluestone ring. The doctor was an Y n shaman.

“l am layli-layli calulan,” she said, ina cool, quiet voice.

Tocohl indined her head a fraction of an inch and responded, “I am the tocohli susumo.” To give
one' strue name to an Yn was to give that Yn power over one. Accordingly the Hellsparks had, from the
very beginning of ther trade reaionships with the Y'n, convinced them that no Hellspark name was more
then a title, the equivaent of the designations Yn women gave to others. She dso took the liberty of
ascribing to hersdf the sound of power, the tiny phoneme i, which gave her status, though nothing like
that the doubling i gave layli-layli calulan.

“Youlig” sad the shaman, in GalLing'.

Swift-Kdat took in his breath with a hiss. His braceleted am came up as if to ward off a blow, but



Tocohl caught it and quieted him with the sharp negative tap of afinger.

To layli-layli, she said solemnly, “As do you.”

(I don't understand,) said the voice in Tocohl’s er.

(Check atourigt guideto Y and I'll fill you in later, Maggy.)

Toocohl turned to swift-Kaat. His forehead was beaded with swest. “It is aritud gregting,” she said.
“| gpologize for the mistrandation.”

Swift-Kdat jerked his head from one to the other. “In my culture” he said, “it is an inault of the
highest order.”

“l am aware of tha. | said, ‘migrandation,”” Tocohl repeated. “The Yn word means both ‘lie€ and
‘dream’—it only becomes a problem when you try to pick an equivdent in GdLing'. There is no
equivdent in GalLing', but ‘dream’ is much closer to its emotiond meaning.”

She could see im make a vigble effort to replace his emotiond reaction with an intelectud one.
Then he pointed to Tocohl’s swollen hand. * She was bitten by a sprookje,” he began.

Tocohl interrupted. “Your pardon, swift-Kalat, but | must speak to layli-layli calulan done”

Graefully, swift-Kdat accepted the digmisd.

When he was gone, layli-layli calulan said, “You are not done with me”

Tocohl was dartled. Either layli-layli calulan was sharp-eyed enough to have seen the musde
twitch that Sgnded her subvoca exchange with Maggy, or she was rdying on her shaman's epabilities.
“No,” admitted Tocohl. She tapped the implant. “My partner, the maggy-maggy lynn ligens as
wdl.”

Because she now spoke Yn, Tocohl used the my that Sgnded persond rdationship rather than
property, which in Yn culture incdluded males as well. That was how she thought of Maggy, she redlized,
as both her partner and femde. She had dso trandated lord into the Yn doubling, quite unintentiondly
gving her equa satus with layli-layli hersdf. She made a mentd note not to introduce Maggy as a
demondration of state-of-the-art after dl.

Instead, she said, “I would introduce you properly, but maggy-maggy has no fedlities for speech
except through me. If you wish to greet her, please do. She will acknowledge the introduction through the
vocoder in her arachne later.”

Layli-layli calulan made Yn formd greeting to Maggy.

When she was finished, Tocohl crossed her ankles and sat before the Yn shaman. She held out the
“injured” hand. Her ruse was 4ill worth the try, but it was not worth upsetting swift-Kaat if she was
found out. “I was bitten by a sprookje last night. This morning... wdl, it's infected, | think, and
swift-Kadat tdls me that’s never happened before.”

The shaman lit ajievnd stick and its piney odor filled the smdl room. She thrust the dender rod into
her hair, took Tocohl’s hand gently in her own. For a moment, her dark eyes looked puzzled, then she
sad, “You did this to yoursdf? To my knowledge, there is no one in the survey team who could have
done thisfor you.”

“Could have done what?" said Tocohl with puzzled innocence.

Layli-layli calulan’s dark eyes lit suddenly with amusement, and Tocohl dropped her gaze before
that knowing scrutiny. “All right,” she said, “1 was trained in the Methven rituas”

“You are an adept,” sad layli-layli calulan.

“Not adept enough.”

Layli-layli released Tocohl’s hand and twisted the bluestone ring from her Ieft finger. The rings, by
Yn tradition, prevented the accidenta release of power. In redity, Tocohl suspected that the rings only
worked because the Y ns believed they worked—many espabilities needed a channd or focus or, in this
case, a control.

The shaman hdd out her right hand and Tocohl laid her swollen wrigt across the waiting palm. The tip
of layli-layli’ s bare finger touched her injury with feathery delicacy.

Jugt for a moment, for the pure devilment, Tocohl concentrated on maintaining the dilation of the
capillaries. Dark eyes met the Hellspark gold, and a trace of amile touched the corners of layli-layli
calulan’s broad mouth. Then the heat in Tocohl’ s wrist cooled, the sweling began to subside.



Activated by layli-layli’ s espability, Tocohl’s cdls found their normd pattern and set about to regain
it. Againd the shaman's gift, Tocohl had no chance of maintaining the atificd illness

The red faded to its origind shade. Soon only the pinprick remained, and that too was heding
rapidly.

Layli-layli calulan replaced her ring and said, “You too believe swift-Kdat. So did Oloitokitok.”
She took up the kali thread from her 1gp, and as she spoke, her fingers added knot after intricate knot to
itstangled glitter.

“Long before you dreamed your firgt dream,” layli-layli calulan began, in the manner of a mother
tdling atde to a child, “there was aman named Oloitokitok who was not like other men. He thought and
dreamed like awoman. He dreamed a dream so strong that it took him to a world no woman's eye had
ever seen...”

Ligening to the Tde of Oloitokitok, Tocohl heard much that someone unfamiliar with Yn culture
would have missed. The Yn were so gynocentric that only in the last hundred years had their men been
taught to read. For Oloitokitok to have achieved as much as he had, he mugt have been very specid
indeed.

He had agreed with swift-Kaat's assessment of the evidence, and he had chosen to gather evidence
of the sprookjes sentience on his own. Although layli-layli calulan confirmed swift-Kadat's
observations about Oloitokitok’s manner on the day of his disapperence, Oloitokitok had told no one,
not even what he planned to do or where he planned to go.

Tocohl wasn't surprised. To the members of the survey team, Oloitokitok may not have been a
token mde but, in his own mind, he may have thought himsdf so. Given partid evidence in favor of the
sprookjes sentience and a belief that no one would credit his opinion, he had quite likdy chosen to
gather such overwheming evidence as to present afat accompli that would force belief.

Now wheat evidence he might have had was logt with him.

Asif echoing Tocohl’s thoughts, layli-layli calulan said, her voice harsh, hurt, “The dream was logt
with Oloitokitok.” With that, she grasped the free ends of the kali thread and gave a dow, steady pull.
One by one, the dlittering knots unraveled, until she held only draight bare line shining coldly between her
outstretched hands. The tale was ended.

Tocohl gave a sharp upward jerk of her chin. “No,” she said, “I keep the dream.” She gestured a
the dring. “It’'s true a Ingle kali thread leaves no knots, but, dive, Oloitokitok would have knotted his
thread with the beings of this world. Despite his death, it is dill possibleif you wish it.”

Layli-layli looked hestant. Tocohl wondered how important Oloitokitok had been to her. Looking
down, she once again saw the chdice, the knives, the jievnd gicks. This time she registered them
properly. Layli-layli calulan was preparing to go into deep mourning—something only done for women,
never for men.

When she looked up again, layli-layli placed her pdms together, ring on ring, and said with quiet
defiance, “He was my mate.” She used the my for relaionship.

Tocohl held out both her hands, the strongest symbol of understanding and agreement available to
her inthe Yn mode, and clasped layli-layli calulan’s wristsin her own supporting grip.

Swift-Kdat was only partidly relieved that Tocohl Susumo had sent him away. He needed the time
to put his thoughts in order. The lagt time he had heard someone cdl ancother a liar in GdLing, the
ensuing fight had resulted in a death, so he was wel aware of the potency of the word even in its
unrdiable Ga-Ling' form. To hear it used as a gregting was more than he could handle. He found himsdf
envying the Hellsparks their ability to ded with such rupturing of their socid order. Having a last settled
his thoughts on the matter, intdlectudly if not emotiondly, he now wished he were back insde layli-layli
calulan’s cabin, ligening to the conversation between the two.

“ Jeef ! Joef1”

Even though the sound was distorted by the shout from across the compound and a ped of far-off
thunder, he knew it had to be Alfvaen. Of dl the surveyors, she done knew and had the right to use his
soft-name. She raced toward him, heedless of the muddy water she splashed with every footfall.



Breethless, she drew up beside him—too far away, some amdl portion of his mind noted—and sad
inGdLing, “Jeef, Kges-di’s-s readying an automated message capaule... He's s.sending the report to
MGE now!”

It was deductively true: beyond her swift-Kaat could see the other surveyors coming from their
cabins to gather before Kgedi’'s quarters. The find report was a matter of ritud, requiring the presence
of dl those responsible. Except that Oloitokitok would not be present.

Sill saring up a him anxioudy, Alfvaen swayed suddenly. He shot out a hand to steady her,
remembering as he did so that stress aggravated her condition. “Your medication, Alfvaen,” he said. She
focused with effort on his face, then her eyes widened in an exaggerated manner and she reached for her
pouch. He waited only long enough to assure himsdf she could stand on her own, then he released her
am to ring the chime beside the door to layli-layli calulan’s cabin.

He did not wait for an answer. Instead, he thrust his head indde, to find layli-layli calulan and
Tocohl Susumo with their hands clasped.

“Will you hep?” Tocohl asked layli-layli calulan. Wanting to hear the answer as much as she,
swift-Kdat held histongue. Layli-layli calulan said, “By quarantining Lassti? That would give you time,
not necessarily understanding.”

She said no more. Swift-Kaat fdt he must make the urgency of the query clear. “Alfvaen tdls me
that Captain Kgedi is preparing an automated message capsule for MGE now,” he said.

Tocohl jerked her head back to stare a him. Rdeasng layli-layli calulan’s hands with a few
murmured words in another language, Tocohl rose smoothly to her feet. Layli-layli calulan remained as
ghe had been, her stare holding Tocohl in place.

She sad, “Should | help creatures that were responsible for Oloitokitok’s death?’ Spoken as it was
in GaLing', the question was directed a him as wel, but he had no answer. The quegtion itsdf was
unreligble.

Agan Tocohl dedlt with the matter on aleved he himsdf would not have been able to. She spoke one
word only; the word was, “No.”

Caching him by the elbow, she ushered him out, stopped momentarily in her tracks to scan the
compound, said, “Ah: Kejedi’s quarters?” When he confirmed that, she touched her fingers briefly to the
ornate pin a her throat. “One more try,” she said, pausing to give Alfvaen a reassuring amile, then she
squared her shoulders and strode across the compound, her cloak swirling like heavy mig in the light
ran.

Swift-Kdat put hisarm around Alfvaen’s shoulder, as much to comfort himsdf as to support her, and
led her in the same direction. At the edge of the crowd, he heard Tocohl bark rapid-fire some dozen or
s0 words, each with the sound of a different language to it. Heads turned in succession, and the crowd
parted to let her through.

Without Tocohl’s skill at linguigic manipulation, swift-Kadat and Alfvaen found themsdves stayed a
the edge of the crowd. “I mus get her to teach me that,” Alfvaen said, gigding despite her overdl
axidy.

“Teach you what?’

“l only recognized the Sheveschkem ‘Cheagp tattoos!” but I'll bet dl the others were the
same—whatever awaiter says to negotiate a crowd with atray of hot dishes”

He stared down at her, fondly at fire, gopreciating the joke as she had found it, then he raised his
gyesto stare into the distance, deep in consideration.

Tocohl had found something in layli-layli calulan’s last phrase that she could answer, and that fact
dill concerned him. Could the question be answered in Jenji? Could it even be asked in Jenji?

He tried framing it carefully in his mind: Should | help creatures that were responsible for
Oloitokitok’ s death? But death in GaLing' was ambiguous; it could mean “neturd death” or “accidenta
desth” or even “murder.”

Murder, he thought. He patted Alfvaen's arm absently and released it, to pace away from the noise
of the crowd to follow the thought. He himsdf had told Tocohl the causes given for Oloitokitok’s death
were unlikdy. “What then killed Oloitokitok?” she had asked.



That was a question that indeed could be framed in Jenji... One to which he would very much like an
answer.

Chapter Six

THE CEILING IN the captain’s quarters had been lowered to conform to Sheveschkem spatid

standards—no doubt to the extreme discomfort of most members of the survey team, thought Tocohl.
Generations of saling had |eft their mark on Kgedi even here, as aneed to keep the caling within reach.
Nothing better sustained balance below deck in stormy seas than a flattened pdm againg a ceiling. Under
the circumstances, Tocohl had to suppress her own impulse to reach for the caling. “Captain,” she
repeated, “dl I'm asking is afew months grace.”

Alone with Kgedi, she automaticdly followed his lead and “danced” Sheveschkem, despite the fact
that he spoke GaLing and she replied in kind. She spoke in GadLing' because Kgedi refused to speak
Sheveschkem with her. She wished it weren't so; she might have been more convincing in Sheveschkem.
She continued, “If you send your find report now...”

Keedi tightened his grip on his desk, as any Sheveschkem captain might grip the bolted furniture for
support. “Helgpark, you can stay as long as you wish. Haf the survey has made a point of requesting
your continued presence.” He was dealy not pleased about that. “If you find evidence—beyond
swift-Kaat's deight-of-tongue—that the sprookjes are sentient, you can aways appedl to the Comity’s
courts.”

Tocohl’s hand swept to one Sde, a derisve gesture on Sheveschke. “It would take years in
court—and by then irreparable damage may have been done to the sprookjes, to their world. Veschke's
gparks, man, will you be responsible for genocide?” She shot the word at him, and he flinched.

Jugt for amoment, Tocohl thought she had struck home; both knew how Veschke would take such
an act—Then Kgedi diffened and said, “1 don’t know they’re sentient.”

“That should be sufficient reason to dlow us more time”

Kgedi’s knuckles whitened. “I rdly upon what my people decide; and, in this case, dl their evidence
points to nonsentience.”

“—AIl?

“We hire people to do specific jobs in specific areas. They have done them.” His beaded hair swung
to the Sde, past diffly set jaw.

No Sheveschkem sea captain could have said that: In an emergency, the cook lowers the mainsal.
Tocohl frowned, and saw Kgedi suddenly for wha he was. He was a man trying not to be
Sheveschkem, without conscious knowledge of what being Sheveschkem actudly entalled. He spoke
GdLing but danced Sheveschkem; he wore worlds' motley, but lowered his celing. Not comfortable
with the cultures surrounding him, he was no longer comfortable with his own, so he subgtituted the rule
book for culture. If | can givehim away out by the rule book. ..

Under her scrutiny, Keledi once more gripped the desk. “I would like to oblige you,” he said, “one
should adways be obliging to Hellsparks... Butin this case | cannot. The thunderstorms have dready left
us behind schedule. Now MGE has pressed me for aquick decison.”

He loosed his grip on the desk and rose. He did not reach for the cdling; the sorm was over as far
as he was concerned. He had reached his decision. Tocoh knew she had lost the battle.

As he showed her to the door, it occurred to her that he had, at least, agreed to let her reman or
Hashfever. Here, it might dill be possible to follow Oloitokitok’s lead, and present a fait accompli.

Perhaps because of her dlence, perhaps because, for him, the emergency was over, Kgedi’s manner
softened. As he drew the membrane asde and stepped into the wan sunlight, he said, “Come,
Hellspark—for you it isonly atheft at Festival. For me, itisa good ded more.”

She did not reply. If her oblique apped to Veschke's good opinion had not worked, then the only
way around him was by the rule book. Her quarantine ploy would have worked—could ill work. A
glance a her hand showed redness remaining; it would take her only minutes to reestablish her spurious



infection with layli-layli calulan’s assistance.

Tocohl plunged through the crowd that had gathered outsde Kgedi’s quarters in anticipation of the
ritud that marked the end of their job. Alfvaen swift-Kadat, and van Zoved turned anxioudy to her but
she brushed them aside absently. “1 can stay,” she said, “but the report goes.”

The news brought a mixed reaction. Swift-Kda turned abruptly and walked a short distance away,
anger and disgppointment diffening his gait. Tocohi automaticaly caught Alfvaen's am to prevent her
from fallowing him: an angry Jenji is, by definition, unrelidble. He would not appreciate her company at
the moment. Still without conscious thought, Tocohl drew Alfvaen dong with her.

Watchful, the shaman stood quietly apart, a jievnd gtick laced through her hair. Her eyes followed
the sprookje that wandered among the humans. Only layli-layli calulan had the power to grant the
gprookjes a stay of execution, Tocohl thought. Would she?

Thruging Alfvaen forward—a tdisman of serendipity to influence a shaman—Tocohl folded her ams
across her chest and stared long and hard at layli-layli calulan, willing her to speak.

“Tocohl Susumo!” swift-Kaat's voice and instantaneous sprookje-echo rang with such command
that dl, Kgedi included, turned to him.

Caught by his tone, Tocohl responded formdly. “Yes?’

Swift-Kaat's bracelets flashed as he leveled hisarm a the sprookje. The sprookje, feathers ruffling,
imitated his gesture with frightening accuracy. And, as swift-Kadat spoke, it echoed word for word: “I
accuse the sprookjes of the deliberate premeditated murder of Oloitokitok. Will you agree to judge?”

At Tocohl’s sde, Alfvaen gave a short, sharp gasp. Tocohl caught her shoulder and gave her a look
of dlent command. Alfvaen held her tongue.

“Yes,” sad Tocohl, “I agree to judge.”

Maggy pinged furioudy for atention and, when Tocohl ignored her, said, (The pendty for
impersonating—)

(I know, Maggy, now just shut up.)

“You can't,” said Rav Kgedi. It came out like a plea. “The sprookjes would have to be sentient in
order to commit murder.”

“Yes” sad Tocohl, “they would.” She could not hdp but grin. “I will fird be obliged to make a
judgment on the sentience or nonsentience of the sprookjes—Would you be kind enough, Captain
Kgedi, to have your team put their files at my disposal?’

For along breath, Kgedi said nothing; his face had the look of a manin great pain. Then, dowly and
dmog implausbly, he amiled.

“In that case, | will hold my report until you have made your judgment.” His eyes shifted from her
face to the pin of high-change in her cloak. “—In Veschke' s honor!” he finished.

Chapter Seven

FORTY-TWO MEMBERS OF the survey team crowded the common room with excitement,

jodtling each other and spesking in whispers. You'd think, and Tocohl did, that surveying an unchartered
planet would be enough excitement for anyone, but obvioudy it was not so. News of a judgment,
coupled as it was with the accusation of murder, stirred even the oldest and most blase of the team
members.

Tocohl scanned the crowd for the reactions of those she had aready met. Om im had been accorded
apogtion in the front, in deference to hisSze, and he grinned at her and winked broadly, gesturing across
the room to Edge-of-Dark. To her costume of the night before, the programmer had added a second
victoria ribbon, this one pae green, which crossed her breast a right angles to the firs, and tdl laced
softboots of Ringslver fashion. Tocohl flashed awink a Om im; her pictures of Madly had worked.

Captain Rav Kgedi made a grudging formd introduction and the room became slent but for the
monotony of rain.

“By now,” said Tocohl, “you've dl heard that the sprookjes have been accused of murder; and most



of you redize we've an unusud gStuation on our hands. In essence, in order to judge the quilt or
innocence of the creatures, | mudt first know to my own satisfaction whether or not they are sentient.”
The whisper of noise became a surprised chatter of voices, and Tocohl raised a hand. “Wait and hear me

When the noise quieted once agan, she continued, “1 know that your primary specidids dl seem to
have reached the conclusion that the sprookjes are not sentient, but | would like to keep an open mind
on the question. Some of the secondary specidists are not so convinced, and a secondary specididt is
not mere backup. Survey teams were designed to have as many tdents and specidties avalable as
possible, and | believe that the origind intent was to take advantage of the synergitic effects among the
surveyors as well.

“So I'm asking for your cooperation in an experiment. Let us for the moment forget authority. If
anyone has anything to say on the subject of sprookjes, | want to hear it. | don’t care how wild it is, |
don't care if it's totdly out of your fidd of expertise—| want to hear it anyway. I'll even ligen to
anecdotes about the sprookjes.” She flashed agrin & Om im. “Story for sory,” she finished, to add a hit
of a bribe for their effort.

Once more, she scanned the group—surveyed the surveyors, she thought with a smile By virtue of
the novdty of the Stuation, she'd get her cooperation and then some. As for dighting the primary
gpecidists—each primary specidis had a secondary or tertiary specidty; given the chance she offered,
they’ d be ddighted to show off.

“One lagt thing,” she said, “before | send you dl off to dig out materid for me. Has anyone here fdlen
on Pasc?

There was aftitter of amusement—obvioudy some had.

It was John the Smith who pushed forward to say, “Pasicans are the closest things I've ever met to
the Herdhlaing in the flesh. They're as nontechnological as they come, at least within the known human
reelm. They don't even have, oh—matches or flintd”

Within the known human redm, Tocohl observed with satisfaction, you' re thinking aready.

“Trug” she sad doud. “Now, a Pasican once told me the difference between himsdf and an
oriva—that's agmdl native animd. ‘ An oriva does not know how to put branches on the fire when it is
dying, therefore a Pasican is human and an orivd isan animd.’”

It brought a chuckle of superiority from the crowd. Tocohl waited for it to pass, then she said, “1 may
not be humean to a Pasican.”

That got their full attention. Spreading her cloak for the added drama of the gesture, she went on,
“My 2nd skin provides mewith dl the warmth | need. My spectacles can push for avallable light. A fireis
of no particular use to me—Not knowing | mugt prove mysdf human in this one fashion, | may let the
fire go out!”

“See herel” It was John the Smith again, and this time he was angry. “Are you saying that the
sprookjes may be so advanced—."

Tocohl said, “No. I'm saying that they may be so different that we don’t recognize one of ther
artifacts when we get our noses rubbed in it... And I'm saying that even Homo sapiens within historica
time have had difficulty in proving their humanity to other Homo sapiens. I'm asking that you dl consider
the circumstances in which you would be hard put to prove your sentience, especidly if you were
unaware that you were bang tested.”

Enliging Buntec and a daisy-clipper, Tocohl and Alfvaen made a quick trip out to the Margaret
Lord Lynn. Maggy, for once giving no warnings and predicting no doom, taped Tocohl’s subvocaized
message on the way and waited with open door when they arrived.

Buntec stowed ther beongings in the daisy-clipper amid chearful obscenities and colorful
blasphemies. And Alfvaen said, in Siveyn, “Y ou told me you weren't ajudge.”

Tocohl said quietly, “I lied to you.”

“But why? We' d only just met; you had no reason to lieto me” The amdl hand flew lightly outward,
dismayed.



“No offense intended,” said Tocohl easlly. “1 like to keep in practice. In Veschke's honor.”

Tinling Alfvaen frowned up a her, asif sguinting into the sun. Tocohl could dmost read the thoughts
as they rippled through the Sveyn’s mind: anger, then suspicion, and, findly, concern.

“All right,” said Alfvaen. “You lied to me. No offense taken.”

Alfvaen would keep her own counsdl; but the concern in the Siveyn’s green eyes did not fade.

Buntec bellowed from the hatch, “All stowed! Let's move—Hashfever looks about to do its act
agan!”

Asthey sped toward base camp, Alfvaen maintained a pengve slence as Buntec cgoled and cursed
the daisy-clipper dong its way.

Behind them, the Margaret Lord Lynn rose solemnly into the Sky and disappeared. Tocohl watched
the ship go, and answered Buntec's query with an economica, “Geosynchronous orbit. Better for
communication.”

“Oh,” sad Buntec, “if I’d known you had one of those top-line computers, I'd've stuck around to
waich. Y ou have an implant too?’

“Yes,” said Tocohl, and Buntec said, “Before you run out on us, give me a guided tour, will you?
Tak about technologicd toys... !”

Tocohl grinned. Not only did Buntec have a passon for technologicd toys but, Tocohl suspected
from the way the Jannisetti handled the daisy-clipper, she was a gifted player as wdl. She hadn’'t seen
any research on the subject, but she' d dways suspected that there was an epability rdating to machinery
that was kith and kin to the more common “green thumb.” A “metd thumb,” perhaps, whatever it was,
Buntec was a prime example. “If you'll keep Maggy’s dhilities to yoursdf for the duration, Buntec, |
promise you a chance to tak to her yoursdf.”

“Tdk to her? That top-line?’ Buntec raised her eyebrows, smultaneoudy demongrating her pleasure
by rasing the daisy-clipper in anegt arc as wel. “A nosy-poke computer?’

Tocohl laughed; she'd never heard the Jannisetti term for a computer of Maggy's capabilities, but she
was willing to bet that a literd trandation. “A nosy-poke computer,” she repeated, “that she most
catanly is”

(Should I resent that?) Maggy asked. Tocohl couldn’t help but repeat the query for Buntec's benefit.

“Resent it? said Buntec. “Shit, no! Wow! And hello there, Maggy! | meant it as a compliment.”

(Tel her thank you for me.)

Tocohl relayed the message.

“You're on, Tocohl. My mouth is ditched shut. But | do wan you there are a couple-three
smartasses in the crew might spot a nosy-poke faster than me.”

“Jug don't give them any hdp.”

(Stahilization of orbit in three minutes) said Maggy, spaing her the details. (I launched the message
capsule, and it should reach Sheveschke in about Sx days, unless something goes wrong.)

(Fine) sad Tocohl. (Now if Alfvaen asks you whether or not I'm a judge—though | doubt she
will—if she does, you are to tdl her that | am.)

(You want meto lie?) Maggy somehow managed to sound outraged.

(That'sit exactly. | want you to lie)

(I can'tlie)

(Nonsense. Of course you can. That's a direct order, so I'll have no more of your lip.)

(Suppose Captain Kgedi asks his own computer: it won't lie | tried to tak with it, and it's too
stupid to lie)

(Nicdy phrased, Maggy.—And no doubt it does contain a lig of byworld judges. In which case it
will contain the name Tocohl Ssumo.)

Maggy made a rude noise, and Tocohl dmost choked with laughter. (That's your father,) sad
Maggy. (That won't help &t dl.)

(The rude noise)) said Tocohl, (was not quite appropriate, but I'm glad you've added it to your
repertoire—at least, | think I'm glad. In any event, if Kgedi sees Tocohl Ssumo, hell assume it's a
lousy tranditeration into GalLing'. Stop worrying, Maggy; Keedi would stand for a higher garble-factor



then that.)

(That's not what I’'m worried about,) Maggy said primly.

(Okay, okay. But keep your worries to yoursdlf,) Tocohl finished, and turned her attention back to
Buntec, who said chearfully, “Gossp away. Don't let me interrupt. Move ass, you dopes!”

This last was shouted out the window, as Buntec steered the daisy-clipper into the compound,
soraying dl those who hadn’t turned and run with a comprehensive layer of red mud. Directly opposite
swift-Kaat's door, Buntec grounded the daisy-clipper with feather lightness.

“You're not interrupting,” Tocohl said. She did from the craft, caught a the door frame abruptly.
“Wetch your step,” she cautioned, “it's dippery out here”

“Alwaysis” sad Buntec. “Makes a fine mess of things, doesn’t it?” She landed beside Tocohl with
agplash. “I"ve been thinking,” she said as she snatched luggage from the daisy-clipper, “swift-Kaa says
he's got a biologicd artifact—Hitoshi Dan say it's not an atifact, but he can't figure out how it
propagates, right?’

“Rignt,” said Tocohl as she took her parcels from Buntec. “What do you have in mind?’

“Suppose” said Buntec, hefting the last of the parcels hersdf and fallowing them up the steps into
swift-Kaat's quarters, “ Suppose we just assume it's an artifact and go from there. Where does that get
U7’

“Good quedtion: by Comity standards, we' ve got to prove the sprookjes have language, artifects,
and art or rdigion. It could be argued that language is an artifact—and has been, in fact. As | recdl, both
dolphins and whaffles whistled by on the strength of their poetry. And that,” said Tocohl, dropping her
bundle, “meansthat art and artifacts overlap as a category.”

“So dl we have to do is prove to our mutual satisfaction that the sprookjes are sentient,” Buntec
observed. She glanced about and, faling to find a spot to stow the parcd she carried, raised an
interrogatory hand at Alfvaen. “ All!” snorted Alfvaen, misunderstanding the query.

“What I’'m getting a,” Buntec said, handing the Siveyn the parcel and turning again to Tocohl, “is that
perhaps we should assume dl their artifactswill be biologicd. We haven't found anything else, after dl.”

Tocohl stopped in the act of sowing to give Buntec her full attention. “You think we should be
looking for other biologica artifacts?’

“Why not?’

“Why not, indeed,” Tocohl agreed. “Do you have anything particular in mind?’

“| came draght off the fam.” Buntec grinned and lifted a foot. “Tha's not mud you see,
honey.—We had our share of gene-taillored crops and animas. Now that's a biologica artifact right
there, but it's not one you could spot. But even with dl the high-order suff, we did the basics. Grafting is
about as basc as you can get, asde from the smple switch from hunting-gathering to genuine
agriculture”

“The sprookjes appear not to have made that switch,” said a new voice.

“Nether did dolphins” said Tocohl. She looked a Buntec questioningly.

Beckoning in the newcomer, Buntec said, “Timose Megeve, Tocohl Susumo, and Tinling Alfvaen.”

Timose Megeve was Mddeneanting, from the severe wind-red of his overauit to his earpips, hdd as
they were by athread about the cap of each ees—Madeneantine frowned on vidation of the body. His
GdLing hdd adight but distinct accent, as did his hands, held close to his body as he spoke, making his
gestures tight and spare. “Please, go on. | hadn’t meant to interrupt—"

Buntec swung her hands wide, encompassing dl three of them in the arc. “You think of cultivetion as
nice neat rows and the same sort of plant in each row, but you can get much better results in some cases
by mixing plants. Usng a second crop to keep out weeds or pests, or to nitrogenate the soil. And why
bother with nice neat rows?” She turned to Tocohl. “Maybe the sprookjes don't like nice neat rows.”

“Maybe not,” Tocohl agreed. “I admit that's a possihility; one | hadn’t thought of.” Choosing a spot
of rug, she crossed her legs and sat, to consider the problem. “Let’s find out what they do like. Do you
think you could spot a graft?’

“Bet your ass | can spot a graft, if | can find one new enough! | plan to start immediatdly.” Buntec
heuled over a chair and sprawled her chunky body into it, immovable. Asif on cue, rain roared aganst



the roof in earnest.

Alfvaen, dill sowing her belongings, glared up a the sound and said, “Immediately isn't possible on
Fadhfever, isit?” She brought her eyes down to bear on Tocohl, where the glare softened to resignation.
“l wish there were something we could do now.”

“Now,” said Buntec, “Tocohl can tdl medl about cosying up to Vyrnwy.” The pronouncement drew
adartled look from Timose Megeve. Buntec waved an arm at him: “Edge-of-Dark got decent. If there's
anything | can do to keep her decent, I'm for doing it. Bet your ass it’s worth the trouble to me”

“... Camerason!” sad Kgedi.

A blurring of motion as the camera sivung upward, and a moment before the image focused.

Another voice said, “Don’t make any sudden moves, you'll scare them.”

Three tdl sprookjes filled the center of the frame, taler than the ones in camp by perhaps a foot, if
the stand of tick-ticks was any guide. They craned their smooth flexible necks forward, and ther
cheek-feathers ruffled. No sound came from the humans off-screen, only the glasdike tinkling of
froswillows graced the tape.

Then one of the sprookjes took a step forward, its gold crest and multicolored yoke hrilliant in the
patch of sunlight. “Hello,” said van Zoved’s voice; and the sprookje spread its hands (as van Zoved had
done) asif to show them empty of weapons.

The sprookje said nothing.

“Helo,” said van Zoved again. “They have hands, Captain. They may have alanguage”

Tocohl had the eerie feding that the sprookje was speaking, or lip-synching to van Zoved'’s words.
This was thefifth time she’ d watched the tape and hearing it through her implant didn’t give the location
of the sounds.

Maggy abruptly cut off the tape, thrusting Tocohl back into a jolting here-and-now as a shattering
clap of thunder reverberated through swift-Kaat's room. The cup of winter-flame legpt in her hand and
spilled across the table.

“My gpologies, Ish shan,” said Om im from the doorway.

“Not your fault,” said Tocohl. “The thunder caught me by surprise, not you. | had hoped I'd grow
accustomed to it after two days of continuous racket.” She grinned. “That's not to say | don't like it, but
aweek of unending high would wear anyone out.”

Omim Chadeayne bowed, dripping, and came to settle himsdf in the char across from her. “1 know.
| suspect that’ s one reason we ve had so much trouble with personne on this survey.”

Tocohl wiped winter-flame from her stack of hard-copy and gave him a sdelong questioning look.

“lonized air,” he explained. “1t evidently has the same effect on Hellsparks as it does on Bluesippans.
I’ve seen a couple of studies that show it to be an activator of sorts: credtive people get more crestive,
and nuts get nuttier.”

“Have you mentioned this to layli-layli calulan?’

“Yes” hesad, “but she knew about it—there are certain advantages to shamanism. She says there's
redly nothing she can do, short of tranquilizing everybody, and—"

“She wouldn't advise thet either,” Tocohl finished. She leaned forward, folded her arms on the table.

(Maggy, have you got anything on that?)

(Let me look,) Maggy said, much to Tocohl’s amusement, and then there was slence. The pause
was cdealy provided for esthetic reasons, leaving Tocohl to wonder how Maggy would time its
duration... by the length of time it would take a humean to access the information from her by keyboard,
perhaps?

She focused again on Omim. “Sorry,” she said, for her moment of inattention.

“Don't be. It's worth consideration. Be aware that it might lead you into rash action.”

Maggy broke silence, but only to comment, (It aready has.)

(Swift-Kalat gave the sprookjes a chance. lonization or no ionization, it would have been worth
taking him up on it. What's done is done, Maggy; ther€’ s no point in nagging me about it.) Aloud, Tocohl
sad to Om im, “You think this ionization effect is regponsible for the disturbances among the survey
teeam?’



“Only partidly,” he admitted. “As you noticed, we were chamfered by a moron. But a number of us
have worked together before, and I'm seeing edginess I've never seen. Take Kgedi: I've worked with
him on two previous occasions. HE's not a great captain, but he's a good one ordinarily. Now nobody
wants to talk to him.”

He drew his knife, considered the blade thoughtfully. There was no menace in the action, it was
amply one of those things a Bluesippan will do when he wants to think. Reflecting in a blade, they termed
it.

“No, I'm wrong,” he said, tapping the flat across his pdm, “nobody wants to talk to him unless he
comes to them—or will meet them in the common room. | don’'t know why, but there it is”

“l can answer that one,” Tocohl said. “The lowered cdling in his quarters makes most of you mildy
claustrophobic.”

“Come now, Helspark. You're right that he's lowered his celing—and that’s unusud now that |
think of it—but I’'m hardly likdy to bump my head...!”

Tocohl chuckled. “That has nothing to do with it. The caling in your own cabin is a good three feet
higher than the one in Kgedi’s. It's a matter of what you're comfortable with. Am | to understand that
Kgedi’'s quarters on previous surveys have had higher cellings?’

“Now that you mention it, yes. Are you serioudy tdling me that's why nobody wants to vist the
captan?’

“Yes, the low caling makes you dl uncomfortable... evenif you aren’t likdy to bump your head. The
point is, that low cailing makes him comfortable, and if what you say is true thisis the firg survey he's fdt
he needed that. Perhaps that’ s his reaction to the ionization stress.”

“Perhaps. But | think the haft of the matter is more likdy what happened on Inumaru—or more
properly what happened after Inumaru.”

“Were you there?’

“Yes, for both.” He frowned. “A lot of people were plenty angry when he refused to back Alfvaen,
when MGE canned her.”

“Y ou?’

“No, not redly. | agree with him that contracting Cana’'s disease hardly seems serendipitous. It was
the rest of us he was trying to protect, after dl. But...” Again he gazed into the fine blued blade of his
dagger. “But. Who knows, maybe there was a serendipitous reason that she caught it with everyone
elsg’—hetilted the blade toward her—"you see my point.”

“l do. | dso cdl your attention to the fact that she and | are both here now.”

“Your presence, Ish shan, is certainly worth the trouble,” he acknowledged. He spread his hands in
offering. “What can | do for you today?’

“Today you can tdl me about Oloitokitok, and about the sprookjes,” she said. “I've seen the tapes,
now | need some on-the-spot reports.”

Om im tilted his head dightly to the Sde and said dowly, “Now, the moment before the cameras
went on, one of the sprookjes—the one that gestured a van Zoved—was tearing up a
thousand-day-blue.”

“That wasn't in any of the reports,” said Tocohl.

“That’'swhy | mention it: you said you wanted any information related to the sprookjes.—It probably
was't mentioned because sprookjes don't eat thousand-day-blues.”

“They judt tear them up?’

Om im grinned. “No. That's what seemed worth mentioning. On that occasion, | found a recently
pulled patch of earth and the shredded remnants of the blue, but since then I’ ve seen perhaps a hundred
sprookjes pass by an equa number of thousand-day-blues without paying them the dightest attention.
Which is a little hard to do. The tapes won't give you an idea of the amdl of a thousand-day-blue
dther—it's raunchy.”

“Interegting,” said Tocohl. “Not very enlightening, but filed and noted.” A flash of light crackled
outsde the membrane, and Tocohl waited out the thunder before speeking, then said, “Go on.”

“The fact that the sprookjes have hands was what made van Zoved so excited. You should have



seen him!” Om im Chadeayne's eyes sparkled. “Perhaps you did: that sprookje was like his reflection.
But, as you saw on the tape, those sprookjes didn't say a word and when van Zoved got close, the
sprookje nipped him. Everybody overreacted and the sprookjes got frightened and disappeared into the
flashwood. Nobody followed; we were dl too concerned about van Zoved.”

Shifting forward in his chair, the Bluesippan continued. “Van Zoved came to no harm, except for the
reaming out Kejedi gave him for ignoring safety rules. “Evidently the sprookje didn't either, because the
went on nipping everybody they came across” He amiled. “After a while the pinprick became
Fashfever's badge of acceptance.”

“But that came later?” asked Tocohl.

“That came later, when the parrots had moved into camp.—| was't around the second time van
Zovee tried taking to the sprookjes, so you'll need another eyewitness”

Tocohl filled in from the tapes she'd seen: van Zoved had used his vocoder and tried high frequency
thinking perhaps that the sprookjes might be that one-in-a-thousand species that heard only in the upper
ranges. The sprookjes had heard it, dl right—heard and run!

“l can tdl you,” Omim raised his voice as a gust of wind outside brought a particularly heavy crash
of ran agang the north wadl, “why they ran. We'd made some tapes—including the high-frequency
range—of generd flashwood noises. That's not as easy as you might think: we had to hang the tapers
from poles or dl they’d have picked up was tk-tk, tk-tk, tk-tk.” He made the appropriate scolding face
to accompany the sound of the paired tongue-clicks.

Tocohl grinned. “So that's why they’re caled tick ticks—you named them but no one dse on the
team can do the tongue-clicks.”

“Yes” sad Omim, “1 should have left wel enough done, but you've heard them yoursdf and you
know they sound like a chiding parent...!”

He grinned back before taking up his tae once more “We—Buntec and Megeve and |—were
taking advantage of an hour’s sunlight. You'll find everybody does that here, Sts outsde and spreads her
feathers for drying. We were studying our tapes but outside in the middle of the compound.

“And dl of a sudden, the ugliest thing you ever sasv—and believe me, I've seen some ugly thingsin
my life—I’ve fdlen on Stuckfish!—swooped out of the sky and ate the taper.

“It sat for amoment—it didn’t turn bilious green because it dready was a hilious green—but it gave
two resounding belches and vomited up the taper. Then it flewv away, cursang, or o | assumed from its
tone. Timosie cursed just as much over the loss of his taper, but Buntec and | must have howled for
twenty minutes. It was at least that long before we could tel the rest of the team what had happened.”

He leaned forward, his expression turning serious. “But tape-belchers, we later found out, are nothing
to laugh about. Megeve got a nasty dice taken out of his Sde when he got too close to on€'s nest. Even
tape-belchers don't like tape-bel chers: they tear each other up congtantly.”

Tocohl had seen hard-copy on that too. Evidently the tape-belchers were territoria and hed that
territory beak and claw, especidly agang other tape-belchers. According to swift-Kaat's notes, the
taper-eating incident had probably been sparked by a recorded chdlenge of another tape-belcher that
the live belcher had taken for genuine.

Omim gestured a her cup. “I know where swift-Kadat keeps his supplies. Would you like a rdfill, as
long as I'm getting mysdf a cup?’

“Please” sad Tocohl. As Omim crossed the room, she said, (Maggy? Are you getting dl this?)

(Of course) sad Maggy. (HE's right about the ionization stress effects. It could be enough to
account for your lack of sense))

Tocohl breathed a Sgh. (But probably not,) she said. (Let’s hear the short verson of what you've
found.)

It took no more than a minute from Maggy’s choice of quotes and displays for Tocohl to see that the
exhilaraion she fet was not merdly an emotiond reaction to Flashfever’s gaudy displays of lightning but a
genuine physca reaction to the ionization of the arr. (I think,) she said, (I can probably tone down the
effect alittle with the Methven rituas)

(Then do,) saidd Maggy, (or who knows what you dam to be next. And I'm not sure | approve of



lying. You did say not to lieto Jenji...)

(I didn’t. Not precisdly. | sad I'd agree to judge—never said | was one.)

There was something akin to a muffled snort. Tocohl squinted, as if she might see the speaker if she
looked hard enough into her spectacles. (That’s not my snort of disapprovd, isit?)

(No, it's Buntec's. Does it metch the rest of my voice? Did | useit correctly?)

(Yes, and yes again,) Tocohl said. Deciding it was time to change the subject, she added, (What are
you up to?)

(You mean whét is the arachne doing?)

(Mm. Yes. Even Hellspark doesn’t have the proper words to cover dl possible Stuations.)

(Exploring the perimeter. Would you like to see?)

(Please,) said Tocohl, and was rewarded by a portion of the arachne eye view of barbed-wire fence,
no doubt the mogt interegting areain Maggy’ s opinion.

Heavy rain lashed a grove of froswillows into frenzied display of light. Thelr ordinarily sweet tinkling
sound had become a disurbing one of shattering glass that could be heard even above the rushing
downpour. Something dithered past in the forground, and as it passed through a dump of flashgrass
Tocohl saw that it was alizardlike creature, as brassy as penny-Janni stts.

(You might show that tape to swift-Kaat,) said Tocohl. (I don’'t recdl having seen that particuli
animd in their files)

(You'reright. They don't have a picture of that one. Maggy had evidently checked while Tocohl was
gpesking. (They should,) she added primly.

Tooohl chuckled. (Perhaps they know enough to come in out of the rain; you and the lizard-thing
don't.)

(The storm is not yet overhead. The arachne isin no danger.)

(No offense)) said Tocohl.

(None taken,) said the voice in her ear, and Tocohl sad, (Perfectly put—And, Maggy, you're
making good choices about what needs an immediate response and what can wait.)

To this last, Maggy made no response, but the vison of the camp perimeter vanished. Om im set a
second cup of winter-flame before Tocohl and reseated himsdf, cradling his own cup for its warmth, an
unconscious response to the dankness of the wesather.

“Thundersorms,” he said, “are atime for talk. There' s not much else to do on this world during one
except drink winter-flame and cavil about the wesather.”

“l wish the sprookjes fdt that way,” said Tocohl, “about talking during thunderstorms, | mean. It's
been two days now and | haven't gotten to tak to a sprookje—or gotten one to tak to me. What do
they do during thunderstorms?’

“Nobody iswilling to brave that”—Om im flourished a hand in the direction of the door; a flash of
lightning gave the gesture more emphasis than he had intended and he rubbed his fingertips in delighted
urprise—“in order to find out.”

Before Tocohl could open her mouth to comment, he said firmly, “If you' re going to suggest arachnes
and other robot probes, 1sh shan, be assured we thought of that. And we promptly logt five of them to
Hashfever' swildife, most of which ether gives dectric shocks or feeds on them.,

“Aslong as yours stays within the perimeter, you probably won't lose it, unlessit gets hit by lightning,
but | wouldn't risk it outsde if | were you.” Om im paused, then went on, “And as for getting the
gprookjes to tak to you when they're around, don't fed neglected. I'll finish my eyewitness account and
you'll see what | mean.”

“Do,” sad Tocohl, and raised her cup.

“After the episode with the high-frequency sounds, none of us saw much of the sprookjes, except an
occasond glimpse in the distance that might have been one. Then, one day about Sx months later, a
hendful of the brown ones showed up in camp.”

Once again, he drew his dagger. He peered citicdly a the blade, then drew a whetstone from his
pouch and began to hone it, comfortably matching the rhythm of his words to the motion. “The ones that
came to camp are dl brown and dl smdler than the crested ones. | never thought about it before, but |



suppose the camp sprookjes are younger, or a different sex?’

“There are speculations to that effect in the hard-copy,” said Tocohl, “though | did notice that no one
did an anatomica study.”

Om im stopped honing, shocked. “When hdf the survey team thought they were sentient? No
way—"

“I only meant no one had found a dead sprookje to autopsy. You give me an undeserved reputation
for bloodthirst.”

“Sorry,” said Om im, “I intended no offense. The Stuaion makes us dl a litle edgy one way or
another.”

“And you lean toward defending the sprookjes. Why?’

This time the Bluesippan looked not so much shocked as surprised by her words, “You know,” he
sad, “I do think dong those lines, but I'm afraid | haven't any ideawhy | do.”

With afantly puzzled air, he went back to his story—asif he were ligening for some due to his own
attitudes. “ After the handful, more and more trickled in, and three months later, we had one apiece. Now
| had better be specific...

“For the exact date, I'd have to check my records, but it was late afternoon and | was Stting on a
goal I'd brought outside, ‘drying my feethers,” as| said before; and there was a sprookje, saring a me
with those great solemn eyes of theirs. So | said hdlo. And it said hdlo—"

“Jugt aminute, Om im. In what language?’

“In GdlLing'. It was too tal for a Bluesippan, after dl. At any rate, | was stunned and it was stunned,
or gave a good facamile thereof. Findly | sad, ‘I'm pleased to meet you, and went on to introduce
mysdf. | got about hdfway through my self-introduction before | redized that the sprookje was parroting
me, word for word, inflection for inflection. | was so surprised | stopped midway through my name, and
asecond or two later, that's precisdy where the sprookje stopped.

“By this time, a couple of other people had come over, dowly, of course, so they wouldn't frighten
the creature. So | tried again. Thistime, | introduced Buntec. And the blunted sprookje kept pace again,
jugt alittle benind me.

“But when Buntec spoke, dso in GalLing', it was asif she didn't exig at dl. And that, children, is
how your unde Om im acquired his sprookje.” The Bluesippan’s puzzled look was replaced by an ironic
one his narrative had faled to give him the clue he' d been seeking.

“If it'sany consolation,” said Tocohl, “1 didn’t find anything either.”

Om im lifted his gilded eyebrows and raised his cup to her. “Sharp as Tam shan's blade! You come
by your reputation honestly, 1sh shan.”

“Hah! You egtablished it in your own mind when you chose that nickname for me” She leaned back,
then said, “I beieve you have payment coming. What do | owe so fa?’

“I think,” he said dowly, asif in an effort to keep his voice light, “that you have more than repaid me.
You'reright: | believe the sprookjes are sentient. Strongly enough at least to know they mugt be given a
chance. The chanceisyours”

Tocohl met his eyes with practiced misunderstanding.

He laughed, his eyes merry beneath his gilded brows. “No, 1sh shan,” he said, “that won't help. My
Hellspark may not be the best, but | can tdl a hawk from a handsaw when | hear it in your tongue.”

It took Tocohl amoment to understand.... In the Bluesippan trandation the words were identica but
for a9 and a su, the difference between her name and her father's.

By the time she had grasped his meaning, she knew she had no cause for darm. His dagger was on
the table; he did it, hilt-first, across to her. “My blade is a your service, Tocohl Susumo,” he said. “That
isthe least | can do for Oloitokitok and for the sprookjes.”

She lad her hand across the hilt, accepting his service and his slence.



Chapter Eight

A KISS ON the hand is worth dl this? thought Buntec increduloudy as she looked down &t the
table spread with Vyrmwyn ddlicacies. She didn't recognize any of these foods, but the Vyrmwyn
obvioudy considered the visud Sde of edting at least as important as the flavor. Spread before her were
a dozen separate plates, each a different Sze—here a ddicate gold paste heaped high in a black bowl,
topped with a gorinkling of something round and rosy; there, on a pae blue plate, semitrangparent dices
of something pure white arranged in the shape, yes, in the shape of a froswillow.

Buntec stared at each wonder in turn... When she found her voice at lagt it was to say, “They're
beautiful, Edge-of-Dark, beautiful! Surdly you don't expect me to eat them!” Redizing this might be
misunderstood, she added hadtily, “If 1 eat them, they’ll be gone. Shouldn't we at least take a picture
or—!” Her arm flung wide, asif of its own accord, to encompass the entire display.

Edge-of-Dark smiled. To Buntec's surprise, it was not the patronizing smile she'd seen so many
times before but a genuindy warm and open amile that suited her rich features so perfectly that Buntec
was overwhelmed.

“Perfection never lagts” Edge-of-Dark said. “We eat them because they are beautiful. If they
weren't, we shouldn't bother.” Smiling dill, she added, “We differ so much, you and |, | was unsure of
your tastesin food. I'm glad to know that | am dready partidly correct.”

Buntec hesitated, unwilling to disturb that luminous image of frostwillow.

“Thet one,” said Edge-of-Dark, “is eaten with this’—she indicated one of the three unfamiliar utensils
thet lay before Buntec—"and | won't know if you like the way it tastes unless you taste it. Please.”

Buntec raised the little gold-pronged implement Edge-of-Dark had indicated and, teking a deep
breath, speared a piece of “froswillow.” In that brief moment, she found the time and the honesty to
admit to hersdf that if Edge-of-Dark’ s wearing boots could mean that she fdt so relieved, then perhaps a
little hand-kissing could make dl the difference to Edge-of-Dark.

The “frodwillow” was cold and crigp and ddicaey spicy. She couldn’'t tdl if it was animd or
vegetable, but she reached for a second piece and found Edge-of-Dark amiling at her again.

Edge-of-Dark, her hand poised over a pile of flamboyant red and purple curls on a striped platter,
sad, “These are to be eaten with the fingers. The... uncertainty is part of the appeal.” She demonstrated,
dipping one of the curlsinto abowl of gold paste.

By “uncertainty” Edge-of-Dark dearly meant that of getting curl and paste down the gullet instead of
plopped into her Iap. Buntec smiled back, intrigued by this new aspect of the Vyrnwyn programmer.

Fashionable dothing seemed terribly important to Edge-of-Dark; to see her risk splattering it was a
double wonder.

Fallowing Edge-of-Dark’ s example, Buntec dipped one of the red curls into the gold paste. “I dill
don't see” she began, but the paste was as uncertain as Edge-of-Dark had implied. Seeing it about to
drip, Buntec tilted the curl first one way, then the other. When that did no good, she hadtily caught the
sl with her other hand. “—QOops! I’'m sorry, Edge-of-Dark. | don't know a thing about Vyrmwyn table
manners. Did | just cheat? Will you be offended if | lick my pdm or—?’

“Ordinarily one doesn't begin that until much later, after one has had a good ded to drink.
‘Cat-drunk’ we cal it, because the Gaian cat has such fadtidious manners even though it cleans itsdf with
its tongue. Y ou're a beginner, Buntec, so that's a different matter dtogether. If you'll have some wine,
well consder it to be in good taste,” Edge-of-Dark said, then added, with the caution the question
deserved, “Asfar as| know, | don't have any taboos having to do with dinner. But I'm not sure. | never
redized that | speak with an accent until the firg time | stayed in—wdl, a very different part of my
country on my own world—Do you have any table manner taboos that | should know about?’

The two women considered each other warily, each araid of her own provincidism. Then Buntec
grinned and held up a chunky hand. “Do you like dOrnano wine?’

“Yes,” sad Edge-of-Dark in a puzzled fashion, and Buntec went on, “Then | have a solution: the firg



of us to spot one of her own culture's food taboos gets treated to a bottle of dOrnano wine—to be
shared with the other, of course.”

“Of course,” Edge-of-Dark said.

Happy with this solution, Buntec took a sp of wine, then licked the paste from her pdm. “In good
tasteisright,” she said. “Thisis better than good.” She dso caught some taste of the Vyrnwyn game the
paste was heavily laced with brandy, potent even without the blackwine that complemented it.

“Mm! no way this perfection will outlast my appetitel” Buntec reached for another curl, a purple one
thistime. “Wall, | was going to say: | dill don’'t see how you can put so much artisiry into something so
perishable”

Edge-of-Dark poured hersdf another glass of blackwine. Gesturing left with the decanter, she asked,
“Would you find that too perishable to bother with as well?’

Buntec followed the gesture: on a low rectangular table in the far corner of the cabin sat a flatish
container filled with a variety of locad plants. She was momentarily surprised that she had not seen it
before, until the thought occurred to her that perhaps it was intended to be seen only from this point.

The design—for design it was, she redized—caught her eye and hdd it: three rich red-purple leaves
from a flames-of-V eschke, their spear-head shapes riang from the container, each higher than the last; a
sangle intricate piece of arabesgue vine bound them loosdly and wove its way down to a tiny knot of
penny-Jannistts. ..

Like light sculpture, but done in plants! Buntec had never seen anything like it. She rose, intending to
take a closer look.

“No,” sad Edge-of-Dark, “it isto be seen from a distance; we cdl that nacise-style.”

“Isit something you invented?’

“No, of course not. Flower art it done on your world? It's very common on mine. Not everyone
isgood at it, but everyone doesiit.”

Buntec, her dtention torn between the flower art and the food, said, “Jannisett’'s a farm world. We
grow alot of plantsinsde, especidly the flowering ones, but nobody ever thought of doing anything like
that! And it sounds to me as if you're taking about more than one kind of flower art, like different
schools of light sculpture.”

“l wasn't, but there are. Within each school, there is a viewing-distance factor. For example, joliffe
flower art, no matter what school, would be something we'd place in the center of this table, to be
viewed at this particular distance; joliffe-che would be a composition to be seen from dl sdes a this
distance”

Buntec said, “You mud be a grand master, or whatever is the appropriate term.”

“Thank you,” said Edge-of-Dark, “but I'm scarcely more than an occasondly inspired amateur. If
you like that, you redly should see the works of Shadow-Blue or Spite-the-Devil. They are grand
mesterd”

Edge-of-Dark lifted one of the as yet untouched plates of food and offered it; Buntec took some. As
she chewed it dowly, trying to figure out what the aftertaste reminded her of, Edge-of-Dark said,
“Hashfever opens up a whole new world of flower art. If only | could find some way to keep frostwillow
or flashgrass or Christopher-bangs fresh, the sounds and lights would add a completdly new dimension to
apiecel But that's hardly as smple as putting penny-Jannisetts in water...”

“But that should be easy!” sad Buntec.

“Easy?

“Sure, dl you'd have to do is—’" Buntec, excited by the idea hersdlf, launched into a highly technica
decription of how it could be done. Somewhere in the middle of it, she redized that Edge-of-Dark
waan't following her. “Sorry,” she sad, “it is easy, though. I'll make you some little things you could kind
of plug the froswillow or whatever into. Movable, so you can put them in the right place.” She swung her
broad hand, “And for the drunken dabblers, we can build a fountain—recycdle the water but move it fast
enough to keep them dive and hedlthy.”

Grinning, Buntec spread flattened hands. “I think I'd better cdm down. I'm not paying the food the
atention it deserves. I'm sorry if | sound like alittle kid who's just discovered outdoors.” She looked



agan a the work of art that graced the corner table and shook her head in amazement. “I never saw
botanicd art before and it's—" The thought struck with the force of a blow. Unable to complete the
sentence, Buntec let her jaw drop and stared...

“Buntec? |s something wrong? Y ou have the oddest look on your face. Is the food dl right? Buntec!”

“Wrong!” said Buntec, hard put to keep from bdlowing the news “Everything's perfect!
Everything's wonderful ! We're geniuses, you and I!”

“What are you taking about?’

“Edge-of-Dark, think of the damn sprookjes—swift-Kalat has that fruit without seeds. He saysit's a
biologicd artifact. Wel—hell!l—if the sprookjes have biologicd artifacts, what kind of art do you
suppose they'd have?’

Grinning, Buntec waited. Edge-of-Dark did not disappoint he—the Vyrnwyn's face lit once more in
that beautiful glowing smile—and she whispered back, “Biologicd art. Botanicd art. FHower at.”
Agtonishment mingled with delight, Edge-of-Dark hdf rose, “We ve been looking for the wrong thingd
We mud tdl everyone... !”

“Down, girl,” said Buntec, “firg things firs.” Choosing another red curl, she scooped paste and, this
time, brought it to her mouth without incident. “Wedl,” she said, grinning in triumph, “as you say,
perfection never lagts... but it sure oughtn't go to waste! Firdt, we eat—then we wise up the yokeld”

Chapter Nine

WITH THE STORM now raging overhead, Maggy judged it time to move the arachne out of

danger. As the discusson she monitored through Alfvaen’'s handheld made it clear that swift-Kaat
intended to dissect one of the golden scoffers, her choice of shelter was obvious. She couldn’t watch and
record the dissection through the hand-held, only through the eye of the arachne.

She scratched palitdy at the entrance to swift-Kaat's cabin; behind her a flash of lightning made her
acutdy aware that human politeness was often at odds with survival. She stored that observation to look
into at some later time, while she attempted to calculate the effect of an unannounced entry.

Alfvaen saved her the trouble by splitting the membrane. “Hdlo, Maggy,” she said, “come on in” A
second jagged fork of lightning ripped through the ar behind her. Having been invited, Maggy bent the
arachne' s legs and sprang it to safety. There were only two mobiles, after dl, and she wouldn't be able to
watch athing if something happened to this one—a least, until she could send another down.

“Hdlo,” Maggy sad in return, responding from the hand-held. “Is that correct, Alfvaen? | thought in
GdLing you say hdlo only when you firg meet. Or isthat a holdover from Sveyn cusom?’

Alfvaen glanced down at the unit on her hip and made a noise that Maggy tentatively interpreted as
not undergtanding. To test the interpretation, she elaborated, “1’ve been ligening to your discussion; for
some time now.”

“Oh,” sad Alfvaen—in a tone that conveyed suffident confirmation for Maggy to tag the previous
noise as understood. “You're right. But you haven't said anything through the hand-held for hours, so |
thought you' d gone away.” She cocked her head to one Sde and stared directly at the arachne. 1 guess
I’'m not used to the fact that you can be in two places a once. The arachne makes your presence more
visble somehow, solider, if you know what | mean.”

“No,” sad Maggy, “I’'m sorry, Alfvaen, but | don’t understand.”

Swift-Kaat, who up to this point had merdly watched the two of them, said, “The human eye is
automaticaly drawn by the movement of the arachne. Were the arachne 4ill, and slent, we would be
inclined to forget your presence, as Alfvaen did with the hand-held monitor.”

“Oh,” said Maggy, employing the same tone she had heard from Alfvaen only moments before. “The
arachne seems more of a discrete entity?’

“Yes, tha'sit,” sad Alfvaen. “After dl, it's dripping on the rug.”

Clearly, that was construed as impalite; yes, except when she was very excited, Tocohl toweled off
caefully on entering a shelter. “I'm sorry,” Maggy said, dipping the arachne in the bow of apology



Tocohl had taught her, “1 hope | haven't given offense.”

“None given, none taken,” Alfvaen said, “but let me find something to dry you off with.”

Given Alfvaen's gregting and explanation of it, given dso the way Maggy's voice seemed to Sartle
Alfvaen whenever it issued from the hand-held, given this new use of “dry you off” that unmistakably
meant the arachne, Maggy concluded that it was convention to think of the mobile as the whole.

Accordingly she said, this time usng the vocoder in the arachne, “If 1 understand you correctly, you
would be more comfortableif | spoke from here?’

“I would,” Alfveen admitted. “It's not so much of a surprise that way.—Ah.” She pointed and
swift-Kaat, who had been watching their exchange with evident interest, turned, reached for atowe, and
brought it to Alfvaen.

Kneding, Alfvaen hdd it out. Maggy sent the arachne to her as gingerly as its mechaniams would
permit, to avoid further dripping. When it was within reach, Alfvaen said, “May |7’

Tocohl would have categorized that as Dumb Question. “1 can't do it mysdf,” Maggy sad, but
because it was Alfvaen who asked, she smultaneoudy checked the odd usage. Condluding that Alfvaen
had intended to be polite, sheimmediatdy added, “Oops. You meant to be polite, didn’'t you? I'm sorry
agan, Alfvaen.”

“No offense” Alfvaen said as she toweled the arachne briskly. “Yes, | meant it to be polite” Maggy
turned and tilted it to expose its various surfaces. Scraping mud from its legs, Alfvaen said, “ Stop being
sorry, though. Your use of *oops was absolutely perfect.”

She cast aquick glance upward a swift-Kaat. “Maggy learns,” she explained, “so it helps to tdl her
when she does something right, not just when she does something wrong. Just like any kid.” She amiled
directly a the arachne’ s lens. “In fact, like most you get a rather low-angle view of everything. Why don’t
| put you on the table where you can see something besides feet?’

“Yes, please. If swift-Kaat won't mind?’

“I don't mind—" swift-Kaat began. Alfvaen lifted the arachne. “Where would you like to be,
Maggy?' she asked.

“Where | may watch and record swift-Kaat's dissection of the golden scoffer.”

Alfvaen st the arachne on the table, giving it a clear view of the smdl furry cadaver. Maggy shifted it
dightly, to avoid obgtructing swift-Kadat's work with its shadow, and settled the arachne with its legs
folded.

“Maggy,” sad swift-Kaat, “I would appreciate some information.”

“l have tapes of an animd not in your computer's memory,” she offered, “I recorded it in the
flashwood at the perimeter of the camp. | will transfer them if you wish.”

“You arein two places a oncel” sad Alfvaen.

“Four places,” Maggy corrected, to set the record sraight.

Swift-Kdat said, “Yes, | would like you to transfer your record, but | meant a request for specific
information from you.”

“I'll answer asrdiabdly as| can.”

“Pease understand that | mean no offense. | do not know what culture you belong to or | would
avoid the known taboos.”

“Helspark, | think,” Alfvaen said.

“Yes, that'sright,” Maggy confirmed, “Hellspark is the culture I'm most familiar with. | have a good
working knowledge, Tocohl says, of the Jannietti, the Sheveschkemen, the Holyani, the Dusties—"

Laughing, Alfvaen hdd up her hands. “Enough, Maggy. You're definitely Hdlspark.” To
swift-Kdat, she added, “Her Sveyn is very good, and her knowledge of Jenji is better than mine—she
has the vocabulary a her command; | don’t.”

“l can look things up faster than you can, Alfvaen, and | don’t have to worry about where to stand.”

“You're sweset, Maggy.”

“Am |? Tocohl says|’'m a painin the butt.”

“Itis possible to be both.”

“Oh,” said Maggy, and filed that for future reference. “What information do you request, swift-Kalat?



| gpologize for having strayed from the subject.”

He paused. Maggy recognized this only because Tocohl had given both her and Alfvaen training in
the timing of responses in Jenji. Thiswas, for Jenji, too long a pause; Maggy inferred that he was having
trouble framing his question.

At long last, he said, “Maggy, how old are you?’

That was an oops, thought Maggy, that implies he thinks I'm a child, and a Hellspark one too.
Tocohl had told her not to tdl people she was an extrapolative computer, but this was a Jenji asking, and
Tocohl had dso made a point of tdling her not to lie to Jenji. Tocohl was busy or she would have asked
Tocohl what to say. Asit was, she balanced odds one way, then another, and decided that swift-Kaat
had hired them both. So she shouldn't lie to him, even if she had permission to lie to Alfvaen about the
judgeship. Alfvaen was likdy to correct his impression, anyway, so Maggy had better find a way to do
30 politdy. She took a nanosecond more to search through dl she knew of the Jenji...

Alfvaen said, “Oh, nol Maggy’sn—"

That would have been impolite, the way Alfvaen was headed. Maggy interrupted, “lI was
manufectured eight standard years ago, thirteen and a hdf Jenji, but Tocohl says I'm only three
gtandard.”

Alfvaen closed her mouth, peered curioudy at the arachne. “Why three standard, did she say”?’

Maggy would have replied with Tocohl’s own words had they not been in Hellspark. Instead she
trandated: “Because that’s when | started mouthing off.”

Tooohl sat at alarge table in the common room, Om im beside her. To another Bluesippan, the blade
offer and acceptance needed no announcement; that he sat a her left hand and thus guarded her
unprotected side would have been enough. The surveyors took it for Smple gdlantry.

As a handful of others, among them John the Smith and Rav Kgedi, approached the table, Tocohl
sad softly in Bluesippan, “Don't let your ingincts run away with you, Om im. | won't take a parting of
blades for a threst—at least, not yet.” She had asked him about the Inheritors of God but, to his
knowledge, no one on the team was a believer in the faith. Asde from that, she was not yet ready to
jump a shadows.

“I know, 1sh shan,” he said, “and John the Smith will be the fird. | guarantee that, and | guarantee my
own judicious behavior.”

“Good,” she sad, “I can’t stand the sght of blood—Why John the Smith?” But the question came
too late for Omim's answer for the party was dready in hearing.

John the Smith promptly answered the question in his own way by attempting to draw a char
between Tocohl and Om im. He was Sobolli—of coursel—his status accorded him a place to the left of
the one he addressed. Omim took it wel; as promised he did not take the action as a threet, he merdy
closed in on Tocohl and doggedly refused to rdinquish his postion to John the Smith.

“Here, John,” said Kgedi—he was a least patidly aware of the problem, Tocohl noted—*Beside
me” With poor grace, which Kejedi was unaware of, John the Smith once more rounded the table, this
timeto “outrank” his captain.

Tocohl mentally wished the team’s chamfer the Desth of a Thousand Butts To put a Soboalli,
guaranteed to approach on the left, on the same team as a Bluesippan, who took a left approach as
threat was to court disaster. Not to mention severe injury to the Soboalli... She found sweat beading her
forehead and wiped it away.

Om im chuckled. In Bluesippan, he muttered, “If | haven't killed him for blind-sding me yet, 1sh
shan, I’'m not likdly to today. | think | mentioned we were chamfered by amoron...” In GaLing he sad,
“The Hellspark’ sin search of sprookje tales. | promised her each of us had one of her own, certainly to
the acquiring of her own persona sprookje.”

“Dowel”

That was Kgedi redffirming his status by taking the firs word, and tdling the firs tale. When he had
finished, a hdf a dozen others told their own in turn, but the end result was no new information about the
camp sprookjes. In every case, the experience had been dmog identical to Om in's each sprookje had



begun to mimic one surveyor—no apparent reason for the choice, no apparent understanding of the
words echoed, and no sprookje echoed more than one surveyor.

“And,” contributed Hitoshi Dan, the team’s botanist, when he had finished his own acquistion tale,
“they don’'t speak unless they’re spoken to. They never volunteer a word. In fact, you don't know if the
sprookje's ‘yours until you say something, and then you wish you hadn’t.”

“Wrong,” said Omim genidly.

Jugt as genidly, Hitoshi Dan splayed his fingers before his throat. “Never inault a man with a knife)”
he said. “I did forget: my smdl sharp-edged friend there can tdl the sprookjes apart before therr echo
gives them away.”

Jabbing both thumbs at his temples, John the Smith made a scoffing sound. Luckily, both Om im and
Hitoshi Dan took notice only of the scoffing sound.

“True, John,” Omim said, “I’ ve gotten to the point where | can tdl which sprookje is whose.”

“He can. Ask him sometime as they come into camp,” Hitoshi Dan said, but he shifted his gaze from
the Sobolli who so dearly disbdieved to Tocohl, who assured him with a tap to her nose tha she
planned to do just that.

To Tocohl, Omim explained, “Each of the sprookjes has its own face and its own persondity. | can
tdl you which will mimic whom. But Dan’s right that they never speak unless spoken to.”

Then, once agan turning his atention to John the Smith, he said, “Homo sap is essantidly lazy. He
looks a two cats and he says dl cats look dike. Or helll go so far as to acknowledge that one cat is
striped and the other in't, but he Il only acknowledge gross differences”

He rose with an easy arrogance, as if the act of ganding proved his point. “People look a me and
sy, ‘Ah, a Bluesippan!’—I am forced to say, no, that's not sufficent. I'm Om im Chadeayne, | am
mysdf.” He paused, then, “I am different than you are but | am an individud. | am informed by my
culture and my world but | am not defined by it.”

Very true, thought Tocohl, or you would have drawn on John the Smith. But even that is unlikdly to
have made an impresson on him.

As Om im resumed his post (to dl appearances sitling himsdf easly back into his chair), John the
Snith said, “But that's hardly the question here. We're taking about sprookjes and they aren't—" He
broke off suddenly.

“Yes?' said Omim, and the Smith looked embarrassed.

“You were, perhaps,” said Omim, “about to add, ‘and they aren’'t human, were you not?’

“Yes,” the Smith admitted.

“But that's a question we have yet to decide” Om im said. “You see? I'm not faulting you in
paticular, John. It's a language problem in more ways than one. Assuming the sprookjes have a
language, then we' re having trouble with their language and with our own as well.”

Confident now of his ablity to retain his audience, Om im paused to dp his winter-flame, then
continued, “You cdl them dl sprookjes, which defines them in a certain way—and limits your &bility to
think about them. I'm not much better: | think of them as John's sprookje, swift-Kaat's sprookje, and so
on.”

“All right, Om im, but calling them human won't make them human.”

“True, but cdling them nonhumean or inhuman will set limits on our perceptions of them.—Tocohl, you
see what | mean?’

“Perfectly,” said Tocohl. “You took one look a me and made up your mind that | fit your image of
Ish shan—a legendary giant from Bluesippan folklore,” she added for the benefit of the others around the
table, “who was known for her ahility to outwit the gods. So, from that moment on, anything | did in your
presence became highly charged: my successes will be more than successes, my fallures will be more
then failures. All this through no fault of mine. Being thought more than human has problems dl its own.”

Having taken Om im's audience from him, she paused for a Sp of winter-flame before continuing.
When she resumed, it was to say, “Take von Zoved for an example. He named them sprookjes. To him,
they're fary tde creatures, something from a story for kids. Surdly that affects hisimege of them.”

Hitoshi Dan stabbed the air for attention. “Y our point iswdl taken, but what do you suggest we do?



Shdl we cdl them *native humans >—Mugt we, in order to see them as human?’

“l don't know wha human means” interjected John the Smith, “especidly after Tocohl’s story
about the Pasicans. Human isitsdf ahighly charged term!”

“Humean means like me,” Tocohl said.

“Human means having art, artifacts, and language” Rav Kgedi corrected sourly. “That's the legd
definition.”

“Which,” said Tocohl, amiling, “is nothing more than a complex way of saying like me.”

For abrief moment, Kgedi tried to stare her down, but dill amiling, she met his stare with her own
levd gaze, and at last he touched the pin of remembrance. “For the moment, I'll grant it,” he said.

Touching her pin of high-change in acknowledgment, Tocohl went on, “Convince enough
people—and | use that term loosely—that any given species is enough like them and they may even find
away to circumvent the legd definitions. Witness the dolphins. Perhaps it was just wishful thinking on the
pat of Homo sapiens, but dolphin song was judged an artifact. Persondly, | think Homo sapiens
wanted so badly to dly itsdf with such a graceful, gentle, and talented species that cheeting was the
obvious answer.” She drew her hands close about her wrids.

“l don't begrudge the cheeting, certainly.” She amiled. “It gained for Homo sapiens a greater
humanity in that other sense of the word.”

Hitoshi Dan amiled widfully, as if in remembrance. Evidently he'd had some contact with the Gaian
dolphins. “ Perhaps we're usng the wrong term,” he said, “if it's alanguage problem. Perhaps sentient or

HILF would be less loaded?’

“In GdLing', yes” said Tocohl, “but how many of you actudly think in GaLing rather then
trandaing automaticaly into your homeworld's tongue? The Yn word for sentient trandates literdly as
‘she who speaks.”” She gestured toward Rav Kegjedi: “And the Sheveschkem term means ‘ sparked’ or
‘enflamed’ —though neither GalLing' word quite captures the imagery of the origind.”

John the Smith said, but with a dight amile, “You have an admirable tdent for confusng the issue,
Hellspark.”

“That was't my intention; | meant merely to break down the boundaries to some extent, to show
you how flexible redlity is when compared to our means of expressing that redity.”

There was a long moment of slence. Tocohl scrutinized the faces of those around her: Kgedi
scowled, John the Smith looked thoughtful. In fact, to Tocohl's sdisfaction, thoughtful looks
predominated. At lagt, Hitoshi Dan broke the silence. “All right,” he said and—as if in positive answer to
aquestion—rose and strode away.

His departure Sgnded a generd turnover of those assembled. Most of the deserters, Tocohl fdt
confident, were off to think over wha she and Om im had said. Only John the Smith and Kgedi, 4ill
scowling, remained.

“What else can we tdl you about Hashfever,” Omim prompted. “What else might be of hdp?’

“Tdl me what's so vauable about this world,” said Tocohl. “You're the geologis—is there anything
that might make Faghfever especidly interesting to colonists or exploiters?’

Kgedi’'s scowl degpened, but thistime was not directed at her. When he unwittingly touched his pin
of remembrance, she knew he too was thinking of the sort of exploiters who had burned Veschke.

“Not frommy end,” said Om im. “Fashfever has the usud supply that you'd find on any previoudy
unexploited planet in its category; a colony wouldn't have any lack of resources, cetanly. But ores
aren't worth the cost of export, and so far | haven't turned up any unusud gemstones that would be.”

“Not gemstones,” John the Smith snapped suddenly, “forget gemstones, Tocohl. This is one of the
most vauable planets ever surveyed!”

Keedi jerked to face him, eyes widening in surprise a the Smith's sudden animation. A quick yank
brought the Smith's chair an inch closer to Kegedi: the Sobolli meant to convince. When what would
have impressed another Soballi only made Kejedi kick his own charr the same inch backward, John the
Smith turned his atention back to Tocohl.

Hisirritation vanished in his generd excitement. “Animds that give eectric shocks have been known
on other worlds. But for Hashfever, biologists will have to establish whole new categories of plantd



Pantd” He threw up hishands. “I see what you mean about the flexibility of redity. I'll bet Hitoshi Dan
cdls them plants because there ign't a GaLing word that covers them. | don’t know of any.

“Take the drunken dabblers, for indance—they grow in the middle of a fast-running stream and
convert the energy of the water into dectricity and use that for sugar converson, cdl-building, and so
on! As common a weed as flashgrass has its own biologicd piezodectric cdls and uses wind power as
an energy source.”

“So that’ swhy it's so thick in the vidnity of the hangar,” Tocohl said.

“Right,” said the Smith, “flashgrass gets on with daisy-clippers like... you and Omim.”

Tocohl grinned at the andogy. Om im said, matter-of-factly, “I’'m the windy one.”

With a chuckle and a sddong glance at Kgedi, John the Smith went on. “All due deference to you,
Captain, but | wish we' d put the camp beside a stand of lightning rods, just for the show.”

“The tdl black spines” asked Tocohl, “I’ve only seen them from a distance. | admit the show’s
spectacular, but | sde with the cgptain on this one—I’m not sure I’d want to be thet close, either.”

“Ah,” said the Smith, “but they redly are lightning rods. That's the beauty of the thing. They are that
tdl purposefully to catch the lightning they use for cdl-building, energy, reproduction. They adso channd
the lightning's energy to the shorter, younger shoots in the stand; any excess beyond that, they bleed
harmlesdly into the ground.”

In his enthusiaam, he rose from his chair to lean across the table, blind-sding Om im once more. This
time was not as threatening from the Bluesippan’s point of view, for both of the Sobolli’s hands came
down flat on the table. All to emphasize the authority of his conclusion...

“On this planet,” John the Smith said, “the safest place to be during a thunderstorm isin a grove of
lightning rods.”

Tocohl indined her head to the left to acknowledge. John the Smith eased back into his chair, adding,
“That's theoreticaly speaking. Nobody’ s tried it, you understand, and | certainly wouldn't advise you to
experiment.”

Feding it best to acknowledge that as wdl, Tocohl once again tilted her head left. “Don’t worry,” she
sad, “I don't plan to.” She reached for her cup of winter-flame, found it empty, set it back down.

“Mine too,” sad John the Smith. “R€fill?” A rumble of thunder drowned out her response but,
reacting to thetilt of her head, he gathered both cups and headed for the dispenser.

Mogt of the other surveyors stood in amdl knots at various corners of the room, some in highly
animated conversation. For the moment, John the Smith was aone at the dispenser. Tocohl said, “Excuse
me, Captain,” and rose. Mationing Om im to stay put, she strode across to join the Smith.

Quite deliberately, she came up on his left Sde, “outranking” him. In this matter, she was fully
confident she deserved the position. Her spoken Sobolli was not the best, but it was more than adequate
to make her point. “A word in your ear, John,” she said, taking her cup nonchdantly from him. “High
datus to a Bluesppan is the reverse of yours. If you continue in this fashion, Om im will consder you a
groveler of the worst sort, completely beneath contempt.”

His upturned face went white. “Are you sure?’

“Asaure as I'm ganding here,” she said. The reference to her high-tatus position was quite sufficient
to reinforce her information.

“l didn't know... !”

“Nather did your team’'s chamfer. You're hardly to be blamed for that. It's not your area of
expertise”

“What should | do?’

“Approach him from the other side. Start now; you've alot of damage to your imege to repair.”

“Thanks, | will.”

Chapter Ten

TRUTHFULLY, LAYLI-LAYLI,” Timode Megeve urged, “do you redly think the sprookjes



murdered Oloitokitok?’ Responding to her gesture, he touched the cadaver with obvious reluctance,
grasped it by the shoulders, and helped her rdll it into a prone position. He rubbed his hands againg his
thighs. “lsn’'t it more likdy that he just blundered into an Eilo’ s-kiss or was hit by lightning?’

Layli-layli calulan prodded the body gently. If dedling with her late consort in this fashion bothered
her, she was careful not to show it. Her plump hands stroked and probed with professond deftness. She
sad, “Blundered? Oloitokitok? Not likely. Think, Megeve: If you were a sprookje with no wesponry,
but with a knowledge of the wildife of this world, what would you turn againg intruders? | admit only
thet there is a possibility of murder.”

She looked momentarily away from her work to fix him with a firm stare. “ Possibility” she said, “is
not probability.”

Her hands hated suddenly at the base of the neck. Although Oloitokitok had been wearing his 2nd
skin, he had closed neither hood nor gloves, it was his face and hands the golden scoffers had scavenged.
Here, however, the flesh showed only the effects of bacteriad decay.

But layli-layli calulan leaned closer, pressed her fingers to the area, frowned dightly.

Megeve followed her gaze but could see nothing to warrant such attention. “Whet is it?’ he asked, at
last.

“l don't know,” she said, “but | missed it the firg time | examined—" Her voice broke off. She
frowned a second time and turned to her comunit to address a spate of technicd jargon to swift-Kalat.

Within minutes, swift-Kalat appeared at the door to the infirmary, with Alfvaen and the Hdlspark’s
arachne at his heds, dl three sreaming rivulets of rainwater. Layli-layli gave them no gregting nor any
chance to dry. Drawing swift-Kalat to the body, she indicated the base of the neck.

Wondering what had so excited the doctor, Megeve watched as swift-Kaa pressed gently at the
indicated spot. Megeve turned away, unwilling to observe the ravagement done by the golden scoffers.

“What isit?’ demanded Alfvaen impatiently. Trailed by the arachne, she moved forward for a closer
look of her own.

“It appears that Oloitokitok was bitten by a sprookje,” sad swift-Kalat, “a second time, as you
were, Alfvaen.”

“So you know of nothing else that would make a smilar mark?’ layli-layli inquired.

“Nothing,” sad swift-Kaat, and layli-layli calulan continued, “The mark was made after his death.”

“After his death,” mused swift-Kadat. “If | theorize from the behavior of the crested sprookje |
observed in proximity to the cadaver, | might deduce that the sprookje wished to investigate the changes
thet had occurred in the dien’s metabolism.”

“That doesn’'t account for the sveling,” interrupted layli-layli calulan.

“Sndling?’ Swift-Kaat touched the indicated spot a second time. Then he stepped back, lifting his
hands. “My fingers aren’t as sendtive as yours, layli-layli. | can’t fed what you refer to.”

“There is something beneath the skin at that point,” the doctor explained, “something living.” A flash
of lightning whitened her face, solarized the scars across her cheek.

Megeve shivered in anger a the Sght. Barbarian, he thought, then shook himsdf to rdieve the
sudden chill.

Layli-layli calulan had no such effect on swift-Kaat, for he merdy said, “We have two aterndtives.
Thefirg, to dissect; the second, to remove the cadaver from stasis to observe the results”

“Obsarve the results?” Layli-layli calulan frowned at the cadaver, then at swift-Kdat.

“l have jus completed the dissection of two of the golden scoffers found near the cadaver and
placed in stasis two days ago. Of the two, one had no unusud marks of any sort. The second, however,
which | saw bitten twice by my own sprookje, now has garbage plants growing on it.” His lips
compressed. There was a soft chime from his Slver bracelets as he reached out to touch layli-layli’s am
with his fingertips. “1 do not intend to cause pain,” he said, “medy to convey information | think
sgnificant.”

Layli-layli ran her pdm lightly across hisfingers. “I will bear the pain for the sake of the information,”
she sad, then returning to the body, she added quietly, “Let us see”

Megeve, caught between his curiosty and his nauses, redized the layli-layli intended to dissect



Olaitokitok’s body. The sour feding in the pit of his somach became a hard knot. Without a word, he
turned and left.

There had been a second turnover in the group that surrounded Tocohl. For the moment, only Omim
and Rav Kgedi remained. The captain’s gray eyes stared past Tocohl to the message board over her
right shoulder, and Tocohl twisted in her seat for a look. Someone had scrawled: “Maybe they only talk
to plants?’ It was sgned “Bezymianny.” Beneeth that an “anonymous’ couplet, in Bluesippan, read:

“I'msorry | woke ya,

I’'m only a sprookje ..."

Tooohl laughed doud and grinned gppreciaively a Om im, who feigned innocence with a complete
lack of success. Kgedi scowled.

“No,” sad Tocohl, “it's nothing untoward. I’ll trandate the content, but | could never maich the
rhymein Sheveschkem. It just isn't possible!”

Even as she trandated, Tocohl redized that the few linesin an incomprehensible language could not
have been responsible for Keedi’s scowl. Nor did it vanish when she' d finished.

Kegedi shrugged, Sheveschkem-style, and said “You haven't asked about Oloitokitok, Hellspark.
Shouldn’'t you be investigating his degth as wel as the sprookjes?’

“Tdl me about Oloitokitok,” Tocohl said, and Kgedi blinked asif caught completdy off guard at the
question. Omim raised his head dightly, about to speak, then glanced at his captain and held histongue.

After a moment, Kgedi murmured, “I don't know, I—never knew him, not redly. He was—" He
stopped spesking abruptly, his hands worried the edge of the table. He looked away, his face darkening.

When he looked back again a Tocohl, he was angry: angry with himsdf. “He did his job and he
never complained. | can’t tdl you anything more than that; you'll have to ask someone dse”

“Ask Timose Megeve,” suggested Om im, “he and Oloitokitok seemed close. I'll give my views, but
you'll have to bear in mind that”—he jerked his thumb back over his shoulder, a modified point that
induded Kgedi—“they're dl crazy!”

Tocohl eyed him solemnly. “Y ou’ re working in a madhouse,” she said, then added to Kgedi, whose
scowl had become 4ill more pronounced, “ Sometimes the only way to ded with other cultures is to
assume they’ re harmless nuts—because they are, by your culture's stlandards.”

“And you, Hdlspark?' said Kgedi sharply.

Tocohl spread her hands grandly. “I am the maddest of dl: | shift from culture to culture” She
inclined her head dightly in expectation of applause.

“Charlatan,” said Om im. “You Hellsparks are the wardens. All you do is humor the inmates and
keep them from killing each other whenever possble”

“You,” Tocohl said, “have an exaggerated esteem of Hellsparks that transcends dl reason.”

“Hardly that, Ish shan. | once saw a Hdlspark drive a person to complete distraction by smply
tdking to him. Mind you, | understood the language they were spesking, and the content of the
conversation gave me not a clue as to how the trick was done. But it was ddiberate and we 4l
appreciated it.” To Kgedi, he said, “Havernan, remember?’

“I remember,” Kgedi said grimly, “that unbelievably rude Katawn customs inspector.”

Omim looked surprised. “1 didn't think rude, so much as long-winded and boring.” He turned back
to Tocohl, “In any event, none of us liked him; dl of us wished he would go away. It was a that point
that the Hellspark breezed through. She had little patience for customs at best—none for the Katawn,
goparently. She taked to him for some fifteen minutes at me and the next thing we knew he was
screaming & us to get out and never come through his sation again.

“l dways thought she' d insulted him or blackmailed himin some fashion,” Kegjedi said.

“No,” said Om im, “| assure you the conversation was completely innocuous. So what did she do,
Ish shan, or isthat a Hellspark state secret?”

Tocohl considered him. It was only a matter of idle curiosity that sparked his interest, but the fed of
Kgedi’'s was something much stronger. How would you drive a Katawn to digtraction, she thought.
Then she had it.



“Think back, Omim,” she sad, “try to visudize it. As the Hellspark talked, did she keep waking?’

He obliged by dosing his eyes. When he opened them again, he said, “Yes, she did. She picked up
this and examined that and walked here and there...’

“Then | can tdl you how she did it: by picking up this and examining that and waking here and
there... Congantly moving as she spoke, right?’

“Yes” said Kgedi.

“It ssmple. A Katawn can’t hold a discussion with someone unless he's facing them, across a table
or across a customs counter, for example. Or turned to face them”—she demonstrated by turning to
address Om im face-to-face—"like this”

She grinned at the deviousness of that other Hellspark. “As long as that Hellspark kept moving the
Katawn couldn’t address her properly, and he had no sense of what was wrong. What sheer frudration
that must have been for him!”

“You'reright,” said Kegedi, with aamdl sound &kin to a gasp. “He kept trying to stop her, to get in
front of her.”

“Hndly,” Om im said, “he burdt into tears and—as | said—screamed at us dl to get out and never
darken his customs office again.” The smdl man gave her an dmogt proprietary look of admiration. “I
hed no idea, Ish shan, how eadily you can manipulate people with language!”

“You do wdl enough in your own,” Tocohl observed, and he arched a gilded brow in pleased
acceptance of the compliment. Then he grunted and whipped his am up sharply. (Watch out,) Maggy
snapped smultaneoudly.

There was little need for the wamning: Om im caught Kegjedi’'s wrist againg his own with a subdued
crack that bespoke consderable force. Glaing at Kgjedi, Om im reached for his dagger with his right
hand.

Keedi, totaly stunned by the smaler man's reflex action, eased back into his chair. He splayed his
hand at histhroat. Om im returned the partidly drawn dagger to its sheeth.

The two continued to eye each other warily.

(Need the arachne?) Maggy asked. It was not as unlikdy a query as it seemed; Maggy had dready
learned to use the arachne to trip Tocohl’s opponentsin a brawl.

(Thanks, no), Tocohl said, athough she continued to eye the Sheveschkemen warily. Aloud she said,
“Yes, Cgptan?

Kegedi lowered his splayed hand to rub his bruised wrigt, glaing at the two of them while he did so.
Then he leaned forward once more, thistime very dowly. “What are you really like, Hellspark?

The intengty in his manner shocked her; she met it with curiosty of equd intengty. “I don't
undergtand the question.”

Sill glaring, Kgedi said, “You charge into my quarters like Veschke hersdf; you kiss that hull-ripping
Vyrmwyn's hand and that hull-ripping Vyrmwyn puts on hull-ripping boots'—Now you've got Om im
acting like amaniac!”

Omim, now content to settle back and waich Kegedi with equd interest, said to Tocohl, “1 told you,
Ish shan. They'redl crazy!” Thistime histhumb jabbed a his own chest.

“You change” said Kgedi. As he ddivered it, the observation was an accustion.

“No,” sad Tocohl, “I don’t. Not in the way | think you mean. You accuse me of changing my
persondity to suit the culture I'm deding with?” Y es, from his reaction, that was what he was asking.

“Captain,” she said, “what you saw in your quarters was... the real Tocohl Susumo. | don't change
persondities when | switch languages. Think of it, wdl, like trangposing a melody from key to key. It's
dill the same melody, right?’

He had stopped scowling, but the intengty of hisinterest remained. “Go on,” he said.

“That's what | do when | switch from language languege: | transpose. That's dl | do. | assure you
Edge-of-Dark thinks me as flamboyant when | speak Vyrmwyn as you think me when | speak
Sheveschkem. Or as Om im thinks me when | speak Bluesippan.

Kgedi looked unconvinced.

“Perhgps,” Tocohl said thoughtfully, “it might be some help to you if | spoke Hellspark?’



“Yes” he sad, asif surprised by the suggestion. “It might &t that. I’ ve never heard Hellspark spoken;
every Helspark | ever met spoke Sheveschkem to me” The scowl returned briefly. “Or spoke some
other language to someone dse”

“It is considered the palite thing to do—use the language of the person you're spesking to, if at dl
possible” Tocohl pointed ouit.

“l know,” Kegedi sad curtly. His sweeping gesture disposed of politeness for the moment. “I've
heard Hellspark had a manufactured language, like GalLing'. I've never heard it spoken and—yes—I'd
like to very much.”

“Then you will. Firg, though, | want to correct popular misunderstanding. Yes, both GaLing and
Hdlspark are atificd languages, but other than that, they bear no resemblance. In fact, they are
diamericaly opposed inintent. GaLing was origindly composed of dl the sounds dl the known human
languages hdd in common, so that a speaker of any of the languages at that time could speak Galing
without an accent. Oh, inflection gives you a clue, so does intonation, word choice, and so forth.” She
paused to drain her cup of winter-flame and set it aside.

“Hellgpark,” Tocohl went on, “took the opposite route. It was origindly composed to incorporate
every known posshility of humean languege, dl the sounds of dl the various tongues, not to mention such
refinements as inflection, tona changes, proxemics and kinesics, as wdl.”

Kgedi blinked, and Tocohl decided to leave wdl enough done. She said, “Smply put, someone
who speaks Hellspark can speak any of the known human languages without an accent. Nothing comes
asasurprise. Where GalLing was designed to exclude, Hdllspark isindusive”

Omim said, “Languages change too.”

“They do. And every time a new passibility pops up, somebody very quickly coins a handful of new
words to incorporate it. The words get flung like candy to the youngest kids, who tease us old-timers
with them until we ‘catch on.”” She grinned. “You wouldn't believe the word games that go on in a
children’'s Babd.”

“You'reright,” said Omim, “I wouldn’t.”

Tocohl turned back to Keedli. “So, Captain Kegedi, what would you like to hear in Hellspark?’

“Veschke' s Refusd,” he said.

She began in dmogt a whisper, knowing he would hear her over the echoing rumbles of the storm.
Like an incantation, the rhythms of her riang voice drew others from dl corners of the common room.
Although they did not understand the language, they knew a performance when they saw one. Intent on
catching at least the flavor of the origind, Tocohl saw them come only hazily. Again and again and again,
she bade them “Strike! Strikel” Again and again and again, Veschke refused them coordinates of
Sheveschke, and each time she bade them drike, Kgedi jerked in angry agreement. She paused a
beat—the room grew utterly slent—

Dropping her voice, she ddivered the words once more in awhisper: “Sted or fire, strike! Strike!”

A ripping crack of thunder split the air. Tocohl took a deep breath, grinned. Looking up, she sad,
“Couldn’'t have been too bad atrandation. Thanks for the specid effects, Veschke.” With a swirl of her
moss cloak, she sat down.

Someone had begun to snap his fingers, another clapped, a third stamped his feet in time. Startled,
Tocohl looked around her—the firg thing she thought was, I'm glad Buntec's not here to see that! The
second...

“Vechke's sparksl” she said in GalLing' . “If you think that was good, you ought to hear the origind
the way Jassin doesit!”

Omim sad, “That's the best argument | ever heard for learning Sheveschkem.”

“That's the best reason | know for learning any other language,” Tocohl said. “Well, Captain, did |
give you some idea?’

“What?’

Pretty potent Suff, Veschke's Refusal, even in my butchered trandation, Tocohl thought. Aloud she
sad, “Have | given you some idea of the sound of Hellspark?”’

Kegedi shook himsdf visbly. “Yes” he said, “yes. Thank you. | think even Jessin would have



approved.”

“That'shigh praise indeed! | cheated a bit here and there, usng aword that wasn't exact but had the
better sound. In trandating something like that, accuracy in fed is more important than accuracy of
phrase. | could give you something prosaic if you wish, handy phrases for the tourist, for example.”

He stared at her, asif afraid she might conjure up typhoons with a “Where s the bathroom.”

“No,” he said, “no thank you. My curiosty is more than satisfied.”

“Fine, then we're back to the subject of the sprookjes.”

Maggy pinged urgently for her attention. Tocohl thumbed her ear for slence, redized that only
Kegedi would recognize the gesture, and said, “Just a moment.”

(Yes, Maggy?)

Maggy's only reply was the scene flashed onto Tocohl’s spectacles. Tocohl watched and listened,
then whigtled. “ Captain? There s trouble in the infirmary. | think we' d better get there right away.”

Feding that the captain would wish to ded with the Stuation with as few complications as possible,
Tocohl had spoken in Sheveschkem. Kgedi rose, this time answering in the same tongue, “Lead, | sall
with your sparks.”

She had him hdfway across the compound, splattered in mud and drenched in rain, before she
recognized thet too as aline from the Epic of Veschke.

Omim, dill a her right hand, reacted to her urgency by foregoing the politeness of a knock or a
chime. He burgt through the door to the infirmary, Tocohl and Keedi at his heds. After that Tocohl had
no time to consider poetry.

“Trouble’ was the greatest of understatements:. the wash of emotion within was dmogt physcd.

Across the body of what must have once been Oloitokitok, Ruurd van Zoved, gripping the edge of
the table so fiercdy tha his veins stood out like rope, bellowed at Alfvaen and layli-layli calulan.
Answering rage filled both their faces. Only swift-Kaat, sseming more concerned than angry, stepped
forward to soothe the Zovedian.

Alfvaen would not risk him. Taking two steps forward to swift-Kdat's one, she interposed hersdf
between the two. “This-s is your choice, then! Look on me, child of foold” Her am snapped sharply
across her chest in chdlenge. The fierce green glare she fixed on van Zoved brought the enormous man
to bay.

Maggy's arachne scuttled from benesth the table to pogtion itsdf for a better view of the two.
Behind Tocohl, Kgedi began, “What' s dl this bdlowing? What's the hull-ripping matter?” At that point,
he mugt have registered Alfvaen's threatening stance, for his voice dropped to a whisper in Tocohl’s ear,
“Tocohl—"

“Not now,” she snapped. Acrass the room layli-layli calulan, never taking her dark eyes from van
Zoved's face, twisted the bluestone ring from her left index finger and dapped it down beside
Olaitokitok’s body. Tocohl heard a muted exclamation of horror from Om im.

Alfvaen would hold her pose until van Zoved returned her chdlenge, but layli-layli calulan reached
for the second ring, began to twid it off.

With a sharp intake of breath, Tocohl charged across the room. Vaulting table and body, she came
down close enough to startle layli-layli calulan into a moment’s pause. It was enough to let her press
on. She grasped the shaman’s wridts, attempting to part the hands with the ring dill on her finger and
praying inwardly that Veschke's blessngs covered this. In Yn, she demanded, “Would you have it go
adray?’

The plump woman did not sruggle, she merdy went back to what she had been doing before
Tocohl’s intervention.

“Layli-layli calulan!” said Tocohl. “You do not know his true namel Will you risk the desth of one
of these others, or your own?’

“Youlie” sad layli-layli, but her arms tilled in Tocohl’ s grasp, their motion uncompleted. Her black
eyes burned into Tocohl’s.

Tocohl hdd the gaze as she hdd layli-layli’s wrists, summoning words. “I do not lie. Think! ‘Van
Zoved’ Iamply refers to his planet of origin, and ‘Ruurd’ is the commonest of mae names on that world.



Do you know his true name?’

The burning gaze dropped from Tocohl’s face. Layli-layli calulan reached for the ring she had
removed, and Tocohl released her wrids. The shaman's smoldering anger appeared to subside as she
did the bluestone ring back on her finger, but she said, “He's Ieft his gods behind him, nor could they
protect himif | knew his true name.”

With that, she turned her back, consgning the group to nonexistence.

Rdief shivered dong Tocohl’s spine. When she rounded the table once more, this time to ded with
the lesser problem of Alfvaen, she moved easlly, with a ghost of a smile. Her incomprehensible exchange
with layli-layli calulan had distracted the others enough to lessen their tenson as well. Van Zoved had
stopped his bdlowing to treat her to a puzzled look. Usng that for a hook, she beckoned him with a
conspiratorid jerk of the head, as if she might explain if he came closer. When he took the step, she
caught him by the arm and tucked him away safely behind her, well beyond duding range even if he knew
the proper responses.

Om im did dlently into the space Ieft vacant by van Zoved. He said, “I am the foal, if Ruurd and
Alfvaen will not clasp hands and drink together.” It was in GalLing', but it was perfectly acceptable by
Alfvaen's standards.

Maggy's arachne pricked its way closer and said politdy, “May | watch, Alfvaen, Om im? | have
never seen ared dud.”

Sill iffly posed, Alfveen said over her forearm. “I don’t want to fight you, Om im. | was only trying
to protect swift-Kdat.” 1t was a break in theritud, and a welcome one to both Tocohl and Omim.

“Dud? sad van Zoved, taking a step forward to stare at the two of them in utter amazement. He
spun on Tocohl, his ribbons fluttering nervoudy, “Are they crazy? Tocohl? | don't follow this one.”

“You threatened swift-Kaat, Alfvaen chdlenged you, Om im appointed himsdf your champion,”
Tocohl said, summing it dl up as briefly as possible. In Bluesppan she added, “Foal isright, Omim.”

Om im answered in the same tongue, “1 offered my blade; you accepted. Get her to fight on my
terms and we Il both be fine”

Instead, Tocohl glanced at van Zoved. “—Oh, if he's to save your life, van Zoved, he would like to
know jugt what thisisdl about.”

For thefirg time, Tocohl saw fear inthe Zovedian's eyes. “1 was angry,” he said; with effort he kept
hisvoice low and levd, 1 only spoke words, Tocohl. | have no actions to perform.”

Tocohl raised her voice, “Alfvaen? He says he didn’t mean it: he never intended harm. HEIl clasp
hands and drink with you and swift-Kadat”—she glared a van Zoved—*right?’

“Yes, of course” he said, “with both of you, and Om im, and’—he glanced in layli-layli calulan’s
direction, set his features stubbornly—*with Alfvaen and swift-Kadat and Omim,” he finished.

Alfvaen sad, “And | with dl of you.” She lowered her am. “No dud,” she sad firmly to Om im,
who said, “Glad to hear it,” and lowered hisarm as wdll. Alfvaen smiled wanly and added, “Not even for
Maggy's educetion.”

“That's settled then,” said Tocohl. “Sorry, Maggy.”

“Maybe some other time?’ The arachne took a hopeful step forward to tilt toward the two
reconciled opponents. Alfvaen giggled.

Kegedi cleared histhroat. “I want an explanation for this kind of behavior. You fird, van Zoved.”

“They,” van Zoved began, and his gaze dipped avay uneesly. He began again, “They wanted to cut
up the body for no—" This time he stopped completely, and with a supplicatory gesture at Tocohl, he
sad, “She doesn't care. She never did”

Kegedi frowned but rdinquished the floor once more to Tocohl who, understanding his anger at ladt,
sad quietly, “How much Yn do you understand, Ruurd?’

If the question surprised him, it so gave him a chance to callect himsdf. “I understood the words,
but not the content, of what the two of you said before. | speak the femde diaect but | know very litlle
of the mde” His pam brushed his sideburns. “Oloitokitok was teaching me...” The hand came away
abruptly, fdl to hissde.

Tocohl crossng the room to where layll-layli calulan stood, facing the wall, her kdli thread



flickering between her hands and her back as expressive of her anger as her threats had been. Placing an
am gently about the smdler woman's shoulders, Tocohl urged softly, in Yn, “Tdl him: tdl him who
Oloitokitok was” She bent to look into the shaman’'s dark eyes. “He cared about Oloitokitok,
too—that’ swhy he's so upset. He thinks that you intend to deny Oloitokitok an afterlife”

The kali thread stopped its flicker, and layli-layli looked up skepticaly. Tocohl said, “Yes, by his
culture's standards. bad enough the golden scoffers damaged the body, but that you would... ! Only
someone who hated Oloitokitok would injure his chances further. Van Zoved’s gods only accept the
beautiful, the whole, into their paradise.”

“Is such crudty possble?

“Some gods are worse than others.”

Layli-layli turned to fix the skeptica gaze on Ruurd van Zoved. She said, ddfiantly, “Oloitokitok
was my mate and my friend. How isit that you care, and yet you refuse us the right to learn the knots of
hislife?”

As Tocohl had expected, layli-layli calulan had used the pronoun meaning “ related-to.”

Van Zoved not only heard the digtinction but understood its significance. Degp sorrow it his eyes.
He turned his pams up and kndt. “Forgive me layli-layli calulan, for not understanding the depth of
your fedings

“On my world, to mutilate the remains of someone after degth is the height of crudty. As| ligen to
you now, | redize that your dream is strong enough to give meening to your acts, no matter how they
might have seemed to mein my ignorance.” His manner was pure Zovedian but his words were Yn; his
contrition was equaly comprehensblein ether.

Maggy made a querying noise for Tocohl’s ear only. Tocohl said, (He's so surprised she speaks of
Oloitokitok as a person and not a piece of property he's willing to beieve his gods will accept the
impresson Oloitokitok made on layli-layli calulan as evidence of beauty and let iminto paradise.)

(I don’t think that helps much,) Maggy said.

('l try to do better later. Meanwhile, just accept that Homo sapiens can get pretty weird.)

(I don’t know what normal isfor Homo sapiens,) Maggy said, with just the right touch of emphasis
to make the observation a complaint.

Layli-layli calulan bresthed deeply, and the bright pink drained dowly from her scars. Her face
softened. Two steps brought her before van Zoved who, though kneding, was now of a height with her.
She touched the hed of her hand to his forehead, then lad her hands gently in his. “We were both
migtaken,” she said in GalLing'. “Will you accept my apology as wel?’

“Of course” Van Zoved sad earnestly, without hestation, and layli-layli clasped his hands to draw
hmto his feet.

“Wdl,” said Tocohl, “the storm has passed. If you'll excuse me, I'll go outside and seeif | can find a
sprookje or two.” And before anyone could reply, she crossed the room and stepped into the clear,
sharp air, dill crackling with ozone, beneath a sky streaked with sunlight.

The sodden pennants that declared the shaman within dapped at the infirmary wdl in the guding
wind; the sound made Tocohl jump. She shook her head, hdf to clear it, hdf to wonder at the
extravagance of emotion Hashfever drew from them al—suddenly aware of an ache across her
shoulders.

With what seemed extraordinary effort, she unclenched her hands. The tansy scent of bruised foliage
filled the air about her as the maoss cloak pedled moisly from her pdms. Tocohl inhaed deeply, glad of a
familiar scent to soften the sharp tang of Hashfever’s air.

Maggy pinged softly, dmaost inaudibly.

('l be fine, Maggy,) she said, (give me a moment. Go tak to Alfvaen.)

A wak would ease her muscles of their tenson-induced diffness. She was down the infirmary steps
and five gtrides into the compound' s courtyard before she redlized, from the soft squish of mud beside
her, that Om im was 4ill a her sde. His tactful slence was the most likdy cause of Maggy's softened
ping.

Tocohl sgned her appreciation and began a Methven caming, matching her stride to the rhythm of



the ritud. Sowly she fdt her panic fade. When the last vedtiges of fear were gone, she found hersdf at
the perimeter of the courtyard, looking out into the brilliant expanse of flashgrass. There she stopped. The
Methven ritud, she noted with interest, seemed dso to have eased her orm nerves. Layli-layli calulan
was right about the ionization effect. Certainly she had been feding it. Nobody in her right mind would
have interfered. ..

Clicking her tongue a her own behavior, she turned to Om im and grinned wryly. “Still with me?’” she
asked.

He made the deepest, most flamboyant bow she had yet seen, came up grinning with relief. “1 was
about to ask you that same question,” he said. “You pile risk on risk, Ish shan.”

“Who accepted Alfvaen's chdlenge?’

In answer, he cocked his head and clapped a pam proudly to his chest. “That was only to distract
her from poor old Ruurd. | was afraid he might know the ritud too and use it Smply because that was the
appropriate response, verbdly spesking.”

When she glanced a himin surprise, he gave her the Bluesippan thumbs-up yes. “I’ve seen himin an
andogous Stuation. A rote inquiry in alittle back street bar led him into a rote response that nearly got his
head knocked off.”

Tocohl laughed. She could think of any number of possihilities that could have led to the Stuation.
Sobering, she sad, “It's not likdy that van Zoved would have taken up Alfvaen’'s chdlenge though,
especially as a rote response. He was so angry he was having trouble remembering his GalLing —every
third bellow wasin Zovedian and even that wasn't what I'd cdll articulate”

“It was less likdly that Alfvaen would take me up on my offer. I've worked with her off and on for
nearly twenty years tota. I”ve seen her chalenge more than once, but I’ ve never seen her go through with
it

“She needs the proper responses,” Tocohl said, “which you provided.”

“I'm not from her culture: 1 don't know any better. She was looking for an excuse to break it off.”

“How do you figure you rate if van Zoved wouldn't?’

He chuckled. “Have you taken a good look a me latey, Ish shan? At my height, I'm visbly not
Sveyn.”

Puzzled, Tocohl eyed him askance.

His chuckle turned to alaugh. “No, no, Ish shan. You're looking with the wrong eye. Don't look at
mein Bluesippan. Look at mein Sveyn.”

She did her best to comply to his ingtructions—and saw precisdly what he had intended her to see.
Her laugh joined his.

Of course Alfvaen couldn’t have gone through with the duel. Who in her right mind would think some
dien midget an honorable opponent? Not Alfvaen—especially not Alfvaen, given her romantic bent. Van
Zoved, on the other hand, would not have been so lucky. Om im was right, there. Slipping back into
Bluesippan, she turned up her thumbs to tdl him so.

“Y ou wouldn't have had that protection ether, Ish shan,” he added. He turned his face up and closed
hiseyes. “Ah, sun!” he said fervently. “You'll notice the rest of the team is beginning to turn out. You'll
get your sprookjes soon.”

“About time” Tocohl said.

He pointed to the perimeter fence a the opposite end of the compound where the flashwood
crowded close, dripping water and reflected light. “They usudly come out of the flashwood just about
there”

Taking the pointed finger for an invitation, Tocohl started back across the compound.

“Risk upon rik,” Omim said again as hefel in beside her. “Theleast | could do was handle Alfvaen.
My blade was no hdp agang layli-layli calulan. When she dtarted to remove that second ring of
hers...”

“Am | to understand you credit those bar stories about the Y n shaman’s Death Curse?’

He stopped in his tracks, gave her amocking look. “What, a cosmopolitan fellow like me believe bar
dories? Let's be reasonable” he said. His face sobered and so did his tone. “I've seen layli-layli



calulan’s ahility to speed the hedling process with her touch and her rituds. What she can do for good, |
have no doubt she can do for ill aswdl.”

When she made no response, he went on, “At any rate, I'min good company. | saw your face when
you attempted to stop her from removing that second ring. | warned you about rash acts, 1sh shan, but |
hed no idea how rash your acts could get!”

("l be fine, Maggy,) Tocohl said, (give me a moment. Go talk to Alfvaen.)

To judge from the readings Maggy was getting from the 2nd skin, Tocohl needed slence for a
Methven ritud of cadm. As Om im did not seem to distract Tocohl, Maggy fet no need to warn him to
slence, S0 she headed the arachne back to Alfvaen.

She thought she understood most of what had transpired. It had taken a lot of file-searching though.
The materid on Y n shamans was purdy non-experientia but there was alot of it, especialy what Tocohl
tagged “bar stories.” That would ordinarily have put it in the category of fiction but Maggy was dill
unsure of the differences between fiction and fact, despite Tocohl’ s attempted explanation. Listed as fact,
she had severd stientific papers on the shaman's ability to help or hinder another creature's bodily
functions, which seemed to give credibility to seven of the bar stories. She continued to search and
compare, while she watched them and recorded everything. She was not about to miss a due to the Y
shamen.

Layli-layli calulan was spesking to Kgedi: “Captain, | offer mysdf for disciplinary action. The fault
was entirdy mine. Ruurd van Zoved has every right to ask for compensation.”

Kegedi gave her what Maggy tentatively interpreted as a bewildered look. Maggy hoped layli-layli
would explain, but van Zoved gave her no chance. “Oh, no!” he said. “That’'s not necessary, layli-layli.
We had a misunderganding, that’s dl!”

If Maggy’ s information about the curses was fact, it had been a very dangerous misunderstanding.

“All right,” said layli-layli calulan. (Except to note that she was no longer angry, Maggy was unable
to categorize the shaman's expresson.) She hedtated, then said, in the very gentle tone with which
Maggy had heard parents address injured children, “Then swift-Kadat and | may return to our task?’

Van Zoved opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out. He tried a second time. Maggy had to
enhance hisreply to hear it. “Yes” he sad.

“Then you would be less distressed if you did not stay,” layli-layli calulan told him, againin her very
gentle tone.

“Yes” sad van Zoved. “I'll be outsde. I'd better explain to Timose, anyway—he was dso very
concerned.”

That sent Maggy on another file search. She knew, from Tocohl’s explanation to layli-layli calulan,
why van Zoved had been so angry. But Timose Megeve was Mddeneantine, so she wanted to see if the
same explanation gpplied.

Alfvaen leaned suddenly back againgt one of the infirmary beds. She looked very much like she had
when Tocohl had asked Maggy to find a red doctor for her. Maggy wasn't sure if layli-layli calulan
was to be considered a red doctor in Tocohl’s use of the term but Maggy had enough points of
congruence to assume a sSmilar Stuation.

She sent the arachne afew steps closer to Alfvaen and said through its vocoder, “ Pst, Alfvaen.”

Alfvaen peered down a the arachne. “What is-s it, Maggy?’

Y es, she was having the same trouble focusing, Maggy saw, and the same speech difficulty. That was
auffident confirmation to act on.

On the theory that spesking of infirmities was to be done quietly, Maggy kept the vocoder low.
“Perhaps you are in need of your medication, Alfvaen. Y our speech has durred and—"

“You'reright. | am.” Alfvaen drew the pill box from her pouch. Once again she had difficulty opening
it, but Maggy couldn’'t help her as Tocohl had. The arachne was less adept at fine control than Alfvaen
was a the moment. At last, Alfvaen managed to open the box; she took her pill. “Thank you, Maggy,”
she whispered, “1 appreciate it. The worst part about Cand's disease is that your judgment gets bad just
when you need it the mogt.”

That seemed to cdll for aresponse, so Maggy said “I think 1 understand.”



During their exchange, van Zoved had left. Now layli-layli bent swiftly to her task.

Alfvaen peered down again, then reached for the arachne and set it on the bed beside her, where the
lens had an unobsiructed view of the procedure.

Making a score of ddicate incisons at the ngpe of Oloitokitok’s neck, layli-layli calulan extracted
samples of the tissue. These she inserted into—Maggy angled the arachne dightly—a machine which
Maggy tentatively identified as a diagnogtic of some sort.

While she waited, layli-layli calulan dlently knotted and reknotted her koli thread. It served a
purpose Smilar to that of the Methven ritud for cam, and Maggy noted with gpproval thet the readings
from Tocohl’s 2nd skin were dropping to normd.

The machine chimed and issued a nestly racked series of dides. Layli-layli calulan pulled dl the
knots from her koli thread, wrapped it severd times about her right wrigt, then picked up the rack of
dides. These she brought to Alfvaen.

Maggy projected that she intended to give them to Alfvaen for some reason but instead layli-layli
calulan placed the rack carefully on the bed beside the arachne. Then she touched Alfvaen's chin to
examine her eyes. “I bdieve you are in need of medication,” she said, confirming Maggy's private
approach to the suggestion.

“Yes” sad Alfvaen, “I just took care of it. Maggy reminded me”

Layli-layli calulan turned her gaze on the arachne. “Thank you, maggy-maggy,” she sad.

“You're welcome,” Maggy told her through the arachne's vocoder snce she too seemed more
comfortable addressing a discrete entity, “I am glad to have your confirmation.”

Turning to meet Alfvaen’s eyes once more, layli-layli calulan extended a hand to indicate the rack
of dides “Choose for me, please” she said.

From across the room, Kegedi said, “Layli-layli calulan, Alfvaen has Cana's d—’

The shaman ignored him. “Choose for me,” she said again.

Kegedi made a noise that Maggy stored for later reference, while Alfvaen brushed her hand lightly
across the edges of the dides, her face intent. Maggy focused the arachne's lens tightly on Alfvaen's face
and hands, in the hope that she might record Alfvaen's serendipity at work.

“Try that one,” Alfvaen said, indicating a dide. Maggy reran her tape twice, whatever Alfvaen had
done, it wasn't on the record.

Swift-Kdat came forward to accept the dide from layli-layli’s hand. He strode to the microscope,
inserted it. Alfvaen picked up the arachne to fallow him, holding it carefully before her as if the arachne
were very delicate.

Layli-layli calulan and Kegedi joined them to watch without comment as swift-Kdat keyed the
computer for display. Images, some stored, some current, played acoss the screen as swift-Kdat
examined and fined his examination with the use of various light sources and filters. At last the screen held
asngleimage.

“Yes” hesad, “if we were to leave the body out of stag's, these would become garbage plants”

“And what's the ggnificance of that?’ ask Kegedli, as if the question had been drawn from her by
force.

Swift-Kaat sghed. “I don't know. All | can say that, of dl the dead creatures we picked up, only
that”—he gestured at Oloitokitok’ s body—" and the golden scoffer | dissected the same day are growing
garbage plants. They were both bitten by sprookjes. If the other golden scoffers have no sprookje bites
and no garbage plants, then | would theorize that the sprookjes were responsible for the garbage plants”

“And what would be the significance of that?’

It was layli-layli calulan who answered: “If the sprookjes are responsible for the garbage plants,
they may dso have been responsible for Oloitokitol’s degth.”

Chapter Eleven

YOU’LL SEE SPROOKJES awy minute” Hitoshi Dan assured Tocohl, indicating with a



wide-flung padm the same area of the perimeter fence Omim had.

His ariva precluded any further discusson of her rash acts but Tocohl knew this was only
temporary; blade service gave Om im Chadeayne not only the right but the duty to reproach her for a
risk such as she'd taken. Maggy would no doubt add a few words on the subject, as well. On her own
part, Maggy minded redundancy not in the dightest. But for the moment, Tocohl had a respite from both.

Respite from Hashfever's storms brought other surveyors out in number—how was it Om im had
phrased it?—to dry ther feathers. Tocohl watched as they formed amdl celebratory clusters, each a
hodgepodge of style and manner. In dl, the survey team was as diverse a group as she'd seen anywhere,
no two from the same culture and most in worlds' motley.

“Yo, Hellspark!” came Buntec’s below from across the compound. Tocohl turned, to see Buntec
grab Edge-of-Dark by the hand and drag her dong. The two arrived bresthless with excitement, but
before Tocohl could learn the reason behind it, Om im nudged her. “ Sprookjes,” he said.

Forgetting Buntec and Edge-of-Dark, Tocohl turned to stare into the brilliance of the flashwood. A
hendful of sprookjes, disurbingly dark amid the sparkle, pushed through the chattering, tinkling foliage.
One by one, they squirmed cautioudy through the great circles of barbed wire.

As each emerged and paused to preen the mud from its plumage, Om im named them, each in turn:
“Bezymianny’s sprookje, John the Smith's, Captain Kgedi’'s, Edge-of-Dark’s, Hitoshi Dan's...”

He was quickly proven accurate. Those he had called Hitoshi Dan's and Edge-of-Dark’s sprookjes
made draight for Hitoshi Dan and Edge-of-Dark. The others passed on asiif the little group of humans
wereinvisble

In turn, Om im ignored the sprookjes to pay court to Edge-of-Dark with aformd greeting.

Edge-of-Dark flushed pink from her harline to the tops of her boots. “We're old friends, Om im!
You don't have to do that!” The protest was echoed by the sprookje Om im had designated hers.

Cading a frown at the creature, she diffened and went on, “We ve got something important...” So
did the sprookje. Edge-of-Dark’ s frown turned to an open scowl and she jabbed both forefingers at the
sprookje. “1 can't stand talking when that thing is around! Y ou tdl them, Buntec.”

“Botanic art,” said Buntec, and looked furtively around her, to seeif the other sprookje would mimic
her. When it didn’t, she went on to explain, in glowing terms, Edge-of-Dark’ s flower art.

Tocohl listened with interest but she kept her eye on the sprookjes. They were beautiful indeed, their
deek feathers beaded with drops of water that they shook away intiny discrete spatters, rippling first one
st of muscles, then another. Ther control was so remarkable that Tocohl wondered if each feather might
be moved separately. Ther gold eyes were intent upon the humans, but nather gave any indication of so
much as hearing Buntec.

Hitoshi Dan did, his eyes sparkled with excitement. His fird few words proved that Om im had
correctly identified the second sprookje. “If that's s0,” Hitoshi Dan sad—and the sprookje's
pace-keeping echo did nathing to dampen his enthusiasm—"how about landscaping? That's a botanic art
too! You use whole plants rather than cuttings and your arrangement is... an atidicdly planned
environment.” His circled aamsimplied base camp in its entirety. “Better than mud,” he and the sprookje
sad.

In concert, the two went on to explain landscaping at length. Buntec and Edge-of-Dark, neither of
whom it seemed had encountered this art form, listened to their combined voices with growing wonder.

More sprookjes made their way through the barbed wire. Two more—Tocohl supposed them to be
Omim's and Buntec's—joined the little group, as intent as the fird and, for the moment, as Slent as
Buntec's.

Tocohl looked agan from Buntec's sprookje to Hitoshi Dan's. There were subtle differences in
marking. On the fegthers of one the brocade held more gold than brown, on the feathers of the other the
loops-and scallops were deeper, more defined. Om im had a sharper eye than she, to be able to
diginguish them at a glance, and at that distance—or his pattern recognition was better.

“I'm no expert on the subject,” Hitoshi Dan finished, “but somebody on the team must know
something about it—andscagping is an art common to many worlds.”

“Hey!” said Omim sharply, and something behind Tocohl startled her forward by saying “Hey!” just



as sharply and just as unexpectedly.

Tocohl spun at the warning. Her cloak swept awide arc, caught suddenly as if snagged. Behind her,
adartled sprookje let the edge of the moss cloak jerk from itsfingers and backed hedtily away.

(Sorry,) Maggy said, (your cloak’ sinthe way. | didn't see it coming.)

“Speeking of botanic art,” Om im continued, in a lighter tone, one of relief, “does't your cloak
qudify?’ He set hisface, determined not to let the echo bother him, and waved off his echoing sprookje
asit approached Tocohl from the other Side. “That's the most interest they’ ve shown in anything.”

It was true, both sprookjes edged toward her and the other two showed sgns of developing the
same tendency. Keeping a wary eye on them, Tocohl held out her hand. “Lend me your knife, Omim.”

There was a gasp of objection from Hitoshi Dan that sounded ill more horrified in the beaked
mouth of his sprookje. “Hellspark!” said Buntec, “I thought you, of dl people—"

Omim lad the hilt of hisknifein Tocohl’s outstretched pam.

Buntec repeated, “You of dl people)” this time in quite a different tone. “Mighta known,” she
muttered a her sprookje, who agreed in an identica mutter, its cheek feathers puffing.

Tocohl lifted the edge of her cloak and dipped the knife through it, cutting four pieces. She flipped
the knife firgt blade up, then blade down, and returned it to Om im with a generous bow.

That done, she hdd out the firg bit of cloak to the sprookje she'd dartled, Hitoshi Dan's. Fird in
Gd-Ling and then Hitoshi Dan's language, she told the sprookje, “My name is Tocohl Susumo. Please
accept this with my compliments.”

The sprookje said nothing, to her great disgppointment, but she continued to hold the bit of maoss
cloak extending from between her fingertips, so that the creature might touch it without touching her.

The puffed feathers dong the sprookje’ s cheeks dowly deflated and the creature stepped cautioudy
forward to examine, then snatch, the piece of moss.

Tocohl watched as it stared (heppily?) at its prize, then she turned to the second sprookje and
repeated the process in Bluesippan. As before, the sprookje said nothing but accepted the tuft of moss
from her fingers Tocohl sghed and went doggedly on, in Vyrnwyn, in Jannisetti. Each time she met with
the same result: a Slent but accepting sprookje.

“They know it's a gift!” said Om im, voicing it for the rest. His sprookje echoed the words, giving
Tocohl the impresson that it too spoke for its companions. Om im gave the creature a sharp look but
went on, “I don't know if that feather-puffing is sprookje-surprise or sprookje-pleasure,
but—l ook!—they’ re each keegping the piece you gave them!” Then, with something like satisfaction in his
voice, he added, “If they aren’t intdligent, my blade has no edge!”

“l can vouch for the blade,” said Tocohl. *Y ou tried an exchange of gifts once before...”

“Wedid,” sad Hitoshi Dan (and sprookje), “and they ignored what we offered. Maybe they didn’t
recognize what we gave them.”

“Perhaps they didn't,” Tocohl agreed. To Buntec and Edge-of-Dark she added, “Now we have
ome new avenues to explore.”

Buntec grinned a the Vyrnwyn. “Move ass, Edge-of-Dark,” she said, “Let’s get to it.” Her sprookje
repeated Buntec's command with the same emphasis, this time Buntec laughed. As she dragged
Edge-of-Dark away, thar sprookjes, tufts of moss dill dutched in their hands, followed—one dill
echoing Buntec's laughter.

In the hour that followed, Tocohl, accompanied by Om im, van Zoved, and thair sprookjes, met and
introduced hersdf to each of the sprookjes that came into the camp, with no success in any sense. Ruurd
van Zoved gave her a demondration of his own sprookje's ahility to mimic by running through twelve
different languages. The sprookje had, without accent (or rather, with the same accent—that dictated by
the sprookje's beaklike mouth), repeated every Sngle one accurately. Yet when Tocohl tried the same
thing the sprookje remained glent.

Mogt of the surveyors envied the slence, she discovered. Although Hitoshi Dan and swift-Kalat
would speak in the presence of a repeating sprookje, the others would not except in necessity: the result
was irritating as wdl as frudrating. Flashfever’ sirritation index was sngularly high in more ways than one,
Tocohl thought, as frustrated by the sprookjes slence as the others were by their volubility.



Yet, as she sat in the misty sunlight and gazed into the flashwood, she fet the world had more than
auffident beauty to compensate for the trouble it caused.

Ruurd ven Zoved, Om im, and ther respective sprookjes kept dlent company beside her.
Edge-of-Dark had vanished into the flashwood to pick leaves and flowers for a demondration for the
sprookjes, and Hitoshi Dan had appointed himsdf a ddegation of one to find a surveyor who knew
something about landscaping, so far without any luck.

She turned her attention back to the sprookjes, who watched their humans with proprietary interest,
asif waiting for an opportunity to speak. Ther feathers rippled with the intengty of their concentration.

Why do they never volunteer a word? Tocohl wondered. Maggy volunteers informetion to the point
of digraction. She amiled to hersdf at the thought. New definition of sentient: that which gives unsought
advice.

It struck her that Maggy had been uncharacterigticaly quiet. (What's swift-Kaat up to, Maggy?) she
subvocdized.

(He is examining the golden scoffers found dead near Oloitokitok’s body for sprookje bites and
garbage plants))

(What's a garbage plant?)

Maggy flashed a brief image on Tocohl’s spectacles of a refuse heap. Long, Slvery-gray filaments,
like dgae or seaweed, grew from it. (This) she sad, (swift-Kaat says to tdl you,) and here the voice
shifted to that of swift-Kdat himsdf, (“The common name is garbage plant because we have only found
them growing on our refuse. Until Oloitokitok’s death, thet is. They take severd components poisonous
to the indigenous wildlife and break them down, rendering them harmless”)

There was a brief pause—Maggy was evidently putting together severd bits of conversation rather
then rdlaying one as it happened—then swift-Kaat's voice continued: (“So, if there are no sprookje
bites, there are no garbage plants. If there are sprookje bites, as on Oloitokitok’s body and on two of
the golden scoffers, there are garbage plants. We may be able to veify that with a Smple experiment.
We give the sprookjes access to the remaning golden scoffers and we observe.”)

Thislast remark was evidently a smultaneous transmission, for Alfvaen’s wave caught Tocohl’s eye,
and Tocohl looked across the compound to see Alfvaen emerge from swift-Kaat's cabin. She placed a
ardl table at the foot of the steps, then darted back up to sweep the membrane asde for swift-Kdat.
His hands were full of stacked boxes which he carried down the steps to place on the table. Maggy’s
arachne squatted on the top step, ready and waiting to observe.

Alfvaen crossed to Tocohl who said, by way of greeting, “I know. Maggy’s been keeping me
posted.”

“Now if you could only teach her to scratch backs...” said Alfvaen, grinning.

“Do you want your back scratched?’ asked Maggy, from the hand-held on Alfvaen's belt. “I will
send the arachne if you wish.”

“Oh, no!” said Alfvaen, somewhat embarrassed. “My arm’s not broken, Maggy. | was just meking a
joke.” She canted an arm behind her and scraiched self-conscioudly.

“l don’t understand jokes very well,” said Maggy, sounding apologetic. “Should | laugh?’

Tocohl cocked her head to one Sde and, after consderation, said, “No. Not now—the laughter has
to come at a specific time to have the correct effect.”

“Okay. Sorry, Alfvaen. | hope | will do better next time”

“No need for an gpology, Maggy.” Alfvaen looked around for something to amile a reassuringly, and
settled for Tocohl’s spectacles. Tocohl thought that an admirable choice.

Maggy sad in her ear, (Will you explain later, please?)

(Yes) sad Tocohl. She watched inquiringly as Alfvaen reached again, apparently involuntarily, to
scratch at her back.

Seaing the look, Alfvaen said, “It was seeing dl those garbage plants, even though the ones on
Oloitokitok hadn't broken through the skin yet—the whole idea makes me fed crawly dl over.”

Tocohl spread her hands in sympethy.

“Garbage plants?’ said Omim and sprookje, and Tocohl let Alfvaen explan.



“Hey!"” sad Timose Megeve. “What are you doing?’

Buntec looked up, unabashed, from the innards of the largest daisy-clipper, a smear of graphite
across her face.

“| thought I’d give the Hellspark our grand tour, as long as I’'m going out to look for evidence of
grafting. You know as wdl as | do we ve been up to our asses in equipment failures—no, nol—no
reflection on you! | just thought I'd check things out beforehand as a precaution. Why take chances?’
She closed the service pand with a snap, wiped her hands and—in response to Megeve's pointing
finge—her face as wdll.

“Why the big one?’ the Ma deneantine asked.

“Because | haven't flown the big one for weeks, and | want to give the flashgrass a thrill. Why not
the big one? That’s a gorgeous machine, you gotta admit.” She patted it affectionately on the prow.

“True” sad Megeve, “but | do wish you'd keep your fingersout of it... after dl, that is supposed to
bemy job.”

“I'll try,” said Buntec serioudy, “but it's not gonna be easy.” She gave a widful glance a the
daisy-clipper and sad, “See you later—I'm off to find the Hellspark before Flashfever comes up with
another gully-washer.”

She left imwith agrin at his bewildered look and trotted happily back to the compound, where she
found Tocohl trying once again to get Om im’s sprookje to respond to Bluesppan—to no avall.

“How's about checking out the wild ones, Tocohl? I'm just about to go graft-hunting in some of the
places we' ve seen the high-class sprookjes—you know, with the crests?” Her hand swept above her
head in graphic explanation.

“It sworth atry,” said Tocohl. “1 don’t seem to be having much luck here”

“Speeking of luck,” said Buntec, “want to come, Alfvaen? You're a whole lot better at catching wild
geesethan | am.”

“Jeef?” Alfvaen used swift-Kalat's soft-name as afull and complete query.

“Go with them,” swift-Kadat told her, “I'll find someone ese to hold the camera.”

The arachn€e' s legs telescoped to the fullest extent of ther length, much as if Maggy wanted to make
hersdf more noticeable. “I'll hdp you, swift-Kaat, if you like” sad the voice from the vocoder.

He hesitated, consdering the spidery mobile.

Maggy sad, “I'll save everything.”

Tocohl laughed. “She means that. She won't dump any data until you've told her to specificdly, if
that’s what's worrying you.” Snapping her wrigt to give ring to her words, Tocohl added, “Her ‘ey€ is
better than any camera, not only because it sees the ful 360 degrees, but because she makes good
choices as a rule. The fuller the information you give her, the better the choices. Just tdl her what you
want taped and why. At your leisure you can sort through what footage you wish to keep and she can
trander that to the survey computer.”

“All right,” said swift-Kdat to Tocohl. Then he appeared to think better of it and turned to the
arachne, “Yes, Maggy. I'd appreciate the hep.”

“That's settled,” said Buntec to Alfvaen, “you'll come?’

“Of course. If there'sroom.”

“The more the merrier. Timos€ s bugged that | want to use the big daisy-clipper. Hell fed better if |
bring a crowd. Ruurd?’

“Thank you, but no,” said van Zoved, “not where Buntec's piloting.”

“You don't know good when you see it, Ruurd,” Om im and sprookje said.” Count me in, Tocohl.”
He rose to hisfeet and the sprookje followed suit.

Tocohl glanced from one to the other. “How do the sprookjes fed about the daisy-clippers?’

Om im and sprookje said, “Timose shoos them away from ‘his equipment. He figures it's too
dangerous to chance.”

With a broad grin, Buntec said to the sprookje, “1 know just how you fed; | got shooed away, t00.”
To the humans, she said chearfully, “Let’'s move—Dyxte will keep us posted on the weether, but we



dready know there s going to be another thunderstorm anytime now—there adways is.”

Leaving Ruurd and Maggy’s arachne behind to keep swift-Kaat company, the five of them—Tocohl
counted the sprookje—walked to the man gate of the compound. Just beyond it lay the makeshift
hangar with its population of daisy-clippers, large and smdl. Benegth her fedt, the flashgrass, which
anchored itsdf with something like roots, was soringy and gligening. After the mud of the compound,
Tocohl ddighted in the sensation. Soon the flashgrass reached ther knees and Tocohl lifted her cloak to
prevent its being caught on the flickering wiry strands.

Timode Megeve came around the largest daisy-clipper, shouted, and clapped his hands a a
sprookje that stood before it. The sprookje moved off a short distance but no farther. Megeve appeared
to find the distance acceptable and came from beneath the hangar to greet them.

A throat mike sivung from his hand. “1 thought, just as a precaution, Tocohl, you ought to be able to
tak to Buntec when you're out of earshot.”

At this distance, Megeve's sprookje didn't bother to echo him. “I1t's no good for long range, mind
you—amileis about the limit—but it might come in handy.”

“It might at that,” said Tocohl. “Thanks for thinking of it.” She clasped the curve of plagtic about her
throat and put the tiny earplug in her ear; the weight was scarcely noticesble. As Buntec had taken an
identica device from her overpocket and put it on, Tocohl said, experimentdly, in Jannisetti, “How're
you holding?’

“Jud fine” Buntec's reply came as clearly through the earpiece as it did through the sparkling air of
Flashfever. “Jug fing” Tocohl repeated in GalLing for Megeve' s benefit. “Can you find us two more?’

Timose Megeve frowned. “Two more?’

Indicating Om im, then Alfvaen, Buntec said, “Wouldn't dream of going out to hunt sprookjes
without a serendipitist, or somebody with rocks in his head.” Om im chuckled ddightedly, but Megeve
didn't share his amusement, merdy looked stubborn.

“Don't be chintzy, Timose” said Buntec. “It's not asif we're going to eat your equipment!”

“Or useit to hang pictures on,” added Omim and his sprookje.

Buntec said, “Please stop taking until we get into the daisy-clipper and on our way—I can’'t stand
it!”

“Then you'd better keep your mouth shut, too,” sad the amdl man afably. “Here comes your
sprookje.”

Having finished its echo, Om im’'s sprookje turned with the rest of them to see a third sprookje push
itsway through the flashgrass. Timose Megeve muttered in despair and raised his hands to clap.

Tocohl caught his handsin midair. “No!” she said sharply but quietly. “I think it's got something in its
hand. For Veschke' s sake, don't do anything to scareit!”

She did not take her eyes from the ariving sprookje, but she fdt Megeve's musdes rdax and
released his hands. Beside her, the others dl turned cautioudy to follow her gaze. Except for the sound of
wind and digant thunder, everything was dill as Buntec's sprookje pushed dowly toward them.
(Maggy,) Tocohl said, (record this)

The sprookje did indeed have something in its hand.

It stopped a scant two feet from Buntec and stared at her, its feathers ruffling in the wind. 1t seemed
amog expectant. Then it came to Tocohl and, with a gesture identical to that with which Tocohl had
passed out the bits of maoss cloak, it stretched out its am and offered her a tuft of something red and
velvety-looking.

Praying that the fragile moment wouldn't break, that no one in the group would shout and frighten the
sprookje away, Tocohl leaned forward, not daring to step closer, and reached out to take the gift. She
turned it over dowly in her hands, dlowing Maggy a good steady view through the spectacles, fdt its
texture. It was as velvety to the touch as it was to the eye, and it was not merdy red, but patterned in
shades of red. It was ddfinitely vegetable maiter.

Maggy said, (Nothing on it in the survey files shdl | ask swift-Kadat—)

(Later, Maggy,) said Tocohl. Aloud, she addressed the sprookje in Jannisetti. “Thank you,” and on
impulse, she hdd out her hand, just bardy touching the festhery softness of the sprookje's wrist. The



sprookj€e's cheek-feathers puffed dightly but it did not move away.

Tocohl drew her hand back and stroked the bit of mosdike substance, then, as dowly and carefully
as she had done it the firg time, she again reached out and touched the sprookje’ s wridt. Thistime she
made alight stroking motion. The sprookje’s cheek-feathers smoothed.

Grinning with excitement, Tocohl brought her hand back and made a great show, for the sprookje's
bendfit, of placing ther gift into the pouch at her hip.

Very softly, she said, “Buntec, I'd like to try an experiment.”

Buntec said in the same tone, “You nameit; I'll do it,” and her sprookje agreed.

“Your knife, please, Om im.” Tocohl brought the knife up under the cloak, thrugt it outward just
beneeth her chin, and made along cut down the lay of the cloak’s faliage to its now-ragged hem. A long
narrow grip of maoss peeled away into her hand. Its tansy scent spiced the ar about her.

Cheek-feathers puffed on every sprookje face. Buntec said, interpreting the ook, “You're a rotten
person, Tocohl, cuttin’ something beautiful like that.” Again her sprookje echoed her words.

“You could be right, Buntec. | hope they'll forgive a bit of expediency.”

Omim did, for he accepted the return of his knife without the customary ceremony.

Taking the long strip of moss by ether end, Tocohl spread her hands and gave it a gentle tug to
demondtrate its strength. Then she held out one end to the sprookje, who took it. Still holding the other
end of the sripin her left hand, she reached out again with her right to stroke the sprookje's wridt. The
grip looped between them and remained even when she withdrew her right hand.

After a moment, the sprookje' s cheek-feathers relaxed. Tocohl said, in the same soft voice, “Now,
vary camly, one a atime, | want you dl to get into the daisy-clipper. Megeve, if you're not coming with
us, please go back into the hangar, out of Sght.”

He stared a her aghast. In the same hushed tone, he said, “But you've got an exchange of giftd
You've got to tdl the captain—that’s more than we' ve gotten in these three years...” His sprookje too
let its voice trall off asif in astonishment of its own.

“Good,” Tocohl said, “but not enough, not for your captain.”

“What more could you want?” Megeve and his sprookje demanded.

“Art, artifacts’—Tocohl glared a the sprookjes that refused to echo her and let the exasperation
leak into her voice—"language. We're 4ill going to look for those grafts, with a netive guide if possible.”
She indicated the sprookje a the other end of the strip of maoss with a twis of her head; her grin
returned.

For along moment, Megeve regarded her in shocked silence. At last he found his voice. “Crazy like
aHédlspark,” he said, and his sprookje thought so too. “You'll need those microphones. Don't worry, |
won't do anything to frighten off your sprookjes.”

The tableau held as Megeve stepped cautioudy away. He was gone from dght for a few moments
only, and his sprookje did not follow him, choosing to remain behind and watch with great golden eyes. It
only backed dightly away when Megeve returned to distribute microphone necklaces to the others.

Omim took hiswith avery broad grin. “We |l leave you the pleasure of tdling the captain of the I1sh
shan’sfirg success, Timose”

“I wouldn't dream of it,” the Madeneantine grinned back. “It will keep until you get back. Buntec
would... grip me naked and rall me through the razor-grass—" The sprookje paused on the same
querying note, as Megeve glanced a Buntec, who doubled her fids and jerked her elbows back sharply
to attest to the accuracy of his phrasing. “—If she missed seeing the expresson on Kegedi's face” he
finished.

“Absolutdy,” agreed Buntec and her sprookje. “And the minute we're gone he's gonna hightal it
back to camp and shout his lungs out”—hbut despite her excitement, she kept her imaginary shout to a
whispe—"The Hellspark swapped giftd The Hellspark swapped giftd” She exchanged a look with her
sprookje and together they finished, “I know | would.”

(He probably will,) Tocohl observed privatdy to Maggy. (If the arachne is available, try to record the
expression on Kegedi’'s face for Buntec when he does.)

(It s important?)



(To Buntec, it is. Now, hush. | have to pay atention.)

“Please be careful,” Megeve was saying, “I don't trust tha thing around my machinery.” His own
thing voiced the identical sentiments. He glared at it. “If you must take one, take mine” Then he vanished,
scowling, back into the hangar.

“Okay, Buntec,” sad Tocohl, “you fird.” And each of the others in turn dimbed into the
daisy-clipper, leaving Tocohl done with the three sprookjes. Flashgrass danced and flickered around
them.

She took asngle step toward the daisy-clipper, dlowing the strip of moss cloak to go taut, and then
asecond step. The sprookje let go.

Petiently, Tocohl picked up the fdlen end of the srip and offered it again to the sprookje. The
sprookje accepted it, and Tocohl took another step. This time the sprookje followed, dthough at the
farthest extreme the length of moss permitted.

The other sprookjes came too, picking their way through the flashgrass warily, as if the strip of moss
gave Buntec's sprookje a shidd that they did not have.

The strip loosened as the sprookje quickened its steps to keep pace afoot or two behind her. When
Tocohl reached the daisy-clipper, she played out another foot of maoss and climbed in, diding wel over in
the plush seat to dlow suffident room for the sprookje, and began to red in the maoss drip. The sprookje
did not move; the strip went taut and Tocohl tugged gently. The sprookje let go. Tocohl did to the door,
picked up the end of the strip, and offered it again to the sprookje. But before Buntec's sprookje could
accept, the second sprookje, Megeve's, grabbed for the traling end and caught it. Startled, Buntec's
sprookje skittered back afew feet.

Megeve' s sprookje took a sngle step toward the daisy-clipper.

Omim said quietly, “I think you've got a volunteer.”

“Well see,” Toocohl said. With a dight frown of concentration, she did back to her postion next to
Omim and, dowly but surely, began to red in Megeve' s sprookje.

And dowly but surdly it followed. Through the door it came, its cheek-feathers fully puffed. Indde, it
looked around dowly, taking everything in as carefully as Maggy’ s arachne might.

Its thigh to calf ratio was different from the human, but it sat, turning dightly to the side, to dlow room
for its knees. Asde from afew ruffled cheek-feathers, it did not ook uncomfortable.

Tocohl fastened her seat belt with great deliberation, so the sprookje could see exactly what she was
doing and how. She had hoped that the sprookje would follow suit, but she was disappointed. When the
sprookje made no Smilar move, she leaned acrossit and, very gingerly, fastened its seat belt—snapped it
open to reassure the creature—then fastened it again.

The sprookje watched her gravely, and snapped the seat belt open. “Okay,” sad Tocohl, “you' ve
got that down.”

When the sprookje made no further move, Tocohl petiently fastened its seat belt again, leaned farther
across to close the door, and waited to see what the creature would do next. The sprookje looked at the
seet belt, looked at the door, and sighed—asiif resigned to its fate—and eased back into the sedt.

“All right,” said Tocohl, “now that we've got our trusty native guide, let’s get this expedition off the
ground, shdl we?’

Buntec said, “I think you're crazy, Hellspark, but a least you picked one that doesn't talk back—not
to us. You just made Timos€ s day in more ways than one.” She turned to her ingruments, adding over
her shoulder, “Give a haller if your fine-feathered friend gets too hopped up. I'll take this as dow and
easy asl can.”

Swift-Kaat was pleased. Within minutes after he had removed the wrappings from the corpses of the
golden scoffers, the firg sprookje to see them—his own, in fact—had nipped each of them in turn. The
fird it had bitten twice, each of the others only once, asif extrgpolating from the firg.

He placed the bitten corpses into derile boxes. In a few days, hed know whether or not the
sprookjes themsaves were the source of the garbage plants. Whether or not that datum would make a
difference to the survey team, he had no idea.



Layli-layli calulan’s reasoning seemed farfetched but he was not one to ignore any theory without
good cause. If the sprookjes were conscioudy injecting the garbage plants into dl the human debris to
cleanse their world of human-borne poisons, might they not aso wish to cleanse their world of the humen
intruders as wel?

Stacking the boxes, he paused to congder the sprookje and found it watching the arachne. The
arachne, oddly enough, had skittered from one end of the table to the other. There it crouched, then
suddenly shot up to its full height, crouched a second time, and skittered the length of the table once
more. His firs thought was that something had gone wrong with it but, no, its movements were too
purposeful...

“Maggy... 7 he began; so did the sprookje.

The arachne sprang once more to full height, startling the sprookje back in mid-query.

“l wanted to see if | could get it to notice the arachne.” The voice from the vocoder sounded
pleased. “It did.”

Swift-Kaat suddenly regretted that he had not called another surveyor to record for him. However
wdl Maggy recorded the sprookjes, the film would not indude her own behavior which, to him, was
equaly intriguing. Then he remembered that Tocohl was in constant communication with Maggy through
her implant. He and the sprookje asked, “Did Tocohl suggest you try that?

“No, she's busy. She told me to hush. I'll show her later.” The arachne made another abrupt bob.
Thistime the sprookje only blinked at it. “1 deduce thet it consders the arachne harmless” Maggy said.

“Yes,” he said, the sprookje seconding him. He picked up the boxes to carry them insde the cabin,
pausng on the threshold to scrape some of the mud from his feet. The arachne sprang from the table to
falow him. The sprookje did not; perhaps, like most of the surveyors, it was drying its festhers.

There was an odd sound behind him. He turned to look and found the arachne scraping its legs one
agang the other in imitation.

“Shdl | enter the materid in your files?” Maggy asked.

“Yes, please, Maggy,” he said. “You are very usful to have around.”

The arachne bobbed a bow. “Thank you.” It pricked its way on delicate feet to the console and
stuck an adapter into one of the tiny receipt openings. The rest of its legs Sraightened to give it the height
to reach the keyboard.

“Do you need hdp?’ asked swift-Kdat, suddenly redizing how much he was teking for granted
about the capabilities of this probe.

Implausibly, a chuckle came from the arachne. “No,” it said, “my arm’s not broken—Did | say that
correctly?’

Swift-Kaat laughed, as much from astonishment as from anusement. “Yes” he said, “I think so: you
sounded very like Alfveen.”

“Good,” sad the arachne, setting about its task.

For along moment, swift-Kaat watched; there was nothing to see. At last he remembered the Serile
boxes he dill hed and crossed the room to put them in a safe place. When he returned, it was to draw up
achair and sit, his ebows on his knees, his chin in his hands, and the best possible view of the arachne.
His bracelets clashed down hisarm to his ebow.

His expertise, he found, was being chdlenged by more than the sprookjes. By definition, an
extrapolaive computer was not sentient but, by definition neither were the sprookjes. The only difference
seemed to be that Maggy responded to questioning.

When the arachne withdrew its adapter, he said “Maggy, are you sentient?’

There was a long pause. Whether it indicated deep thought—and Maggy's deep thought would be
fagter than human—or was merdly supplied for aesthetic reasons, swift-Kaat couldn’t judge.

At lagt, Maggy said, “1 don't know. From what Tocohl says, none of the definitions of sentience in
my memory is true and sufficient to cover dl cases. Legdly spesking, however—no, I'm not sentient.
Why do you ask?’

“In reaction to the extent of your curiogity.”

“That's basic to an extragpolative computer. Curiogty is rather smple to program in: If the information



received doesn't gibe with other information | have stored, | seek additiond information; if | don’'t have
enough information, | seek additiond information. In me that's cdled programming. In a humen, that's
cdled curiogty.”

“Agan, a matter of definition,” swift-Kaat pointed out.

“| see what you mean. Y es, a matter of definition.”

Swift-Kaat fdl glent. If he were asked, he wondered, would he be able to say, as he had with the
sprookjes, that he deduced sentience in an extrapolative computer? The question brought him full cirde
to the legd definition: art, artifacts, language. Language, Maggy certainly had. And given the proper
waldoes, he did not doubt that she could produce an artifact if she chose to.

The computer console chimed an interruption to his thoughts and he rose absently to answer it.

The caler was Kgedi. “Hdlo, swift-Kaat. Is Tocohl with you?’

“Buntec took her into the flashwood. | don’t know how long they’Il be gone.”

“So € ll misswhat she seems to have started. Well, you come then. It should be of interest to you
aswdl: theréll be a brief lecture on landscaping in the common room garting about five minutes from
now.” With that, he Sgned off.

When swift-Kdat glanced down he saw that the arachne was dready on its way. He followed.
“Curious?’ he asked.

“Curious” she agreed as the two of them dtarted across the compound. “Besdes” she added, “I
want to see the look on Kgedi’'s face”

“l don’'t understand.”

“Neither do I, but it's important to Buntec. If | record it for her, maybe shell explan why,” Maggy
sad, then added, “If shetdisme, I'll tdl you. | promise”

Edge-of-Dark skirted the barbed-wire perimeter to the man gate, her ams laden with stalks of
flowers and leefy branches representing dmogt dl of the locd flora of the chlorophyll and rhodopsin
families. She'd picked too many; she dways did. Getting the gate open would probably require as much
ill as arranging the flowers—and no less art.

She amiled to hersdlf, thinking it wasn't often she'd been cdled upon to put her atidtic taent to use
on a survey. The chance gave her satisfaction of akind she' d never before experienced.

The ground under the flashgrass became uneven. Not having a very good view, she dowed, stepped
cautioudy. The intermittent sight of the green boots brought a second amile to her face and shoulders.
Amid the flicker of the flashgrass they were wonderfully aesthetic. Perhaps she had been going about her
dathing incorrectly; perhaps it should be taken as a whole with its surroundings... What the Hellspark
wore was in some peculiar way more fashionable for Flashfever than her own carefully chosen garb.

Guessng that she' d neared her destination, she halted to shift her Sill-dripping burden enough to look
for the gate. To her rdief, Timose Megeve stood beside it, waiting to hold it open.

“Thank you, Megeve,” she began, then she peered again through the foliage. She was no expert on
Madeneantine expressions, but he seemed agitated. “Is something wrong? You look like a womble
about to bite someone.”

Even asit left her mouth she redized he probably wouldn't understand the expression, but before she
could explain he said, “Nothing' s wrong, Edge-of-Dark. At least, | hope not. Hellsparks are crazy, that's
dl” He swung the gate wide and went on, “They took a sprookje dong with them—in the
daisy-clipper!”

“Who ese went?” And when Megeve told her, she amiled as broad a amile as was possible with her
ams ful and, to reassure him, she added, “I wouldn’'t worry. With Buntec piloting and a serendipitist
aong, they can hardly get into trouble.”

Megeve started. “1 hadn’t thought about the serendipitist. Do you believein that sort of thing?’

“I believe in anything that works, | suppose.”

A ddk of penny-Jannisett fdl from the crook of her am; Megeve stooped to retrieve it. He hdd it
out to her, but redizing she had no free hand, he said, “Shdl | carry some of that?’

“Jud the one you've gat. If | try to divideit up, I'll drop it dl, I'm afraid. It would be gracious of you



to hdp meinto my cabin.”

“Of course” He swung the gate shut behind her and took a few quick paces to lead the way.
“What's dl that for?’

“You missed our hrilliant idea,” she said, “Buntec’s hrilliant idea, in truth, dthough she is gracious
enough to name me her collaborator...” And on the way to her cabin, she explaned a length, her
enthusasm growing gill more as she spoke.

“l see” he said, halding aside the membrane to her cabin to ease her entry. “It is a theory worth
exploring, | suppose.”

He watched as she maneuvered her plant cuttings onto a low table. When her hands were free, he
held out the sprig of penny-Jannisett. “Edge-of-Dark,” he said, “if you don’t mind my asking—why did
you start wearing boots dl of a sudden?”’

“Fashion,” she said, over her shoulder. “Although | admit | have had some further thoughts on that
subject.” Deciding those would be of little interest to him—the Madeneantine had no aesthetic sense that
ghe had ever seen—she said amply, “You'll find a digitd picture on the table by the console. The
Helspark tels me that’ s current fashion.” She went from closet to closet to gather her working materids
scissors, wire, bowls, and vases.

To her deep regret, she had not been able to bring as large a sdection of containers with her as she
had wished. That was dways true, but this time, the lack of choice frustrated her. Perhaps, she thought
suddenly, she might ask the rest of the team. Who knows what sort of container Om im or even Kgedli
might have brought, as art or asritud item...

Megeve sad, “I thought you were Vyrnwyn, Edge-of-Dark. Why should you be interested in
Ringslver fashion?’

It took her amoment to understand the implication of his question. “Ringsiver?’ She strode across to
dare a the picture over his shoulder. “Are you sure?’

“Of course I'm sure,” he said. “I was there just afew years ago and they dl dressed like that.”

But Edge-of-Dark redized she had no need of his answer. Taking the picture from his hands, she
dared at it. “Ringsilver!” she breathed, and promptly burst into laughter, fuly expecting Megeve to
fallow suit. She looked up to find a scowl on hisface.

Subduing her laughter, she raised her hand to splay fingers a her throat. “Your pardon, Megeve. It's
not you I'm laughing &, it's me. Won't Om im love thid | have been—ever so gracioudy—tricked by
that Hellspark of hig”

She flourished the picture a him and went on, “What a great ded of trouble to go to, to get me into
boots for the sake of Buntec's senghilities What is it Buntec would say, ‘Crazy like a Hellspark’? It's
trueisn't it?’

“You mean she hoaxed you? And you're not angry about it?’

The question sobered her. She gave it the respect it was due and concluded, “No, I'm not angry.
Congder for a moment: when | put on boots, | suddenly became humen to Buntec. And Buntec
reciprocated”, she added, as the thought occurred to her, “by learning the Vyrmwyn forma greetings—so
she became human to me.”

Her long nalls tapped the picture absently. “Almost like an equation. Edge-of-Dark plus boots equa
human. Buntecreth plus formd greeting equas human. What do you suppose we have to add to the
sprookjes to arrive a admilar result?” Thoughtful, she stared a Megeve without redly seeing him.

“Wdl,” she said, “perhaps it’s flower art. If you'll hdp me carry out the table, well find out soon
enough.”

Megeve s only response was to bend to the task.

Outsde, they placed the table in the mud. While Megeve leveed it with amdl fla stones,
Edge-of-Dark settled hersdf on the bottom step, ignoring the damage the mud might do her clothes, and
began laying out her tools and her bowls.

A sprookje, perhaps the one that mimicked her, approached, its golden eyes widening at the sght of
the flowers. Although she admitted that might be nothing more than wishful thinking on her part, she
vowed to do her best for this audience of one.



She began with the black lacquer bowl and reached for a stalk of tick-tick. As she brought the
cutting upright, it began to chide gently. “For sound,” she said happily, “I must choose them not just for
ggnt, but for sound” The sprookje agreed, but caught up in the wonder of her new creation,
Edge-of-Dark scarcely heard the echo.

From the perch on which swift-Kaat had placed the arachne, Maggy had an unobstructed view of
the whole of the common room, induding Kejedi’s face.

Hitoshi Dan waited for the smdl interested group to assemble and quiet, then he thrust Dyxte
ti-Amax forward in a manner Tocohl would have caled “showing him off.” That might have been because
his 2nd skin was daborady patterned, in reds and blues, to resemble the anatomica pattern of humen
veins and arteries. Maggy, interested in defining Tocohl’s concept of “beautiful,” made a note to ask
later, when Tocohl was no longer occupied, if she thought this beautiful as she had Geremy Kantyka's
patterned 2nd skin.

There was a good ded more of interest. Dyxte was ti-Tobian. Maggy had aready opened afile on
another member of the team, Vidvoye ha-Somol, a ha-Tobian. Asde from a tourist guide which Tocohl
hed told her to tag superficid, Maggy had no information on ether culture, and here was a chance to
observe both.

Dyxte ti-Amax was dso an expert a landscaping. The only thing Maggy knew about that subject
was that Hitoshi Dan had categorized it as a botanicd art form, so she was glad for his explanation, as
brief asit was.

“Remember where we firg met the sprookjes,” Dyxte asked, of no one in paticular. “That entire
area could easly have been a ddiberate artidtic effort.” Maggy reviewed the tape she'd drawn from the
survey computer. She didn't see what he meant, but then “atidic’ gave her the same problem as
Tocohl’s “beautiful.”

Dyxte went on, “Of course, their idea of aesthetic may differ entirdy from ours—from mine” He
drew a stubby forefinger dong the vein in hisarm fron wrigt to elbow. “Art comes from the heart, but the
heart is ingtructed by the culture.”

Now that information was useful, Maggy thought and tagged it accordingly.

“The best way to find out,” he said, “isto landscape an area of the compound.” He lad a hand over
his heart, tensed the muscles of his entire am asif in reaction to pain. “1 confess, I've been aching to do
just that snce our arrival, so it will be as much to my benefit as to the sprookjes.” Glancing at Kgedi, he
sad, “I see no reason to wait.”

When Kgedi made no reply, Dyxte started for the door. Swift-Kala paused to lift the arachne from
its perch and place it on the ground beside him so Maggy might observe too. They were not the only
ones to follow Dyxte outside; clearly a number of the surveyors were equaly curious about this art form.

They watched in sllence as Dyxte paced thoughtfully around the compound, stopping and turning a
severd of the cabins, now taking a step back for better vantage point, now ignoring a cabin asif it did not
exis.

At lagt he paused contemplatively before layli-layli calulan’s cabin, watching the white and gold
pennants flap and spatter in the breeze. “Here,” he said, and strode toward the door chime.

“No,” said Maggy; smultaneoudy Kegedi—and his sprookje echo—shouted, “Wait, Dyxtel”

Thar warning was the louder. Dyxte ti-Amax hdted, turned on his heds to give Kgedi his full
atention. “Yes, Captain?’ he and his sprookje said at once.

“You should have read your orders,” Kgedi said. The sprookje echoed that, causng Keedi to cast
a scowl in its direction. “Layli-layli calulan is in mourning for Oloitokitok and can't be disturbed
for"—he glanced at the digolay on his cuff—"another twenty hours unlessit is a genuine emergency.”

“Oh. Your pardon, sr.” Dyxte turned to look once more at layli-layli calulan’s cabin. “ Suppose |
amply go ahead and do it without her permission? Does anyone know enough about Yn to tdl me—?’

Maggy sent the arachne to his side. “I might be able to hdp,” she said. “What would you like to
know about the Yn?’

With no warning, Dyxte dropped to his knee to peer into the arachne's camera. “Extrgpolaive



computer?’ he asked; the question was as unexpected as his action had been.

Maggy considered her options. With swift-Kadat present she didn’t think a lie advisable; but Tocohl
hed told her not to volunteer this information. Was answering a direct question volunteering? If she didn't
answer, swift-Kaat would. He would not lie, not “too stupid to lie” like the survey computer, but
definitdy not programmed with the ability. Culture was like programming! She tagged that conclusion
important.

As for Dyxte' s question, Maggy decided to wait for Tocohl’s advice. Meanwhile, her best course
was to leave her options, and Tocohl’s, open...

“Hellgpark,” she said, knowing Dyxte would perceive no delay between question and response, “a
your service” She had the arachne bob a curtsey.

“How do Ynfed about plants?’

“Yningenerd or Yn shamans?’ she asked.

“Layli-layli calulan,” said Dyxte.

That made the respongibility for discrimination hers. She searched her files on the Yn with particular
atention to their shamans, to conclude, doud, “There is an eghty percent chance that she will be very
pleased to find her cabin surrounded by plants when she leaves her mourning.”

“Maggy? Why an eighty percent chance?’ swift Kdat asked, sprookje-echoed.

“Because layli-layli calulan is an atypicd Yn shaman,” Maggy explained, “1 can only extrapolate
from the generd behavior of Yn shamans”

“She does like the Flashfever wildlife,” Hitoshi Dan observed.

Kgedi gave a one-handed shrug. “Go ahead, Dyxte,” he and his sprookje said, “if that's the area
that suits you. For safety’s sake, I'll make that a order.”

“No need of that,” ti-Amax told him. “Eighty percent is high enough odds for any ti. Just let me get
some scratch paper and start my planning.”

A ruffled sprookje was ether frightened or excited, perhaps both, thought Tocohl, as she kept a
caeful eye on the passenger beside her. And Megeve's sprookje was bridling dl over, had been since
the daisy-clipper lifted gently up and began its voyage into the depths of the flashwood.

To Tocohl’s rdief, however, the sprookje did not panic. It made no attempt to free itsdf from or to
druggle againg the seat belt that restrained it. The creature looked out the door for a moment, then
turned deliberatdly away: the rushing ground beneath clearly made it more uncomfortable than did its
human companions. It watched Tocohl with huge unblinking golden eyes.

Tocohl touched it gently on the wrigt and it looked down at her hand but did not draw away. Tocohl
stroked the ruffled feathers lightly, fallowing the lay of the feathers, and hoping that the gesture might
bring some reassurance. Evidently the hope was fulfilled, for the festhers began to subside dowly—first
on the sprookj€e' s extremities, then on the chest, and, at lagt, those on the sprookje’s cheeks. Itsfine gold
and brown brocade pattern sparkled in the intermittent sun as Buntec steered the daisy-clipper deftly
aong the surface of afast-moving stream.

Beyond the sprookje, Tocohl saw the surface of Flashfever unroll—a sudden shattering brightness of
froswillows, amigty blue of monkswoodsmen, a squat stand of spit-outs—then the daisy-clipper dipped
beneath the shadow of a cloud and the woods flashed hrilliantly dight with spitfires and whirligigs. Tocohl
blinked in wonder.

“Do you ever get used to it?’ she breathed, to no one in particular. After a moment’s pause, Om im
tore his eyes away from his sde of the daisy-clipper and sad, “Hunh?’

“Never mind,” said Tocohl, “you've answered my question.” With a careful eye on the sprookje,
Tocohl reached forward to tap Buntec on the shoulder. “How far out are we going?’

Buntec didn’t take her eyes from the rushing view before her. “About twenty miles from here—take
us about the same number of minutes. Riding the river may be the long way, but the ride is smoother and
the view is better.”

“Thanks” said Tocohl, “and thanks” Without reluctance, she centered her atention once more on
the sprookje. “I am Tocohl Susumo,” she began again, fird in Madeneantine, then in GaLing'. “1 dub



thee Sunchild until such time as thou wilt share thy name with me.”

“Sunchild?’ said Alfveen.

Tocohl explained, “In the Zovedian fairy tales, Sunchild was the bravest of dl the sprookjes.”

“Sounds good to me” said Buntec. “Fits”

Omim leaned across Tocohl and sduted the sprookje. “Sunchild,” he acknowledged. “I wonder if
I’d have the courage to dimb into a daisy-clipper with four crazies”

“You did, didn’t you?" Tocohl said with agrin.

The stream had broadened into a roaring expanse of river before them. Sunlight glinted off its
churning waters, and dong its torrent-swept banks, waterplants glittered and sparkled with a light that
was ther own. Sunchild, asif in affirmation of its name, cautioudy turned to the door to look down & its
brilliant world.

Buntec made a sngpping mation & the control pand and grunted. Something in her tone raised the
hair a the ngpe of Tocohl’s neck. Two more sngpping mations—then Buntec swung the daisy-clipper’s
joydtick to the left. The craft did not respond.

“Won't dow,” said Buntec sharply. “Won't turn, either.”

Before them a stand of frostwillows rushed ominoudy closer. “Hold tight,” commanded Buntec, “this
isgoing to be rough!”

Alfvaen and Om im responded indantly, tucking their heads between their knees, shdtering in thar
hands. Tocohl grasped the sprookje' s head, forced it down, sheltering it with her own shoulders.

The daisy-clipper danted abruptly downward. For a long moment, Buntec fought it to a smooth
glide, then the craft struck the surface of the river with a thunderclap. It lurched againg the current like a
skipping stone.

Tocohl gasped as the seat belt cut sharply into her flesh, and again as her shoulders smashed into the
seet before her. The sprookje shivered in her sheltering arms but made no outcry.

Twice more the craft lurched forward, battering her againg the seat back. Then, with a find screech
of metd, it came to a shuddering hdt amid atangle of ripped and sparkling waterweeds.

“Abandon ship!” shouted Buntec. “I don’t know how long thisthing' Il stay afloat—no! my sde! You
can’'t svim that white water, you barefoot fool!”

As Tocohl swiftly unsnapped the sprookje' s safety belt to shove it through the door to safety, Buntec
grabbed Alfvaen by the wrist and bodily drew her onto the bank of the river.

Omim scrambled across the seat. Tocohl, dinging to the frame of the door, fairly threw him onto the
dippery vegetation at the edge of the river. Buntec pulled Tocohl out of waist-deep water before Tocohl
hed fully redized she wasiniit.

The daisy-clipper, its crumpled prow snarled in the glittering weeds at the edge of the river, rocked
lower and lower as water sprayed and pounded off its Side. After a moment, it gave one last shudder and
sank. Only the arc of its bubble cabin, spattering reflected light, showed above the dashing waters.

Buntec stamped her foot on the soringy flashgrass of the bank. “Foot,” she said in a matching torrent
of Jannisetti curses, “Hed. Sole. Toes, with green toenail polish!”

Thet lagt refinement owed much to Edge-of-Dark, Tocohl noted absently, but did much to assure her
that Buntec was unhurt. She looked around her. “Is everybody else okay?’

Alfvaen could not tear her sunned eyes from th daisy-clipper. “Alfvaen,” Tocohl said sharply, and
repeated the question in Sveyn.

“Yes” came the muted reply.

Omim sad, “Fing” but there was a nasty-looking gash across his cheek. As he raised a hand to
touch hisface, his eyes widened and the color drained from his cheeks. He clamped the hand to the gash
to stop the bleeding and sat down heavily.

Before Tocohl could reach his Side, he gave her awan imitation of hisold grin and pointed instead to
the sprookje. Like Buntec and Alfvaen, Sunchild was Hill watching what was I€ft to be seen of the daisy
clipper. 1t looked dazed.

Worried about possble shock—she had no idea what a sprookje' s metabolian was like—Tocohl
took a sgumbling step toward it. She was a litle dazed hersdf. Catching her balance, she began a



Methven ritud to right that as she walked ungteadily over to the sprookje.

She stroked its feathers. “I’'m sorry, Sunchild,” she said, keeping her voice as low and soothing as
possible, “it's not supposed to do that.” Alfvaen giggled but Tocohl recognized the sound of rdlief rather
then hysteria

Tocohl watched Sunchild closdy. On the off chance that warmth would counter shock in sprookje as
in a human, Tocohl draped her cloak gently about the creature’ s shoulders, clasping it a the feathered
throat. Sunchild's feathers ruffled the entire length of its arms. Tocohl gently smoothed the agitated
feathers. After a long while, Sunchild seemed to become aware of her, then of the cloak. Its
cheek-feathers puffed.

Buntec, her curang finished for the moment, attended to the gash on Om im's cheek; Alfvaer
scratched nervoudy as she looked on. “... Along to pick us up in no time” Buntec was saying, “I did
manage to punch the emergency locator before we hit water.”

“If the water didn’'t get into the tranamitter, that is” said Omim.

“Right,” agreed Buntec, with a glance a what remained visble of the daisy-clipper. “Hold dill,” she
added sharply.

Alfvaen frowned at the amal object in her hand; Tocohl recognized it as the ornate box in which she
kept her medication. “1 hope you're wrong, Om im, because the water did get into my pills” She hdd it
where he was able to see the result without twiding away from Buntec’s minidrations. “Nathing left but a
sangle ssoggy lump. I'll just s-Sit here and get drunk.” Her free hand clawed at her back. “It is s-safe
to gt here, in't it?’

“As safe a place as you'll find on Flashfever,” said Omim, “aslong as a storm doesn't come up.”

Not for Alfvaen, Tocohl suddenly redlized; without medication, the acohol leve in her bloodstream
could rise high enough to kill her. To Buntec, she said sharply, “How long before they come for us?’

“Twenty minutes, haf an hour, depending on how long it takes them to pinpoint our location.”

Tocohl whigtled impatiently. Maggy would have pinpointed their location the moment Buntec signded
trouble with the daisy-clipper, but Alfvaen's pills were another matter. (Maggy,) she sad, (have
layli-layli calulan synthesize the proper medication for Alfvaen and send it with the rescue party.)

There was no response.

(Maggy!) she sad again, this time with shocked urgency, (Maggy!) She left the sprookje's side,
scrambling across the glittering grass to Alfvaen, to grab the hand-held from the Siveyn’s bdt. “Maggy!”
she repeated aoud, “Maggy, what's wrong?’

But there was no response from that link ether.

Alfvaen stared at it and then at Tocohl with widened eyes.

Tocohl’s shoulders ached suddenly with remembered pain... the battering she had taken protecting
Sunchild. “1 should have redlized,” she said, “1 took that much too hard!”

“Ish shan, are you dl right?” All three of the stared a her with obvious concern.

She drew a deep breath. When she was sure she had her voice under control, she said, “I'm fine
Maggy isn't. Something's happened to her.”

Shidding her eyes from the wan light of Hashfever's sun—because Maggy did not,—Tocohl threw
her head back to search the sky, hoping for a glimpse, a flicker of light to tdl her that Maggy was il
securein her orbit. All she could see were gathering slorm clouds.

For atime, swift-Kdat held the arachne where it might see both Kegedi’s face and Dyxte's rapid
sketches of the front of layli-layli calulan’s cabin. But Dyxte was losng his audience to Edge-of-Dark.

When Kegedi and Dyxte's sprookje wandered away Maggy said, “Do you think Tocohl would be
more interested in the sprookjes then in the landscaping?’

“l am,” swift-Kaat said, “I can’t speak for Tocohl.”

“That’s confirmation enough. | want to see what Edge-of-Dark is doing.”

Swift-Kaat set the arachne down and followed it.

Across the compound, at the foot of Edge-of-Dark’s cabin, dl of the camp sprookjes jostled and
shuffled each other, not daring to displace the humans—to see the flower art.



The intengty of ther interest seemed to impress even Captain Kgedi, for he caught swift-Kaat's
am as he passed. Drawing him just out of echo-range Kgedi said, “In Veschke's name, swift-Kdat,
show me an atifact or alanguage!”

“l showed you an atifact,” said swift-Kaat, with a snap of his forearm that made his bracelets dang
with such authority that a dozen or more sprookjes and surveyors started and turned a the sound of it.
For dl the effect swift-Kdat's status had however, the captain might as wel have been deaf. Reeasing
swift-Kadat's am, he turned and stalked away, his beaded hair chattering a each angry step, to vanish
into his quarters.

The crowd parted dightly to let Timose Megeve ease his way from within. A wave of his pade hand
encompassed sprookjes and humans dike. “1 don't know what this proves,” he said, “except that they're
as bored aswe are”

“Only that the sprookjes are interested in Edge-of-Dark’ s flower art. It does not prove they have a
flower art of their own. Sill, it means that we could be on the right track. It should be interesting to see
what the sprookjes make of Dyxte's landscaping.” Smiling dightly, swift-Kaat craned past Megeve's
shoulder to weatch as Maggy's arachne daimed Megeve' s spot on the steps... like a amdl child a a
parade, he thought.

Megeve snorted. “And who's looking after the weather forecasting while Dyxte is messing around
with sketches? We' ve got people out in the fidd.”

“John the Smith. Meteorology ishis—’

“Swift-Kalat!”

His head jerked up as he sought the source of the shout. The arachne stood at full stretch, a number
of surveyors peering at it curioudy. From Maggy... ?

The arachne dashed down the steps and zigzagged through the crowd to splash to a stop before him.
Inasurprisngly sharp voice, it said, “1 can't reach Tocohl. She doesn’'t answer—neither does Alfvaen!”

“What?" Megeve gaped at the arachne in astonishment.

Swift-Kaat knet in the mud. “ Repeat that please, Maggy.”

“l can't reach Tcoohl or Alfvaen,” Maggy repeate The sharpness was no illuson. “Something's
happened to them.”

“Wha was the last thing you saw?’ asked Megeve quite camly now.

“Nothing dangerous. No crash, if that’'s what you mean. They were jus flying dong the river when
the picture, the sound, everything, cut off.” The anxious note was dill in Maggy's voice, but swift-Kadat
was reassured by her words.

“Swift-Kaat can tdl you how much equipment falure we' ve had on this world,” Megeve said. “It's
probably only something gone awry with your receiver. Would you like me to take a look?’

As he stooped and reached, the arachne took a measured step back. “No!” it said. “Nobody
touches my equipment except Tocohl!”

Megeve splayed a hand at his throat, rose. To swift-Kaat he sad, “1 wouldn’'t worry. They've got
the trangmitter in the daisy-clipper if it comes that.”

“Y ou're sure? With both Tocohl’s and Alfvaer communication broken off smultaneoudy?’

“That's why I'm sure. Nothing could cut off both the same time, except a defect in that”—he
indicated the arachne with his toe, and it shied back a step farther—"or in the main part of the computer
Megeve finished.

“He swrong,” sad the arachne. “I'm fine Tocohl isn't.”

“If it will reassure you, swift-Kadat,” Megeve said, “we can contact them on the main transmitter.”

“Yes, please” sad swift-Kdat, and Maggy sprookjelike, echoed the request. They tralled Megeve
swiftly across the compound to the common room, where he seated himsdf a the console and punched
the code for the daisy-clipper. After ligening to the earpiece for a moment, Megeve took a fla case of
tools from the pocket of his oversuit and began to dismantle the transceiver.

“Something’s wrong with this one, too,” he said disgustedly—and glanced at the arachne as if it were
responsble. To swift-Kaat, he sad, “And the fault is definitdy with this equipment, swift-Kaat. Stop
worrying; as soon as | get this back together, you can talk to your precious Sveyn and Hellspark.”



“How long will it take?’

“I have no ideg, but | can work faster if nobody’ s breething down the back of my neck.”

“l don't bregthe,” said the arachne, unmoving.

“I meant you, too,” sad Megeve, and Maggy's arachne—after a bob and a “Your
pardon!”—followed swift-Kdat outsde.

Swift-Kdat had intended to return to the sprookjes dill crowded about Edge-of-Dark, but he found
he could not keep hismind on them. The arachne, ingtead of resuming its place on the steps, stayed at his
gde. From that vantage point, it could see nothing but the backs of various legs

Curious a her sudden apparent loss of interest, swift-Kaat wondered if Megeve might not be right.
Perhaps some falurein the arachne... ?“What are you doing, Maggy?’ he asked.

“Thinking.”

“Thinking about what?’

Tocohl’s voice issued aoruptly from the arachne’'s vocoder. “Once a thing happens twice, you mugt
think about it three times” Then Maggy added in her own voice, “This has happened three times, to
three separate communication devices. If Tocohl does not return in twenty minutes, we mugt search for
her.”

“Why twenty minutes?’

“Contact was broken when the daisy-clipper was twenty minutes from camp. Tocohl will discover
the loss of contact and return here to seeif anything is wrong with me. If she does not, she cannot.”

“Are you sure of that? swift-Kdat said. Not only could the question be asked in GalLing without
gving offense but often the question had to be asked in GalLing'.

Maggy answered it by repesting dl of her previous statements in Jenji, assgning a degree of rdiability
to each. “If she does nat, she cannot,” Maggy finished; the arachne raised one spindly appendage and
snapped it down.

The gesture was awkward—the arachne's joints were unsuited for it—but it gave the ring of
authority to her words. There was nathing wrong with a computer capable of such rdigbility of speech.

Swift-Kaat stared thoughtfully at the reflection of his own status bracelets in the puddle of water a
hisfeet. “I see” he said, and then fdl slent. This had happened three times, she had said, assgning the
Satement to her own experience. In his experience...

Four times. In his mind's eye, he watched as Timode Megeve repaired the transceiver—not now,
not today—but on the day Oloitokitok disappeared. There had been no locator Sgnd, no emergency
ggnd. Oloitokitok, so convinced of the sprookje’ s sentience, had died. What then killed Oloitokitok?

To caegorize two separate events as one as he did, perhaps improperly, would lead to deductions
thet, if fase, were dangerous to speak. Yet he could not close his mind to the implications of the theory.
He had to find away to test it.

“Come, Maggy. We will not wait the twenty minutes” he said, and without waiting for a reply he
started toward Kgedi’s cabin.

They found Kegedi playing a somewha reluctant host to Dyxte, who was saying, “But the
penny-Jannisett that grows in the locd flashwood isn't large enough. Now, if | take one of the
daisy-clippers out into deep flashwood—it's only about a fifteenr-minute trip—I can get the perfect
plants”

Beaded hair rattled in agitation againgt the backrest of Kgedi’s chair. “No,” he said, “you'll wait until
Megeve has fixed the main transcaiver. It's bad enough we ve got one party out there ungble to cal in; |
won't send a second one out until the communications are restored.”

“The deep flashwood you're refarring to, Dyxte” interjected swift-Kdat, “is that where we firg
found the sprookjes?’

“Yes” sad Dyxte and swift-Kaat turned to the captain.

“That's where Tocohl’ s party was headed. Maggy”—he gestured at the arachne—"lost contact with
them, too. She bdieves something has happened to the party. We mug take one of the daisy-clippers
and find them.”

“Absolutdy not.” Agan, the rattle of beads. Kgedi stubbornly gripped the edge of his desk.



“Megeve tdls me there's something wrong with that—thing. You know we have had a great ded of
trouble with our probes, swift-Kdat, and tha one has been poking around outsde during a
thunderstorm. I'm not surprised it's behaving oddly. You, and Dyxte, will wait untl Megeve has the
transcelver fixed.” His gesture was one swift-Kdat had learned to interpret not only as find, but as a
dismissal as wel.

Swift-Kaat tried to frame the thoughts that concerned him into words, but found himsdf unable to do
S0 without creating o frightening a truth that—uwith a shudder, he turned and |€ft.

“Whew,” said Dyxte when they were out of the captain’s earshot. “He wasn't this bad on Inumaru! |
wonder what's biting him?" Swift-Kaat darted a look a Dyxte, who added, “An expression, | didn't
mean it literdly.—Isit true that the arachne has lost touch with Buntec and the others?’

“Yes” sad swift-Kdat. He wanted to say more; the possihility of misspesking prevented him from
doing s0. The pennants that hung from layli-layli calulan’s cabin, dry for this brief moment, snapped
galy, caught his eye, and suggested a possible course of action.

Tocohl and layli-layli calulan had camly cdled each other liars. A mistrandation only, Tocohl had
assured him, yet if the Yn term included the Jenjin meaning of the word, then perhaps a shaman had the
ability to deflect the danger of misspoken words.

It was the only course of action open to him. He would try spesking to layli-layli calulan.

A hand caught his elbow, brought him up short. “She's in mourning, remember?’ Dyxte said, having
read his intent correctly. “We aren't supposed to interrupt her.” Reeasing his ebow, Dyxte thrugt his
hand graight into the air, asif to protect himsdf from some overhead threet. “Unless it's an emergency?’
he said; the sudden concern in his voice made the gesture seem one of emphasis—or fear.

Swift-Kdat stared a him. Even that was beyond his power to voice. To dam an emergency might
be to doom the party. Alfvaen! “I cannot say that.”

“You look it,” Dyxte said.

“Swift-Kdat...” The arachne tapped at his caf delicatdy. “Will it hdp Tocohl if you speak to
layli-layli calulan?’

“It might, Maggy. | don’'t know whet dse to try.”

“Then | will arrangeit.”

“Wait!” sad Dyxte. “You can't go in there ather.”

“Your pardon for the correction, Dyxte ti-Amax,” Maggy said, “but your ignorance is no fault of your
own. You were chamfered by a moron; everybody says so. I'm femde. As such, | have aufficient satus
to cdl on layli-layli calulan evenin her time of mourning.”

With thet, the arachne darted off, sending up a shower of mud dl the way across the compound, to
dretch for the chimes at the entrance of layli-layli calulan’s cabin. A moment later, it disappeared
ingde

As she paused on the threshold of layli-layli calulan’s cabin, Maggy checked it dl through once
more. She fervently wished that she had someone, Tocohl or even Alfvaen, to discuss it with—especidly
after Megeve' s remarks about her sanity—but she could see no flaw in the plan.

She could not speak to swift-Kdat about it, that she knew. Swift-Kaat could not lie, Tocohl had
sad, and her memory banks backed up that statement; but she, Maggy, could lie for him. Hadn’t Tocohl
told her to lieto Kgedi? And didn't layli-layli calulan approve of lying?

Once again, she ran swiftly through dl of her stores related to the Yn culture. The plan was eghty
percent good. Given that layli-layli calulan was an aypicd Yn shaman, tha was the highest rating she
could giveit. If it would put her into contact with Tocohl again, it was worth the risk. Maggy had never
before been out of touch with Tocohl for thislong.

Maggy struck the chime.

Layli-layli calulan did not answer, but having made the decision, Maggy could not turn back. She
pulled the membrane aside and stepped quietly into the cabin, relieved that she could find nothing in her
data stores to indicate that a shaman's curse would work on a mechanica device.

As at the time Tocohl hed firg vidgted the cabin, the Yn shaman sat cross-legged on her blue mat.
This time, however, a dozen jievnd gticks, set & precise intervas—precise for a human, Maggy



corrected—around her burned dully. Layli-layli’s plump hands flashed and wove with the intricacies of
the kali thread. Maggy read her moving lips without difficulty:

“... Thisfor the love of woman to man"—her hands wove another knot—"this for the love of woman
to woman”—dlill another, the thread shortened and twisted—"and this” she said, grasping the two tiny
ends of thread that protruded from the glittering tangle, “isfor death.” She gave a dow, steady pull and dl
the apparent knots in the kali thread came inexorably unraveled, to leave nothing but the draight gold
gring to link her hands.

It was the death-song of a woman for a beloved sster whom she named Ol oitokitok.

When layli-layli calulan looked up at last, Maggy raised two of the arachne's appendages and held
them out before her. Despite its limited likeness to the human gesture, she hoped layli-layli would
understand she meant to extend sympeathy. Then, drawing the ritud words from a tragic drama of Yn
origin, she said, “1 must speak of one whose lifeis intertwined with mine. Let the dead be dead, and grant
them the peace of tuli-tuli the beast.”

The dark eyes were cam, the broad mouth turned up at the corners despite her mourning. Layli-layli
calulan said, “I will speak to the living. What is the problem, maggy-maggy lynn?’

“Will you, layli-layli calulan, permit my Sster to speak with you?’

“Who isyour sgter?’

“Her nameis swift-Kdat twis Jdakat, and | dam her as my sgter by right of the Hdlspark ritud of
change” There was Maggy's lie no such ritud existed. She waited, obsarving layli-layli calulan
caefully for change of manner that might suggest anger, a common reaction to an uncovered lie, or
amusement, a less frequent but a possible response. While Maggy had seen both, she was not sure how
ether would appear in an Yn; she kept her Yn filesactive.

There was a pause, one that Tocohl would have categorized as thoughtful. Then layli-layli calulan
sad, “And her true name?’

Thelie had passed for truth.

“Her true nameis hers done, not mineto give” Tha part was not alie, thought Maggy—yperhaps she
should be amused—because she had heard swift-Kala's soft-name but doubted that anyone in the
survey knew it besides Alfvaen.

“You share the name of strength, maggy-maggy lynn. | will speak to your sster. Bring her to me”

Once more, Maggy held out the arachne's two appendages in sympathy. Then she sent it back to
swift-Kdat at a run—for the second part of her lie

Dyxte was ill with him. Maggy checked through al the examples of lying she had and found Tocohl
saying, “The fewer the witnesses the better...” It had been said with a smile, but Maggy knew Tocohl’s
gmile did not dways negate information. Besides, she had little enough to go on. “Please leave us,
Dyxte” she said, “I must speak to swift-Kaat aone”

The look they gave the arachne she interpreted as puzzZlement, but Dyxte said, “I'll speak to you
later,” and walked away. Swift-Kalat bent to ligen.

Now, thought Maggy, something to satisfy swift-Kadat. “Hold out your hands” she ingtructed, and
when he did, she placed two of the arachne’'s muddy extremities in them. “Please say the fallowing after

Recdling a tape of a Ringslver magicdan who, in Tocohl’s frame of reference, could change a
hard-boiled egg into a live bird, Maggy checked it through. Even knowing it to be illuson, Tocohl had
been enchanted. Maggy hoped Tocohl would be as ddighted with thisilluson, so she said doud, “Hey,
presto!”

“Hey, presto!” repeated swift-Kadat. “What did layli-layli calulan say, Maggy, and what's this dl
about?” He wiped his muddy hands on histhighs.

“That was the Hellspark ritud of change,” said Maggy, “that makes you, legdly spesking, a woman.
And layli-layli calulan iswilling to speak to you now because you are my sger.”

“Isthat possble?’ swift-Kaat squinted at the arachne.

“l just did it,” sad Maggy, in atone she'd heard Tocohl use many a time for a fait accompli. “Come
tak to layli-layli ”



The arachne led the way to layli-layli calulan’s cabin and entered behind him. The shaman looked
up from her magicdly patterned mat and said, “You dream, swift-Kaat.”

Swift-Kaat obvioudy recalled the exchange he'd seen between Tocohl and the shaman. He replied,
“Asdo you.”

“Be seated, Sder and sger of my sder,” the shaman said. Maggy folded the arachne's legs and
placed the body on the floor where she could keep her camera eye on both; swift-Kadat kndt on his
heds. “Now speak,” layli-layli calulan said.

With great care, swift-Kadat chose the words to tdl layli-layli calulan what had happened to
Tocohl’s party. To Maggy, it sounded completely reliable, even in GalLing’, but it was not enough to
explan swift-Kaat's sudden decison to begin the search immediately.

Layli-layli listened without comment until he had finished. After amoment’s pause, she looked a him
cdosdy and said, “That is nat dl. If tha were dl, you would have waited the twenty minutes Maggy
specified.” When he didn't speak, she added, “Tdl me what dse is hgopening in the camp, or has
happened, or will happen. Y ou will not judge, but perhaps | will.”

There was a brief jangle of bracelets. Without a downward glance, swift-Kaat jammed them to his
elbow to dlence them. “Oloitokitok died while Megeve repaired the transceiver. Megeve repairs the
transcelver now, and Maggy cannot speak to Tocohl or to Alfvaen.”

Maggy added that bit of information to stores and ran extrgpolation on it. The results wouldn't have
appedled to Tocohl, and they did not apped to Maggy on the same grounds.

“l hear what you will not say,” said layli-layli calulan.

Sweat beaded swift-Kaat's forehead. “Can you speak it without adding to the risk?’

“I can.” Layli-layli calulan twisted the bluestone ring from her right forefinger. “With this hand, 1
will.” She rose from the mat in a Sngle smooth motion, gathered up the jievnd sticks. A rumble of digtant
thunder made her face suddenly passionate. “Hurry! We may dready be too latel”

She sprang for the door and darted across the compound at so light and quick a pace that even
swift-Kdat found it hard to match.

By the time the arachne caught up with them in Kgedi’s quarters, Maggy found layli-layli calulan in
the midst of an elaborate lie. Like Maggy, layli-layli took advantage of Kgedi's lack of knowledge of
her culture, alack Maggy did not share.

Nothing new in technique, Maggy noted, but she recorded it for her growing file on lying, for its Syle
and for its purpose, which she hoped might become clear.

“The gods Hibok Hibok and Juffure” layli-layli was saying, “have sworn vengeance agangt our
enterprise. The jievnd gicks’—she thrust them, smoking, before Kegedi's face—"tel me that only a
red-haired woman can prevent disaster to usdl.”

Y hersdf was the only Yn god, and the jievnd sticks were not used for divination. Swift-Kaa was
no likdier than Kgedi to be aware of that but for her to speak of disaster...! Didn't layli-layli calulan
know what effect that would have on a Jenji? Maggy searched thefiles looking for a way to mitigate the
damage, as, gasping, swift-Kdat flinched from layli-layli calulan to cradle his braceleted forearm as if
he were in pain. Nothing, Maggy could find no precedent—

Hearing the gasp, layli-layli calulan glanced his way. Sill holding the jievnd gticks inches from
Kegedi’'s face, she stretched out her bare right hand to clasp it about swift-Kdat's wrigt. “I speak a
dream, swift-Kaat,” she told him, in a tone that commanded. “A dream can be turned.”

Whether her words or her espabilities did the trick, Maggy couldn’t tell, but swift-Kdat took a deep
breath and said, “Do what you mug.”

Without rdleasing swift-Kaat's wrigt, layli-layli calulan fixed her eyes once again on Kegedi. In the
same tone of command, she said, “I invoke taboo.”

Now Maggy understood the purpose of the lie. Only by daming a taboo stuaion could layli-layli
calulan force Kgedi to an action he had forbidden.

Kgedi, coughing from the smoke, braced a hand againg the celling. “What isit you need?’

“A daisy-clipper and permission to take it out despite the broken transceiver,” layli-layli calulan
sad, “nothing more.”



Kegedi lowered his hand; hdfway down, it bobbed once in a Sheveschkem shrug. Reief, Maggy
decided, as Kgedi crossed to his computer console. He tapped a code and, even before a face
appeared, demanded, “ John, what are the westher conditions?’

It was Dyxte's face that sprang into view. “Captain, that sorm is going to be nasty—and we can’t
reach Buntec's party to let them know it's coming because—"

“The transcaiver is out of commisson,” Kegedi finished for him. “Could we send a party in person?’

“If we do, they’ll be caught infull sorm on their return.” Dyxte scrubbed his forehead as if to erase
the deep lines etched above his brows.” We' ve got about ten minutes before the storm hits camp.”

Kegedi broke contact without a further word and turned, his hand dill clamped to the consol€'s edge.
“l can't let you go, layli-layli, no matter what your gods say.” Shoulders gone taut, he stared past her.
“They’ll be dl right, you know. Buntec will ground the daisy-clipper. As long as they stay ingde, they'll
be fine”

Layli-layli calulan held up aforefinger bare of itsring. “They had better be,” she said quietly. On the
roof above, rain began to drum.

Chapter Twelve

YOU COULDN'’'T SEE the ship from here anyway,” Buntec said, “much less tdl if anything were
wrong.”

Tocohl brought her hand down, saw that it was shaking. “If it were dark...”

“You said geosynchronous orbit. Even in the dark, you couldn't get a glimmer. Besides, this is
Fashfever—stupid planet doesn’t believe in dark any more than the Port of Ddights” She thrust out a
hand. “Let me have alook &t that thing.”

Tocohl passed her Maggy's hand-held. Buntec lad it on her knee while she prodded pockets;
eventudly she found what she had been looking for, some smdl implement adequate to open the back of
the device. She glanced up in mid-examination to say, “Don't worry, Hellspark, | don't have the faintest
intention of going after your implant. That could have been damaged when we got battered around. Are
you hurtin’ from it?’

“No,” Tocohl said, rubbing the area. There was nothing to fed, nather bruise nor sweling. (Maggy?)
ghe sad; there was dill no response. “No,” Tocohl sad again, “1 logt contact with her before the
crash—I'm sure of it. She's very protective. If she'd been in contact, | wouldn't have bruises”

Buntec snapped the hand-held shut. “Nothing wrong | can see but even locking's a bitch without the
right tools. Well, even if the problem’s & the source, the ship’ sin geosynchronous orbit. ..”

Meaning, Tocohl thought, the ship will be fine. She bit down hard on her anger, said only, “You
mean a problem a the source can be repaired... yes. But, Buntec—the result might no longer be
Maggy.”

Her urgency was lost on Buntec. Tocohl should have expected as much. Buntec hadn’'t had the hour
by hour contact with Maggy she'd had for so many years. Unable to explain, Tocohl lapsed into
dlence—and shivered at the depth of that slence.

Out of habit born of precaution, she manualy ran spectacles and 2nd skin through their test modes:
warmth, yes, heightened vison, yes, infrared vison, yes.

It was thornproof gill and tougher in fact than the 2nd skins the rest of the party wore. The sensors
on its surface made tiny patterns againg the skin of her back and shoulders. Buntec was up and pacing,
dhe redized, and redized as wdl that she could not have interpreted the patterns without hearing
Buntec's actions.

(Oh, Maggy,) she said and then, into the slence, in Sheveschkem she added, (Veschke guide thee!)
She took a deep breeth. First thingsfird: that meant Alfvaen. 1t might well be necessary to wak back to
base camp. If only she had some better idea of Alfvaen's condition.

Alfvaen scratched furioudy.

A sharp curse from Om im distracted them both, jerked them about to face the river.



A surge of water swdled the river and Buntec jumped back to avoid it. The swdl splashed naisly
agang the hull of the daisy-clipper. With a hideous squed of metd, the craft tore loose from the bank
and rushed downstream like some ponderous underwater beast. Buntec howled with rage and stamped
her foot obscendly after it.

Startled, the sprookje jumped to its feet and backed a dozen steps so quickly that the maoss cloak
closed, as if protectively, about it. Then its head snapped from the swallen river to the horizon. Its
feathers brigtled. Its beak jerked open, reveding a tongue that glowed the ominous red of a warning
tdltale.

It turned its head dowly and carefully, asif to digolay the tongue a its human companions. Like a
deer flagging the white of itstail for danger, Tocohl thought. When Sunchild looked again to the horizon,
ghe looked too.

“Eight-footed and bare-toed.” That was the firs understandable thing Buntec had said. “Well have
to follow that eight-footed—follow the daisy-clipper,” Buntec went on, “Old Rettlebrain’ll never find us
unless we're gttin' right on top of it, twiddlin” our toes.”

There was a grunt of firm assent from Omim, a“Yes’ from Alfvaen.

But Tocohl did not take her eyes from the lowering line of sooty black clouds that moved toward
them. More than the dramdtic loss of the daisy-clipper, the approaching storm frightened the sprookje.
And with good cause.

Now the thunderheads crackled with light. Tocohl shook off the hand Buntec lad on her am,
ignored Buntec’ s query—to count softly to hersdlf.

At the low rumble of thunder, Tocohl turned to the rest and said, “There won't be a rescue team.
That's over the camp now, and it's headed our direction. Rattle-brained Kgedi may be, but not
rattle-brained enough to send anybody out in that.”

Buntec said, “We're dead then, Hdllspark. We might have made it in the daisy-clipper but—" Like
reflected lightning, fear brightened her eyes; her voice was flat.

“John the Smith!” said Om im suddenly. Buntec stamped her foot at his apparent irrdevancy, but he
went on, “Ish shan, John the Smith said to look for a stand of lightning rods. Theoreticaly we' d be safe in
astand of lightning rods.”

“Theoreticaly,” said Buntec; she stamped her foot again.

“Unless you' ve got a better idea,” Omimtold her.

A flash of warning red caught Tocohl’s eye, brought the sprookje to her notice. She saw that it had
walked some twenty feet in the direction of the flashwood. Now it stopped—facing them, displaying its
tongue.

Feathers puffed with fear, it retraced its steps until it stood a pace or two from Tocohl. Agan it
displayed its tongue. Then it held out the edge of the moss cloak to her.

“Where do they go in thunderstorms?’ Tocohl demanded suddenly. “ Somewhere safe!”

“Ther€ syour better idea, Buntec,” Omim sad.

“Yess” Alfvaen agreed.

Buntec grumbled, “Better than Sttin’ in the wide open waitin’ to be fried.”

“Follow the native guide then,” Tocohl said; she took the proffered edge of the cloak. The sprookje
closed its mouth, turned about, and set off across the flagfidd a a trot, the rest of the party close
behind.

Within afew yards, Tocohl loosed the end of the moss cloak. Sunchild cast a brief glance backward
to assure itsdf they were ill following, then plunged on. A sudden gugt of wind whipped dight the
flashgrass, surrounding them with patterns now made ominous. With it came the firs spatter of rain. The
sprookje quickened its pace.

Thunder rumbled ever closer.

Hashfidd gave way to flashwood. On its outer fringes stubby chuckling and ticking curiogities
competed unsuccessfully with the sound of thunder. A head-high frostwillow, tossed by ever-stronger
ran-laden gudts, shattered the ar with the sound of a thousand crystd glasses bresking smultaneoudy.
Omim shouted over it, “Heads up, Ish shan. Some of these plants are as deadly as the lightning we hope



to avoid.”

The sprookje glanced back again and, displaying a red tongue, made a wide path around a dender
tree, notable only because it seemed pronged rather than branched.

Omim grasped Tocohl’s wrig. “Eilo’skiss” he supplied, “that’s one of the nasty ones. Remember
what it looks like—even the little ones can sun a human. The big ones can kill. Sprookjes too, it would
seem.” Before releasing her wrist he hopped a step forward to precede her. “Blade right,” he said, then
added without turning, “Buntec, you' d better guide Alfvaen.”

Buntec reached for Alfvaen's hand. Tocohl acknowledged Om im's blade right with a raised and
curled hand. She knew he saw neithe—his attention was fully on the path the sprookje broke.

They were headed away from the river, but Tocohl knew she'd be able to locate it again. Even
without Maggy' s assi stance—T ocohl shivered at the harshness of the thought—Tocohl had a good sense
of direction. Assuming they survived the storm, they could follow the river back to camp.

The thunder was closer now, and the sprookje quickened its step dill faster. Om im, whose shorter
legs needed three steps to her two, was forced into a run but did not appear wearied by the pace.
Glandng up, the smdl man said, “Practice,” and grinned asif he'd read her mind.

The sprookje wove through a thick wal of arabesque vine. Tocohl, falowing close behind Om im
and the sprookje, did not look up until she had negotiated the fine but wiry barrier. “Lots of zap-mes,”
Om im warned as she freed Alfvaen and hersdf from the last of the tangle. They spent the next few
moments avoiding a lashing from zap-mes of every concelvable sze.

At lagt, the zap-mes seemed to subside to ankle-height new growth and Tocohl looked ahead. She
drew in her breath involuntarily. Before her was the embodiment of the “blasted forest” of so many
Zovedian fary tales.

Gaunt black spikes, trees unrdlieved by branch or lesf, jabbed high into the blackened sky. Beneath
them, and for a short distance beyond, nothing grew—but here and there the remains of something that
looked charred. This was the stand of lightning rods. The sprookje stood before them, welcoming.

W, she thought wryly, it's a quitable setting for a sprookje, | suppose. | hope it's as suiteble for
humans Therain had turned earnest.

To Om im, she sad doud, “Looks like the naive guide had the same idea you did. We didn’'t see
this from the daisy-clipper. Sunchild must know the territory very well.”

The sprookje picked its way warily into the recesses of the lightning rod stand.

“You couldn’t have chosen a better guide” Omim said. “Now watch where | put my feet. Whatever
energy the lightning rods don’t need, they bleed off into the ground—once in a while there's a surface
node that can give you a dangerous shock.”

In cautious slence, the party continued its way to the heart of the shdter, where the sprookje sat
waiting. Tocohl and the others followed suit as a gust of wind dashed water in their faces.

“Too bad we haven't time to build a shdlter,” Tocohl said.

“Oh, well, can't have everything,” said Omim.

“Why not? said Tocohl, and drew agrin from him.

Buntec settled Alfvaen, then hersdf. Curling up on her side, she threw an am over her head and
announced, “Nathing to do but deep.”

Lightning struck the tallest spikes of ther shelter with an ear-splitting crack that brought Buntec bolt
upright, staring wide-eyed and openmouthed. When the sound died away and ther numbed ears could
once agan hear the shattering of froswillowsin the distance, Buntec said grimly, “ Sleep, my foot.”

Tocohl blinked away red Catherine whedls, turned her face into the rain to clear her eyes of the
dinging tears the lightning flash had startled from them. The ar seemed too full of rain to breathe, but she
did not draw up the mask of her 2nd skin. It would only serve to remind her how much Maggy would
have enjoyed this experience; few had ever sat amid lightning and lived to tdl the tde.

She twisted her hair into a 9ngle mass to channd the water down her back, pocketed her spectacles.
Enhanced vison was the lagt thing she needed a the moment, she thought, squeezing her eyes tight
agang a balt of lightning so intense that even through closed lids it reddened her sght.

Wind tore through the empty spaces between the lightning rods, flinging leaves and bits of branch a



them. Here and there a wet lesf struck one of the nodes Om im had warned her of—struck and struck
sparks.

Thunder deafened and deadened their ears until they could no longer disinguish a slence from the
thunder in their heads.

And through it dl the sprookje, wrapped tightly in the moss cloak, |eft its own afterimage in Tocohl’s
eyes aghodly glowing image of regd unconcern.

After an eternity, the sorm passed on...

Alfvaen, exhausted, had fdlen into afitful deep. Wordlesdy, for the words might not have been heard
through dill-ringing ears, the others agreed to rest; the run to shelter had exhausted their bodies, but the
gorm had exhausted their spirits as wdl. Buntec jerked in vidlent dreams.

Without knowing she had fdlen adeep, Tocohl started awake a a tickling touch—Sunchild stroking
her wrigt. “I'm okay,” she told it and was surprised to find that she could hear her own voice.

“That’'s good to hear, 1sh shan,” Omim said. He pounded the hed of his hand beside his ear, setting
earpips ajingle, and added, grinning, “In more ways than one.”

“l know exactly what you mean,” Tocohl assured him. Then she looked again at the sprookje. “From
the way Sunchild's acting, | think it's safe to leave now. WE |l have to make some decisons.”

“Before we wake the others” he began—but a jerk of histhumb specified Alfvaen.

“You're worried about that scratching,” Tocohl said. “So am |. Evenif it's just a reaction to stress, |
want to get her to layli-layli calulan as soon as possible”

“Yes” said Omim and woke the others gently. Buntec stretched luxurioudy. “I think I'm dive” she
sad, taking obvious pleasure in the sound of each syllable. Alfvaen came to with a gasping sound, hdd
her head.

“How do you fed?” Tocohl asked.

Alfvaen turned her head from side to Side, gingerly testing the result. “ Strange,” she said, “so strange.
Giddy, and’—she stood cautioudy, as if unsure of the ground beneath her feet—"uncoordinated. 1—"
She took a deep breath and stared a Tocohl.

There had been no trace of dur in her speech.

“l can hear it,” Tocohl said. “Y ou should be drunker but you're not.”

“I'm scared,” sad Alfvaen—and her lgpse into Siveyn told Tocohl the depth of thet fear.

Buntec had been spesking with Omimin low tones, now she said, “We haven’'t much choice but to
wak home. Who knows where the daisy-clipper is by now, or if the locator is working. | say we head
for theriver and foot it,” she finished, scowling deeply. It was agreed by dl, right down to the obscenity.

Pacing an am around Alfvaen, Tocohl steadied her and said, in Siveyn, “My oath: that | will return
you safdy to swift-Kdat.” She was rewarded by a lessning of fear in the sea-green eyes and she
queezed the Siveyn's arm. “Shdll we go?” Tocohl offered her arm formaly, and just as formdly, Alfvaen
accepted it.

The survey camp crackled with fears and rumors. The repaired transceiver had brought no response
from Buntec's party and the storm, bringing forced inaction, heightened tenson urtl it was as tangible as
the stench of ozone. Layli-layli calulan kept her own counsdl, but Maggy noted thet the doctor scarcely
let Timose Megeve out of her sght. When she did, swift-Kaat followed after the Ma deneantine.

Maggy set the arachne fallowing layli-layli calulan. When at last she reached the privacy of the
empty infirmary, Maggy tilted the arachne, angling the camera up to observe the shaman's
expresson—an important part of any reply, Tocohl had told her—and asked, “Why should you and
swift-Kadat find observing Megeve of such importance? | will help if 1 know what to look for. What
dream have you?’

Sure she had phrased her query properly in Yn, Maggy found it surprising—yes, tha was the term
Tocohl would have used for a response so unexpected—when in response layli-layli calulan twisted
her ring.

“Your pardon,” Maggy sad ingantly. At the same time, noting shifting priorities, she drew the
arachne back a few steps. Without it, she could know nothing of what had happened to Tocohl. She



didn’t wish to be impoalite but she did want it out of range.

“No,” sad layli-layli calulan, renforcing the word with the sharp upward jerk of the chin that said
the samein Yn. “No dream. A nightmare rather.”

Maggy waited, hoping she would explain. She wasn't sure it was safe to ask for further informetion,
not the way layli-layli continued to twist her ring. Maggy moved the arachne afew steps farther away.

“Your pardon, maggy-maggy”—the shaman looked down at her hands—*I didn’t mean to frighten
you.”

“Does that mean a shaman's curse would work on amechanica device?’

“l don’t know. | never had occasion to try. But it surdy wouldn’'t work on you. | don’'t know your
name.”

“That's good,” said Maggy, and she stepped the arachne back to its origind position. “Then would
you please explan what you meant about a nightmare? | want to help, but | can’'t when | don't
understand.”

Agan layli-layli calulan surprised her, this time with a sudden smile, the firs Maggy hed ever
recorded in her presence. Maggy suspected Tocohl would have termed it quite beautiful.

“How good isyour Y n, maggy-maggy, or do you only understand specific phrases?’

“l have three Yn dictionaries, two grammars, and a library of fiction from which to draw andogy. |
can puzzle out much.”

“Then | have a task, one that only you can perform.”

“Only me?’

“You are able to speak to Tocohl through an implant, just here” A beringed finger tapped the
andogous spot below layli-layli’s ear.

“But | can't contact her!”

“Not yet. However, the moment your contact is restored, | want you to ddiver the following message
verbatim to Tocohl and to no one ese. Do you understand?’

“For Tocohl only,” said the arachne, “s0 noted and tagged. There will be no unauthorized retrievad of
thisinformation.” Lest that be insufficent, she added, lessformdly, “Don't worry, layli-layli, I'm good at
keeping secrets. Tocohl taught me how.”

Layli-layli calulan smiled a second time; this time the amile vanished as quickly asit had come. Face
gern, finger touching ring, she spoke three sentences in soft, rhythmic Yn. Then she added a fourth in
GdLing': “Remember, maggy-maggy, a textbook trandation is not dways an accurate trandation.”

But Maggy had dready begun an exhausive maiching, not only of individud words with her
dictionary stores, but of whole phrases with their context againgt her stores of Yn writings, fictiond and
nonfictiond.

The result in Hellspark, the language Maggy knew best, was one sentence long: “Megeve may be
responsible for the equipment failures”

A midgrandation? Maggy doubted it, so she sought information beyond her language banks for
corroboration.

Item: swift-Kaat tdling layli-layli calulan, “Oloitokitok died while Megeve repared the
transceiver.”

Item: layli-layli responding ingantly to this informeation, wishing to search immediatdy for Tocohl,
willing to lieto do so.

No, thought Maggy, there was nothing wrong with her trandation. But she had insuffident data to
cdculae the probability.

“Take me with you when you search for Tocohl.” said the arachne; and layli-layli calulan sad, “I
was planning to.”

The two rgoined the knot of surveyors that crowded about Dyxte in the common room, awaiting the
primary meteorologist’s pronouncements anxioudy. Matching Megeve's expressions with what she had
on tape in reference to Madeneantine, Maggy concluded that he was abnormdly nervous. In the light of
the rest, John the Smith, Dyxte, swift-Kaat, Maggy found thisinconclusve.

She let part of her systlem go on with its extrapolations even as swift-Kaat turned to her and said,



“Where was the daisy-clipper when you lost communication with Tocohl?’

Maggy touched one of the arachne's appendages to the map on display. “There. | can be more
specificif you have a more detailed map.”

“No need,” said Dyxte, “the sorm has passed wdl beyond that.” Swift-Kaat had aready started for
the door. Dyxte cdled out, “You've got about three hours, swift-Kdat, before that next sorm hits. I'll
keep you posted!”

“All right,” said Kgedi, “dat a standard search pattern for that daisy-clipper from that point
outward. Y ou know your pogitions. Do it now!”

Layli-layli calulan raised her hands, the gesture evocative of that she had used in daiming a taboo
gtuation. “ Shuffle the pattern to cover us” she said, “swift-Kdat and | intend to let maggy-maggy lead
us Our pattern, as such, may be erratic.”

Kegedi moved to object, but layli-layli calulan raised her hands a fraction higher and he sad
merdy, “Take Megeve with you. I'll want afull report on the causes of the equipment falure”

The shaman’s smile broadened. “Of course.”

Moments later, a dozen daisy-clippers raced across the landscape of Hashfever toward the spot
Maggy had indicated. “Buntec followed the river,” sad the arachne, from its precarious perch on
layli-layli calulan’s knees.

“Yes” sad swift-Kdat, who was at the controls of the daisy-clipper with Megeve a hisleft, “but this
isquicker. Well go sraight to the spot you last saw them.”

Megeve twisted about in his seat to peer at layli-layli calulan. “Do you redly think that machine's
trusworthy?’ he said, jabbing afinger in the direction of the arachne. “It seems to me—"

Anxious to keep the arachne out of his clutches, Maggy flinched it deep into layli-layli Catalan’s
lap.

The shaman raised a protective arm between them. “It seemsto me” she said, “that this machineis a
least as trustworthy as your equipment.”

“Sill,” said Megeve, “I'd fed better if you'd let me check out its circuits”

“I"d fed better if you'd keep your eye on the landscape,” layli-layli calulan told him, and Maggy
could hear the sharpnessin her voice. “We are looking for alost party. This time we intend to find them
before they come to ham.”

“Yes, of course” said Megeve. He turned his attention back to the search.

Free from the threat of his reaching fingers, Maggy telescoped the arachne's legs to give her, once
more, a view of the passing scenery. The craft swerved to bypass a noisy grove of frostwillows—the
wind had not yet died down—and layli-layli calulan grasped the arachne to keep it from tumbling from
her lap.

Without warning, Maggy—high above the world of Fashfever—logt dl contact with the arachne. It
was as unexpected and astotal astheinitid loss of contact with Tocohl had been.

Now she had no way at dl of hdping to find Tocohl!

True, she had other mohiles, but none was sufficently adept to handle a skiff. She tried reactivating
the mobile that accompanied layli-layli, swift-Kaat, and Megeve a fifteen-second intervas, and, on the
third try, she succeeded. Reassured, she ran a check, long-distance, on the mobile's circuitry and found
everything in good working order. She began a read-through of dl available literature to find out what
might account for the arachne's lapse.

“| told you there was something wrong with it,” Megeve was saying. “Now perhaps you'll believe
me Hashfever has been ruining dl our equipment. Let me have alook.”

Overlapping him, layli-layli calulan asked, “Are you dl right? The arachne just suddenly collapsed.”
She hdd it firmly, well beyond Megeve' s reach.

“I'madl right,” Maggy said, produced a chuckle that seemed to reassure the shaman, and added, “it's
the arachne I'm worried about. | can’t account for the lapse.”

“We're here” said swift-Kdat, and the arachne craned toward the door and looked down.

“Jugst afew feet upriver isthe spot | logt their trangmissons” it said. Within a few moments, dl of the
daisy-clippers were poised above the churning stream. A flock of golden scoffers screamed at them dl in



outrage.

Swift-Kaat coded to receive emergency tranamissons and spoke into his throat mike, but said to the
rest, “Nothing but the search parties answering.” The other five daisy-clippers flashed away in the sunlight
to weave a search pattern dong ether sde of the river.

“You sad we would not follow the search pattern, layli-layli” sad swift-Kaat. “What would you
have me do?’

“Maggy-maggy ?’

Maggy decided thet layli-layli calulan meant for her to answer swift-Kalat's query. “Continue to
falow the river as Buntec did,” she said, dl too conscious of Megeve' s muttered objection and of the
arachne sinexplicable lapse.

“Sowly,” added layli-layli calulan, and the craft glided forward, bardy skimming the roaring
waters.

They followed the river for another forty minutes, the slence within the daisy-clipper a sharp contrast
to the clamor of their surroundings, until swift-Kaat said, “Thisis where Buntec habitudly turned to cross
land.”

“When she went to look for wild sprookjes?’

“That’sright, Maggy. Shdl | follow her usud route?’

“Yes, please. Perhaps we will a least find evidence that they reached their intended destination.”

“Don't count on it,” said layli-layli. “The rains will have washed away most of the traces any party
leaves”

“Not a grounded daisy-clipper,” sad swift-Kdat. “We have something large to look for,” and he
guided the daisy-clipper into the blazing cacophony of the flashwood.

The sprookje was bardy vishle as a dark patch moving through the undergrowth some twenty yards
ahead. Sunchild seemed to have grasped the notion that they were headed back to the river and had
taken the lead. As long as the sprookje was willing (and seemed to be tending in the right direction)
Tocohl accepted the counsd; as Om im pointed out, it was more adept at spotting Flashfever hazards
then the rest of them.

Omim led the human contingent, Tocohl and Alfvaen abreast of each other, with Buntec bringing up
the rear. Om im and Buntec watched for hazards, Tocohl watched Alfvaen. They were traveing dl too
dowly for taste, but it couldn’t be helped. The undergrowth was stubborn, dense.

Her eyes teared from the congstant dazzle. Her ears she was sure, had not yet stopped ringing from
their assault by thunder. But she knew tha the ringing was nothing more than background noise,
Hashfever-standard. She ducked to follow Om im beneath a damoring frostwillow.

Beyond was a thick stand of tick-ticks entangled in arabesque vines. Om im eased through—there
were certain advantages to his Sze, Tocohl noted with envy. She leaned her weight againg the nearest, to
press them aside for Alfvaen. Sharp pan sung her, hip to ankle, and she jumped forward and spun.
Nothing but a zap-me, she saw, hidden within the tick-ticks. “Just bruises,” Tocohl said. “Serves me right
for not looking. Could have been worse.” She put her back to the task again, before the zap-me could
reset its tendrils.

Alfvaen clicked her tongue, chiding Tocohl in imitation of the plant before she fought her way
through. Her darting glance was bright, too bright to be set in a face as pde as that, thought Tocohl,
following.

On the far Sde, Alfvaen paused to scrape furioudy a her back, tangling the damp blue fringe of her
bodice; then she pushed doggedly on. A swarm of vikries, didodged from stalks of tick-ticks, followed
briefly dong beside her. When she bent to drink water from the up-cupped leaf of a green handplant,
they scattered away.

(Thet thirgt of hers worries me too.) Tocohl had subvocaized the observation. Then, despite the lack
of response, she went on doing it. (Maybe you can hear me, Maggy, and | just can't hear you... ) Please
let it be so, she thought fervently.

(But | could use your expertise right now. Alfvaen no longer durs her words. I'd say she was



sobering—and the excessive thirg is a symptom of acohol dehydration—but her behavior isn't right for
sober ether. Omim agrees, and he's seen her normd behavior. She looks like someone riding an oxygen
high: too exhilarated for sense.

(And she's exhausted. We dl are. But her exhilaration isn't Flashfever effect. | mean, not the same as
the ionization high.)

Thefdlen trunk of something like a tree lay across their intended path. The sprookje waited atop it.

“We're coming,” Om im told the creature. The words had no noticeable effect on Sunchild but the
moment he began to clamber up, the sprookje vanished over the Sde. Tocohl made a knee for him, then
waited in the same position, expecting Alfvaen to use the same step up.

Instead, Alfvaen glowered at her, took a running jump, and made the top. She overbaanced, toppled
with a crash and an darming series of squeals. “Alfvaen’s okay,” came Om im's voice, “she just landed
inapig thicket.”

Tooohl hauled hersdlf up, balanced on her chest, to see for hersdlf. Bright-eyed and grumbling curses
in Sveyn, Alfvaen stood methodicdly kicking at the edge of a waist-high dump of siver blue each time
she did, it let out another series of squeds. (Plant or no, that sounds like 1a’ista,) Tocohl said privatdly.
(We mugt get her to layli-layli calulan! Soon!)

Tocohl reached down a hand to pull Buntec up. Together, the two of them did over the obstructing
trunk.

To thissde was asmdl dearing, bright with penny-Jannisett and monkswoodsmen. Sunchild waited
impatiently for the rest of them to regroup, and then set out again.

Tocohl held up her hand. 1 think we dl need a rest,” she said. Om im glanced a Alfvaen, who was
dill tormenting the pig thicket, and sat down, pulling Buntec with him. “Alfveen,” he said, “st down. You
need the rest asmuch as | do.”

The sprookje fixed its golden eyes on them, then stared up into the sky. Its cheek-feathers puffed.
Openmouthed, warning tongue displayed, it again hed out the edge of the maoss cloak to Tocohl, who
sad, “No rest for the weary. Get up, everybody, and let’s hope it is7't far to the next shelter.”

“Someplace without a pig thicket, | hope,” Buntec grumbled. She tapped Alfvaen's shoulder none
too gently.

Startled, Alfvaen spun to face her. “Your pardon?’ she said, for dl the world asif returned to norma
behavior. “We re going on? Why?’

“Because Sunchild gave a very expressive look et the sky,” Omimtold her.

“Oh,” she said, forgetting the pig thicket to join him.

Once again the party set off to follow the sprookje to safety, but not before Tocohl and Om im had
taken the opportunity to exchange worried glances.

The route brought them to a swollen stream that, no doubt, channeled into the river they sought. A
happy chirring filled the air, grew louder and louder, until it dmost drowned the sound of rushing water.
“Drunken dabblers,” Buntec shouted, over it dl, “sound like good times and parties. Nothin' but plants”

Alfvaen glared at the two of them over her shoulder. A moment later, she let dip a branch which
snapped and dashed a spate of cold water in Tocohl’s face. The Siveyn had begun to speak oftly to
hersdf in her own tongue, so softly that Tocohl could not make out the words, not even when they had
|left the patch of drunken dabblers wel behind.

They came to a bend in the stream and the ground rose dowly benegth their feet. Where the water
tumbled swift about a bare and broken jut of rocks, tal weeds spaced themsdves a neat intervas,
flicking with the rapids. “Om im?’ Tocohl pointed to them,

“Wave power,” he said. “What you see in the water is a runner from these” he flicked a finger, in
passing, a a black sem topped by a dull red gleam. “Any excess energy is bled off as light. They only
glow like that when the stream is swallen—which means most of thetime” he finished, with awry amile

“Wonderful!” said Tocohl, but Alfvaen growled in Siveyn, “Degathlight.” She scratched and scowled,
whether at theitch or the plants, Tocohl couldn’t tell.

The sprookje turned opposite to the stream’s bend to lead them back into deep flashwood. The
ground rose steeply, so steeply infact that they followed the sprookje’ s example and, whenever possible,



drew themsdlves hand-over-hand aong the arabesque and |eatherstrap vines.

Thewind picked up once again and with it the flashwood's noise. By the time they had clawed ther
way to the top of the smdl escarpment, rain was fdling from the darkened sky. The sprookje had afine
sense of timing, there was no doubt about that. Tocohl, pausng while they caught ther breaths from the
dimb, counted. The storm would be overhead in minutes. Already the lightning was close enough that she
could scent burning vegetation on the wind after each drike.

To her right, low brush bent in the wind, aflame with its own internd light. Only a hundred yards
beyond rose a second stand of lightning rods. The sprookje had dready gone on. (It's sure we'll follow
thistime)) Tocohl commented, bit her lip at the slence that drowned out dl of Hashfever's noise.

Follow they did, to the edge of the blackened patch that marked the stand's perimeter. Deep indde,
the sprookje sat, waiting patiently for them to join it in shelter.

“Wetch the ground and follow my lead,” Buntec said; she reached to take Alfvaen's hand.

“No!” Alfvaen thrust her away with such force that Buntec sumbled two steps, three steps back—

Buntec caught her balance just intime to avoid faling onto the hazardous ground benesth the lightning
rods. Curang, she started for the amdler woman, this time with worried caution.

Alfvaen cut harshly through the Jannisetti curses: “No, Buntec. You mud not interfere. | will not let
this so-called Tocohl Susumo harm us further.”

Buntec froze in her tracks, cast a swift glance of bewilderment a Tocohl, then a look of deep
concern a Alfvaen.

“Alfvaen?’ said Omim. “What are you taking about?’

“| speak of"—Alfvaen sought the word in GalLing', spoke it bitterly—"sorcery.” And with fury risng
in her eyes, she swung to face Tocohl.

Tocohl had seen that intengity, that ferocity only once before—on the face of a Sveyn about to issue
adesth chalenge. Lightning ripped the air, griking the lightning rods, to give livid illumination to Alfvaen's
anger.

“Don’t touch her!” Tocohl snapped to the others. “Get into the lightning rods and stay therel”

“She' s hdludnaing!” Om im shouted over the dying thunder.

“l know what she sees,” Tocohl said sharply. “Now get back.”

Alfvaen stepped toward Tocohl, fringe dinging sullenly as she raised her am across her chest with
diff angleness of purpose.

A crawl of sensors dong her arm told Tocohl that Om im was moving forward, not back, to blade
right. Without teking her attention from Alfvaen, she shot asngle word a himin Bluesppan, ordered him
back by virtue of his blade service. The crawl of sensors told her he had obeyed.

“So, Haning Lefven!” The Sveyn took a second deliberate step forward, her green eyes fixed
unwaveringly on Tocohl, and spoke again in cold, harsh tones, sharpening her native language to a
gleaming point. “Y ou spoke and spoke again, and each time your words were heard by earlessfolk. You
danced before the dghtless and they watched your every move. You drew sweet words from the
gpeechless. But now there will be an end to magics—I, Tingling Alfvaen, offer you the justice of death.”

Veschke' s sparks, thought Tocohl, wouldn't Maggy love thid Straight out of the fictions the two of
them were reading en route! And Tocohl chose her reply from the same fictions

Stretching both arms before her, in the manner of a deepwalker, Tocohl began, placaingly, “The sun
shineson us both...” She turned her pams up. “The wind blows us both the scent of sea-jeme and sediji.
The earth pulses benesth our feet its rush of life. 1, Susumo Tocohl, have no quarrel with another child of
Sveyn.”

She let her handsfdl to her sides, dowly, dowly.

But Tingling Alfvaen did not lower her hands. Rigid ill with the anger of her own imaginings, she
sad, “Thisis your only choice, child of no one.”

Tocohl said, “Alfvaen, it sme Tocohl. You and | have no quarre—at least none that won't wait until
the storm passes. | vote the two of us get in out of the lightning before somebody gets fried.”

“And | for life” sad Alfvaen.

Veschke guide me, thought Tocohl, she's hearing the proper responses! What do | do now?



Lightning struck the lightning rods again; in its violent illumination, as she fought for vison, Tocohl saw
Alfvaen blink. She's hearing the responses, but she saw the lightning flash! Maybe, just maybe, she's
seeing what's redl!

And with infinite downess, Tocohl turned her back to Tinling Alfvaen. She blanked Hashfever from
her consciousness, with dl of its noises and glittering lights, and focused dl of her atention on the sensors
in her 2nd skin, which gave gross but tangible indication of Alfvaen’s position.

To turn your back on a chdlenge was a strong indication of guiltlessness, but a death-chalenge might
not be so eeslly turned away. The chdlenger’s desire to duel may outweigh the socid structures.

Tocohl’s back crawled. Swesting, she waited out a heartbeat, then stepped asde—Alfvaen went
headlong into the arabesgue vinesin front of which Tocohl had just been standing. Alfvaen turned swiftly.

Tocohl caught her by the kilt, heaved upward. The move misplaced a kick amed a her heart; Tocohl
took it gingingly in midchest, gasped, and kneed Alfvaen in the belly.

Not hard enough. Alfvaen, though twisted with pain, jabbed siffened fingers sharply into Tocohl’s
Sde

Sill grasping the kilt, Tocohl swung Alfvaen bodily to the right, into a medium-sized zap-me. As the
plant lashed with its severd whips, Tocohl dropped the woman and threw a knuckle-blow, hard, at
Alfvaen's temple. Alfvaen fdl unconscious.

Tocohl dropped to her knees besde Alfvaen's dill form. Her bresth came in great rasps, aching
through the injury to her side.

Had Alfvaen's reflexes not been crippled by her illness, or had Tocohl not teken advantage of
Hashfever's tragps—Tocohl shivered and blessed the pain in her sSde that confirmed her continued
existence. Lightning and roaring thunder brought her to her senses. Rain poured down, drenching her.

Buntec pulled her gently erect, then bent to maneuver Alfvaen onto her broad shoulder. Om im
dashed drips of arabesque vine “WEe Il have to tie her up,” he explained, “we can't risk that a second
time”

Traling vines, he led Tocohl to shdter, waking as dowly as she. She saw his concern, redized that
she dlutched at her side. “I think it's only a bruised rib. Well find out when we get back to camp.” She
eased hersdf down on the blasted heath; letting the rain aill into her face, she began the quigting litany of
Methven ritud againgt the counterpoint of thunder.

Buntec lay the unconscious Alfvaen beside her. Om im bound the Siveyn hand and foot.

“A waking nightmare” Tocohl said at last. “She didn't know what she was doing. Somehow, for
some reason, she has sobered and her brain has a desperate need, waking or deegping, for dreams.”

“Then, if she deeps, el bedl right?” Buntec asked.

“She should be,” Tocohl said, “once she's made up the lost dreaming.”

“She may not,” said Om im, a bitter tone to his voice that Tocohl had not previoudy heard. He
brushed the blue fringe asde and laid a gentle hand on Alfvaen’s back. “L ook, Ish shan.”

A flash of lightning showed them what he saw. Beneath the trangparent 2nd skin, thin gray vaning
patterned Alfvaen’'s skin.

“Garbage plants,” said Buntec, and her face paled. “No!”

Rain spattered them, but could not wash away the horror.

The sorm had come up fagter than expected, and Kgedi had ordered the searchers to return to
base camp. They had worse news to report: the daisy-clipper had been found, some miles downriver.
Save for a school of Hashfever streampuppies, it was empty.

“It crashed in the water and they had to abandon it,” Edge-of-Dark leaned forward in her chair,
poised asif to legp at them.

Kegedi tapped the display: “Here.”

“No bodies? asked layli-layli calulan.

“No bodies,” sad Edge-of-Dark. “They may have been washed away by the sorm surge.”

With unexpected force, John the Smith dapped the tabletop and said, “No.” Then, more camly, he
added, “Suppose they got out safdy—assume they did! A storm was coming up. Where would you go



for shelter? Would you stay in the middle of a flashgrass savannah? Of course not, you'd head for the
nearest lightning rod grove.”

Keedi grasped the straw. “Yes! Veschke light my way, that's just whet 1'd do! We Il check every
grove of lightning rods that can be seen from the abandoned daisy-clipper!”

“We Il have to sart farther back dong the river,” said layli-layli. “The daisy-clipper was found here,
but Buntec would have turned across land here”—she indicated the spot—*so the daisy-clipper must
have been washed downstream—and we have no idea how far downstream.”

“Your pardon, layli-layli calulan.”

“Yes, Maggy?”

“May | be permitted to display my tapes? They may be of some sarvice”

“Doit,” sad Kegedi, somewhat abruptly; and Maggy inserted the arachne' s adaptor into the console.
A moment later, images of swift-Kaat's trip downriver flashed past, then froze, giving Kgedi an dmost
gckening jolt. The image expanded to show a detalled portion of the riverbank. The flashgrass was
strewn with uprooted, tattered waterweeds, with chunks of mud so large they had not yet been washed
away by the heavy rains... dl thrown onto the bank asif by great force.

Kegedi turned to swift-Kadat, who stared at the display hopefully. “Is there any animd that might
meake a mark like that?’

Swift-Kdat said, “Not to my knowledge. Maggy, can you pinpoint that spot on the mgp?’

The map reappeared ingantly, but it was quite obvioudy Maggy's and not the disolay map. It was
negtly marked with a series of bright red arrows, labded, WRECKAGE OF DAISY-CLIPPER,
BUNTEC'S TURN-OFF, and POINT OF IMPACT?

“Shdl | enter it into your computer?” said the arachne.

Kegedi looked to the others for advice. Megeve said, “That machine collapsed twice on us. It is
without doubt faulty, perhaps dangeroudy so. | srongly advise againgt relying on it.”

But layli-layli calulan seemed to speak for the rest, and her verdict was “Yes”

Like every other Hdlspark Kgedi had ever met, this one had no respect for authority ether. Maggy
did not wait for his permisson but went about her task on layli-layli’s word aone.

When layli-layli calulan withdrew to her cabin to wait out the storm, Maggy sent the arachne after
her. Remembering her manners, she paused it on the threshold, tilting to observe layli-layli. “You may
join me, maggy-maggy lynn,” she said, “but | prefer slence for some moments. | mug think.”

“Metoo,” Maggy assured her. She stopped the arachne just ingde the door, sgquatted it; she did not
want it to drip on the shaman’sritua mat.

She had run the most extengive diagnodtic available to her, fird on the arachne, then on her own
hardware. She had found nothing physicdly wrong with ether. Yet she had lost contact with the arachne
twice—the second time, shorter than the firg, as they raced the thunderstorm to camp.

Spurred by the message layli-layli calulan had given her for Tocohl only, she moved on to the
possihility of sabotage, despite its low probability.

The search was along one. She had very littlein the way of files on sabotage per se. Making a note
in her active file to stock up as soon as possible, for future reference, she moved on to the only other
source avalable fiction.

And there she found references to a number of devices that had the characteristics she sought. Each
would jam not only an implanted transceiver but dso the aurd-visud transceivers that were criticd
components of hand-held, 2nd skin, and arachne.

She settled down to a closer examination of each. The firg was the best match but she found she had
appended to the story Tocohl’s comment: “Oh, he lies!!! | don't beieve a word of it, Maggy. He didn't
do hishomework.” So, one could liein the context of fiction. Well, that dso confirmed that one could tell
the truth in the context of fiction. She went on.

The next two were the inventions of cultures that Maggy could find no nonfiction reference to; in fact,
as described, both the jamming devices contravened the laws of physcs. Very unlikdy, Maggy
concluded, and tagged each with a comment of her own, the rude noise Tocohl had so appreciated.

Moving on to the next, she found a description and sketchy explanation of a device cdled an Hayashi



jammer. The explanation was plausble, and the characterigtics given were a very good match with those
she sought. Did this author lie?

She cross-matched to nonfiction. There was indeed an Hayashi culture and much of what the fiction
implied about it the nonfiction confirmed. So perhaps the Hayashi jammer exists, she decided. Now
what?

Buntec had assumed that dl the sprookjes artifacts were biological, so she had suggested they look
for grafts. And she had suggested that the sprookjes might have biologicd art as wel. Tocohl had been
willing to act on the assumption.

Right, Maggy told hersdlf, sounding much like Tocohl to her inner ear, assume the Hayashi jammer
exigs. What follows logicaly?

Where is it? Not in camp, or she wouldn't have contact with the arachne at dl. Not with the
daisy-clipper. They had passed within the stated range of the device on ther trip back to camp and the
arachne had not collapsed.

With Tocohl! What if it were with Tocohl?

She hadlily cdled up the map she had displayed for Kegedi. On it she plotted those points a which
she had lost and regained contact with the arachne.

The range fitted. The second lapse had been of shorter duration but talied nicdy with the greater
speed of ther return trip. Two points do not make a graph, but she reached a 0.05 probability that
Tocohl hersdlf carried the Hayashi jammer and was moving upstream toward the camp.

Was there any way to confirm such a thing? Had it been done? Could it be done? No one on the
urvey team was Hayashi but—the team’ s records might show something. ..

Layli-layli calulan was lighting a jievnd stick. Maggy hesitated to interrupt her thinking, but with
Tocohl and three othersin danger, she could not ignore even so low a probability.

She brought the arachne to its feet. “Please, I'm sorry to interrupt, but may | use your console?’ It
was not polite, she knew, but she had dready started the arachne toward it.

“Yes” sad layli-layli calulan, after what seemed to Maggy a very long pause.

Maggy thrust the arachne’s adaptor into the console and searched for the team’s personnel files She
met stubborn refusd. “As bad as Kgedi,” she said. The computer was obvioudy keyed to hold certain
information for authorized personne only. She could break the coding but it would take time.

“What are you looking for, maggy-maggy?’

The question startled her, too much of her attention had been on the coding to notice that layli-layli
calulan had moved to waich the display. Bresking codes on other computers was technicaly illegd.
Maggy had no idea what layli-layli would think of it, so instead of volunteering any informetion, she
answered the question as drictly asit had been phrased:

“Further information about Timose Megeve.”

Without comment, layli-layli calulan touched the keyboard, then spoke doud, “Layli-layli calulan
" The records were obvioudy voice and fingerprint keyed. “It will oblige you now, Maggy.”

“Thank you.” The arachne touched the keyboard and watched the display, dowing it to human speed
S0 that she did not offend layli-layli. The details of Megeve's training and employment inched by and
probahility took ajump upward: Megeve had trained in dectronics on Hayashi.

“Will you help me to act on a probatility of point-oh-sx?’

“A hunch?’ Layli-layli calulan kndt to look directly into the camera eye. “Yes—if you'll answver a
question for me. Fair trade, Hellspark?’

“Far trade,” Maggy told her.

“Isthere redly a Hdlspark ritud of change? The truth, maggy-maggy, in exchange for my hep.”

Now Maggy understood why Tocohl considered trading an art. That was a question she had not
anticipated. She couldn’t lie, having declared a fair trade; yet to admit that she had lied... Layli-layli
calulan had lied too—and there Maggy found a possible solution to the dilemma

“Thereis now,” Maggy sad firmly. “The gods Hibok Hibok and Juffure have so decreed it

Layli-layli calulan gave a shout of laughter. When she at last caught her bregth, she said, “Now, tdl
me about your hunch, maggy-maggy.”



Thunder jolted Tocohl to consciousness with a convulgve jerk that sent a searing pan through her
gde. She gasped and pressed a hand to the pain’s source, pushed hersdf to a Stting postion with her
free hand. The pain did not ease. The moss cloak whipped about her. Grateful for the distraction, she
tucked its edges firmly benesth her thighs.

Mass cloak? she wondered suddenly, fingering it.

“The sprookje returned it while you were passed out,” Omim shouted over the roar of rain. “Maybe
Sunchild thinks the cloak isfor injuries”

Tocohl glanced at the crumpled Alfvaen, whose face Buntec sheltered from the rain with Om im's
cape. Why not Alfvaen then? Om im said something further.

“What?’

“l said,” he repeated, “how are you feding, 1sh shan?’

“Blunt, rusted, nicked, and burred,” she sad. “Adgde from that, |I've never been better. How long
have | been out?”

“Ten, twenty minutes. You're not holding us up, the sorm is” He reached toward her, pried her
crimped hand from her Sde. When ghe tried to resist, he said, “Ish shan, I’ ve done enough fiddwork to
have earned a degree in emergency medicine. It's blade right, and you know it.”

She did; she let im probe the injury, gasping once or twice despite his gentleness. At last he sat back
on his haunches. She could not see his expresson but his tone was anything but rdieved: “It could be
broken, 1sh shan. You can't travd: you risk puncturing alung.”

“Are you volunteering to carry me?’ She kept her tone light but it was suffident to silence any further
wamnings.

Lightning flickered, amdl suff thistime, but enough to light his face and let Tocohl see the depth of his
concern for her. “Tadk to me” she said, “I could use the distraction.”

He gave her the Bluesppan thumbs-up yes and moved closer, just as another massve bolt of
lightning struck not five feet above thair heads. A great sheet of light enveloped them; a the periphery of
thar blasted hesth, zap-mes lashed into action. An acrid amdl, like that of burning insulation, assaulted
Tocohl’s nose.

She gave a wan grin @& Om im and observed, “Smdls like one or two of those zap-mes
overestimated ther current requirements.”

Omim batted at his ear. He had dearly not heard her over the gill-reverberating thunder.

Not willing to risk repesting that, Tocohl shouted, “I thought you said thunderstorms were a time for
taking.”

Omim shouted back, “Only for sprookjes!”—and pointed.

Twiding to look renewed the stabbing pain. More cautioudy, Tocohl moved her whole body to face
inthe direction he'd pointed.

Two sprookjes kept each other company; ther luminescent feathers, sreaming with rain, shone in the
gloom. Eerielignt rippled dong their bodies as the wind ruffled and twisted their festhersinto pattern after
pattern after pattern.

“To your left is Timose s—Sunchild,” Omim said next to her ear, “on theright isvan Zoved’s.”

Tocohl scrutinized the two. At lagt she said, “1 don’t know how you do it, Om im. | can’t didinguish
any differencein feather patterns—certainly not in this light!”

He was close enough that she could hear his chuckle over the szze of rain. “It's a gift, Ish shan—and
it has nathing to do with the patterns on their festhers.” He waited out a boom of thunder, then continued,
“The same way | knew you were Hdllspark.”

“l assumed Buntec had told you—" Tocohl thought back. Om im had not been among those that
Buntec had natified on their arriva. “How—7"

Om im spread his hands. “I honegtly don’t know. I've often been accused of an unusud espability
but it can't be that because | can't tdl the sprookjes apart if | can’t see them.”

“I"d hardly cdl this seeing,” Tocohl said. A crackle of lightning whited out the gloom, in no way
belying her comment. When she felt she could be heard again, she added in a shout, “Or think seeing the



key component when you' re seeing them from across the compound.”

“There you're wrong, Ish shan. Across the compound or across the playground—I’ ve been able to
do this whatever thisis snce | was akid.”

He wiped rain from his face and went on, “I knew a par of identicd twins, only they weren't
identicd, not to me. Drove me crazy because everybody thought they were when | could see s0 dearly
they weren't—even across the playground. When | objected, srongly, to everyone who caled them
identicd, and proved that | could tdl them apart even at a distance, | got run through the whole bank of
epability tests as areward.”

Agan he chuckled. “I shouldn't say that. What | got for reward was two of the best friends I’ ve ever
had. They were s0 pleased to have found someone who never once mistook the one for the other...”

“l think | can understand that. Even identical twins are different to themsdves Their voices are
different: one hears the other through ar but himsdf through bone conduction. The difference between
how your voice normdly sounds to you and how it sounds from a tape.”

“l think it had more to do with my outrage. By my blade, Ish shan, to this day | ill do not
understand how anyone can mistake the two—they move differently. | could see it across a room! Why
can't anyone else?’

A flash of lightning, thistime farther away, lit and broke the scene into eerie segments like the flash of
astrobe. Tocohl saw Megeve' s sprookje shift and twigt, saw itslarynx bob. Neither sprookje blinked or
winced at the ferocity of the skies.

She saw, in fact, something she should have seen on the tapes, had she not been didtracted by the
crests and yokes of the so-called wild sprookjes. Had she not been so stupid!

With awrench that shot pain the length of her body, she turned to face Om im. Tears sprang to her
eyes, to be washed away by the torrentid rain. “Om im!” she said, gasping it past the pain in her chest.
“Thewild sprookjes! They don’t have a larynx! She tried to explain but found she had no bresth to do
0.

Alarmed, Om im caught her shoulders and firmly eased her to the ground. “Tdl me later, Ish shan.
Lie down. Lie down or, by my blade, Ill tie you down!”

She had no srength to fight and enough sense to obey. She let him dretch her out. Vaguey, she
remembered the pain of a second probing of her injury, then she dipped into afitful doze...

When she awoke, the sorm had passed. She tried to rise, found her way barred by a firm but
comforting arm across her shoulders.

At the Sgn of movement, Om im withdrew his arm. He brought his face into her line of Sght, raised a
gilded brow inquiringly.

“You can't handle me and Alfvaen,” she said.

“l know. But—carefully, Ish shan.”

She turned up her thumb in agreement. With his assstance, she eased hersdf to her feet. A trid step
told her she could walk but that too would have to be carefully done or she would know the pain of it.

Alfvaen dept on; Buntec hoisted the Siveyn onto her shoulders asif she weighed little or nothing.

Sunchild—Tocohl saw that van Zoved’'s sprookje had departed—but Megeve's had remained
behind. To guide them. There was no longer any doubt of that in her mind. Sunchild rose too, ready to
travel.

Fallowing her glance, Omim said, “Now what was dl that about sprookjes and larynxes?’

Tocohl amiled wanly and said, “Want to see a trick? At his frown, she added, “That's not a non
sequitur, | assure you. Want to see atrick you taught me?’

Without awaiting his answer, she fixed it firmly in her mind that this was Megeve' s sprookje and that,
like Megeve, it too spoke Madeneantine. Waking gingerly, she approached the sprookje as she would
have any Madeneantine and, in that language, she said, “My name is Tocohl Susumo, and | greet you
with aful heart.”

Word for word, the sprookje echoed her.

Thistime, layli-layli calulan’s search party consisted only of Maggy’s arachne and swift-Kadat, a



feat layli-layli had achieved by waving her “divination” gticks at Captain Kgedi and invoking no less
than eight fictitious gods. John the Smith had been asked, in confidence, to remain behind and keep a
waich on Megeve. There, layli-layli had amply invoked friendship.

While the other search parties followed up John the Smith's suggegtion, that of checking every
lightning rod stand in the immediate area of the downed daisy-clipper, swift-Kaat guided his upstream.
From the shaman’s capacious lap, the arachne recorded the passing flashwood.

When the arachne's joints buckled, layli-layli calulan said, “ Stop here. If Maggy is right about the
jammer and the range of it, Buntec's party iswithin amile of us”

Swift-Kdat let the craft hover as he marked the spot on his computer-generated map, then guided
the craft into the woods while layli-layli calulan watched the forest below.

They zigzagged for fifteen minutes, marking the spot each time Maggy's arachne came to or lapsed
from consciousness, then they headed sraight for the rough center of the disturbance.

“Therd” Layli-layli calulan stabbed a beringed finger a a shimmering grove of frostwillows.

Swift-Kdat brought the daisy-clipper to an abrupt hdt, smung it a right angles to its previous
position, to peer in the direction indicated. “Only a sprookje,” he said, not pausing to wonder at the
disappointment where a day ago there would have been joy.

Then Buntec stepped from the cover of a monkswoodsman. Howling a gregting, she waved
awkwardly from beneath her burden. Joy came and went, as swift-Kaat recognized that her burden was
Alfvaen... bound and unconscious!

Even before he could react and ground the daisy-clipper, layli-layli calulan had lad Maggy's
arachne aside to transform the seat behind her into its emergency-bed mode. As the daisy-clipper settled
into the groundcover, layli-layli calulan legpt out. Together, she and Buntec eased Alfvaen aboard
where layli-layli began to check her over.

There was nothing swift-Kaat could do to assst layli-layli calulan, so he turned instead to the rest
of the group that straggled from the flashwood. Om im bowed jauntily to Tocohl, took her hand, and lad
it on his shoulder; she straightened—a brief spasm of pain crossed her face—and accepted the support,
to walk the last few steps to the daisy-clipper, begrimed features held high and proud.

Omim said, “Take Alfvaen and Tocohl to camp. We Il wait here, Buntec and |, for the second lift.”

But Tocohl had found the arachne. “Maggy!” she demanded—and the sprookje echoed her asiif for
emphasis—“What's happened to Maggy? Is she dl right?” She lifted the arachne, windng at the pain the
action caused her, and shook it asif to bring it back to consciousness.

“Maggy’s fing” sad layli-layli from the rear of the daisy-clipper. She was dripping the 2nd skin
from Alfvaen. “ She told us how to find you. She thinks an Hayashi jammer’s been planted on you—and
the fact tha we found you where she sad we would bears that out. Check your throat mikes”
Layli-layli ran her fingerslightly over Alfvaen’s back; she drew in her breath.

Alarmed, swift-Kadat craned to look but only caught a glimpse of gray before Buntec shoved him
asdeto get a the daisy-clipper’s toal kit. With the smdlest screwdriver to hand, she attacked her own
throat mike. “Nothing,” she sad after a moment's scruting—dammed the throat mike onto the
daisy-clipper’s floor and held out her hand for Tocohl’s.

As Tocohl reached up to remove it, she gasped, causng layli-layli to look sharply in her direction.
Tocohl snapped, “Nothing dangerous. Take care of Alfvaen,” but she let swift-Kdat remove the mike
from her neck and hand it to Buntec.

Omim sad, “Possble broken rib, layli-layli,” and earned himsdf a glare from the Hellspark.

“Never mind that,” said Tocohl with an exasperated look, firg at him, then at the sprookje. “I'm
fing” she repeated with the sprookje dill spesking emphass, “take care of Alfveen.” Behind the
exasperation, her face was ashen.

“Barefoot!” said Buntec; she reached into the exposed workings of the throat mike with a hemodtat
and withdrew a tiny object which she laid in the pdm of her hand. “Maggy was right,” she said curtly,
holding it out for the others to ingpect.

“Can you disable it?” Tocohl asked.

“Not without the proper tools” she gestured a what was available to her, “like working on a clipper



engine with a dedgehammer.”

Layli-layli calulan did from the rear of the daisy-clipper. She handed Alfvaen's throat mike to
Buntec, then climbed into the pilot’s seat and strapped in. “I'll send someone for the rest of you as soon
as|’'m out of range of the jammer. Get in, Hellspark.”

Buntec made a second dive into the interior of the daisy-clipper. “Emergency rations” she
announced, “I'm famished.” She tore into the box with fervor.

“Get in, Hdllspark,” layli-layli calulan repeated. This time Tocohl obeyed. Swift-Kaat helped her
into the remaining empty Seat, and seeing she was unable to reach the seat belt without renewed pain, he
drew the strap and handed it across to layli-layli who snapped it shut for her.

“Take good care of Sunchild, Omim,” Tocohl said and smiled wanly at the echoing sprookje.

Om im touched the hilt of his blade in acknowledgment.

Between bites, Buntec said, “Tocohl, layli-layli—don’t mention the Hayashi jammer. Say we logt
the throat miked Say anything, or nothing! I'll find a way to disable it without destroying the evidence.
WE |l see whoever planted them hung!”

“Yes” sad Tocohl, and then she lapsed into slence. Layli-layli calulan turned the daisy-clipper
back toward the river, traveling as swiftly as she dared.

Jug as they reached the smoother surface of the river, the arachne stood up. Picking its way carefully
onto the sest, its fragile legs draddling Tocohl, it tilted its camera eye up to scan her face anxioudy.
“Tocohl! Areyou dl right? Tocohl!

“Let them deep, maggy-maggy. They need the rest.”

But Tocohl stirred and opened her eyes. H